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Prologue - Changes and Maybes






Do you believe in fate – are you someone who
thinks everything is pre-ordained and that no matter what you do,
the end will always be the same. Well, if that’s the case, then
here’s a thought for you, an idea, maybe: what if you were to get
out of bed tomorrow, but get out on the other side for once, try
wearing those blue socks instead of the red ones you normally wear,
on Tuesdays. Perhaps this time you should brush your teeth before
you shave, put on a tie, or maybe don’t put on a tie, just for the
hang of it. Hey, why don’t you eat some cereal instead of toast –
read a newspaper instead of watching breakfast TV?

Why don’t you take a bus instead of the car,
or maybe you could take the car, but do a right at the
corner shop instead of your usual left, you know, take that other
route, the one which goes past the park. Take your time, stop for a
while and watch the ducks splashing on the lake, the one where you
used to paddle when you were a kid. Do you remember those days?
When you do get to work, why don’t you park the car somewhere else,
perhaps do the Park and Ride for a change. Have a brisk walk across
town and then take the elevator to the third floor, not the stairs
as usual, and then, for goodness sake, will you tell Jenny on
reception that she’s looking great, you could ask about her Mum,
too, she’s just had her hip replaced and by showing an interest you
would totally make Jenny’s day. Don’t be too late getting into
work, though, because by saying let’s change a few things, I didn’t
really mean a getting fired type of change.

But, then again, perhaps if you did get
fired…

Anyway, as I was saying: why don’t you eat a
doughnut at ten o’clock, dump the brown bread sandwich and live
life on the edge for once. Shouldn’t we just go the whole hog and
leave ten minutes early for lunch as well, tell them that you have
a headache or something, whatever, but just get yourself the hell
out of there, imagine all the different people you’ll see in the
canteen, one of them may change your life forever.

I could go on, but I hope that by now you’ll
be getting the idea?

And so, if you did these things… made some
of those little changes… do you suppose your day would still end in
the same way? I suppose that it may well do. Although, come to
think of it, maybe if we change only one simple thing, then perhaps
everything changes, perhaps the changes we made were
pre-ordained in the first place, maybe the consequences of our
‘free will’ have already been decided.

Who knows?

Maybe nothing is as it really seems to be –
maybe there are plans already laid down for all of us. Plans that
are laid down in stone, and no matter what we do the end will
always be the same.

Let’s see, shall we...








Chapter 1 - Not My Problem






It had been five years… sixty months and two
days, to be exact… since the ‘big’ event. That wonderful night when
he’d carried out the deed, an act which changed his life forever.
With a quick push of his forefinger, the man permanently altered
his own destiny, the action had only been a little thing, a small
physical action, but its consequences had been enormous. “You have
ruined the lives, the hopes and the futures for hundred’s of other
people!” Well, that’s what the Judge had said during her summing up
speech – the pathetic bitch! James laughed as he thought about her
helpless fury. “Boy – was she pissed off at me!” He remembered that
particular night, remembered it like it was only yesterday. McBride
allowed his mind to take him back to when everything had started to
go right, the wonderful night when he’d finally made sure that his
own fortunes had changed...

The spreadsheet flickered across the screen
of his laptop, the final figure leaping out at him. Even though he
tried to stop himself, James couldn’t prevent the guilty glance
over his shoulder, it had become almost an automatic reaction of
late, and one he intended to stop. Why he even looked was beyond
him, it was gone midnight, he was on the eighteenth floor and other
than some security personnel in the lobby below, he was alone? He
turned back to the screen and looked at the figures, scanning the
bottom line, his well trained eye easily picking out the figures he
needed to see. With a final nod, he sat back and smiled – his
calculations had been correct and unless he was much mistaken,
James knew that he had just become a very rich man. His softly
whispered words of glee echoed within the confines of his plush
office: “Yes, that’s the one, the final deal, now they’re done
for!” he said, with a laugh. “By this time tomorrow they’ll be
crying in their fucking chicken soup, oh deary me… they’re going to
have to get used to that on the menu!” He laughed once more
and then pressed the enter button.

‘Please wait, transfer in
progress...’ The little window flashed its message, the faint
light reflecting in his eyes as he leaned back in the leather
swivel chair. He enjoyed the moment and took his time to savour it,
casually reaching across the desk to lift the heavy crystal tumbler
and raising the glass to toast the screen in front him, before
greedily slurping back the malt in one long gulp. His thoughts were
delirious with joy. “I’ve waited so long for this and now finally
I’m there, years of hard graft, hours of wheeling and dealing,
months of camouflaging the truth, and now at last it’s time…” James
had endured endless nights of sleeplessness as he’d waited for the
plan to slowly materialise, and it hadn’t been easy. Two horrendous
stomach ulcers still festering in his guts were the living proof of
how stressful it had been. Yes, tonight was indeed the night –
tonight was payback time. “Now it’s my time!” His teeth gleamed in
the liquid light. The sound of his own voice soothed him and helped
rid his mind from the small grains of fear, the atoms of brain
tearing guilt and other bad feelings, which he suppressed with
arrogance and whiskey. He knew that his own greed paled to
insignificance compared to that of the half-wits whom had entrusted
him with their funds. Their only goal was profit – an increase on
their balance sheets. More money is all they wanted, and McBride
had given them some… a little drip here and a little drop there…
just enough to keep them interested, whilst in the meantime, behind
their backs, he’d been laying the big plan.

His investment scam had entrapped many
fools; they had come, like insects to fly paper, to taste the sweet
nectar of his poisoned promises, the lies, that he’d learned how to
tell whilst working at the bank. James snarled – lips twisting in
anger as the thought entered his mind. “That pissing bank…” The one
which after fifteen years of loyal service had decided to fire him!
“Those pathetic little bastards, fire me, me!” He remembered that
smug little prick, Rupert Oliver, mincing down the corridor with a
notice of termination held in front of him, his pathetic
woman-hands shaking the damned thing as though he were offering
McBride a million pound bonus. He’d wafted it in the air with his
fucking, gay voice deliberately raised so the rest of the staff
could all hear McBride getting the good news: “Sorry James, but you
know how it is old boy, times are hard and we’ve all got to tighten
our belts, haven’t we?” That was a joke – it had felt more like a
fucking noose they’d tightened around James’ throat. The thought
made him raise one hand to his neck and loosen the red silk tie.
He’d had taken the note and left the building that very same
morning, his parting comments shattering the waiting silence of the
office. They all knew he wouldn’t go quietly and so James didn’t
disappoint them: “Shove that notice up your arse, Rupert, you cunt!
That’s if there’s any room left up there, you little wanker!”
Oliver hadn’t been able to reply as there had been too much blood
filling his mouth. After all, there’s nothing quite like a good
old-fashioned head butt when it comes to saying goodbye…

Filled with vengeance and malice – no more
working like a dog for other people to take the piss – McBride had
decided he was now going to divert all his attentions, and
considerable talents, into making money for himself. He’d devised a
plan, and a very clever plan it had been too, one based on years of
experience and the thorough knowledge of how this particular game
was played. He’d done a lot of investing for charitable
organisations before and he knew just how easy a target they would
be. James had always silently laughed at them; if only they knew
how much of the money they donated actually made it to the needy
recipients in the first place, most of it was sucked away by
bureaucracy and outright corruption, and that was long before one
poxy bag of rice was even purchased… never mind shipped… to some
starving family in the middle of fucking nowhere. And yet they
still threw cash at the idea. “They’re nothing but damned idiots!”
He cursed them, he blamed them, and he hated them. McBride had
decided to get some of that action for himself. In fact, James had
decided to get all of it. The charities had come to him in droves,
leaving him with the hard earned cash that the pathetic do-gooders
had so willingly donated. The returns he promised would enable them
to achieve so much more – he scoffed at their naivety: “Easy come
and easy go, they should’ve read the small print just that little
bit more carefully, shouldn’t they!” His laugher rolled across the
room again.

As if prompted by his thoughts, the laptop
suddenly beeped once, and a small pop-up window displayed the two
words that were to change everything: ‘Transfer Complete…’
McBride touched the keypad and then watched as the machine went
into shutdown mode. Leaning back, he ran his hands through the
gelled hair slicking back from his pale forehead and then, whilst
laughing loudly, shoved the chair away from the desk and stayed
sitting whilst it rolled across the oak floor, the rubber wheeled
castors rumbling as he spun like a two year old in the park.
Stepping out of the chair, he walked to the window and looked down
on the city lights sparkling below him. His thoughts shone with
clarity of their own. “Yes indeed, they should’ve been more careful
shouldn’t they, definitely a lot more careful…”

He grinned and then whispered to himself:
“That, I’m afraid to say, is not my fucking
problem!” The words had come easily to him. He’d said them
out loud at the time and he said them out loud again, tonight, the
night of the fifth anniversary. Four years of planning and five
years of living with the results had given him all he’d ever wished
for, including the plush apartment in which he was currently
sitting. As he sat lounging on the Chesterfield with the fire
smouldering in the hearth, he let his thoughts meander idly through
the recent past. James smiled when he thought about the money, of
how much he’d managed to squirrel away, the millions he’d managed
to hide – the figures involved gave him a nice warm feeling. They
were all his, every penny of them, all cleverly hidden within his
indecipherable web of deceit and ingenious accounting. He smiled to
himself once more as he thought about how nicely everything had
panned out. The stupid investors had all gone down, hand in hand he
had pushed them over the precipice, overnight their worlds had been
flushed down the deep financial toilet that he, James McBride, had
opened the lid on. All their silly little ideas and poncey
charitable plans – all poured down the fucking bog. “Well, that’s
just tough shit, isn’t it?” The irony of his words amused him.

The investigation had gone on for months…
years even… but they couldn’t pin anything on him. It was all part
of the global credit crisis, hedge funds being miss-managed,
sub-prime borrowers endlessly defaulting. The wicked, twisted web
in which the entire financial world had become entangled, only
served to provide a perfect camouflage for one who was as deviously
cunning as James McBride. The best bit by far was in the blatant
anguish and bitterness of the prosecutors who knew that he’d fooled
them, they knew it absolutely and yet they couldn’t prove a single,
damned thing. His footwork had been way too fancy for them; they’d
been much too busy looking for a Waltz, whilst in the meantime
McBride had been doing the Tango. They never even came close
to getting in time with his devious rhythm. The Judge herself had
said as much, looking down at him in anger as she announced her
decision. It didn’t matter what she thought, what anyone
thought, the defence team had proved that there had been no case to
answer. And that, as they say, was that! James McBride had walked
away scot-free, and to be honest – he had walked away laughing.

The biggest whiners had been those shitheads
from the children’s charity, crying and wailing – berating him
outside the court house. Their screams still rang in his ears, even
to this day. “People will lose their lives because of you, innocent
children, for God’s sake! They’re ill and they needed that money,
they needed it to stay alive! Without us they’re as good as dead!
Don’t you understand? Don’t you, you heartless creature – you
bastard!” McBride had ducked just in time to narrowly avoid the
egg, which some prick at the back of the crowd had hurled, it
smashed against the lamp post next to him, spattering his mohair
coat with yellow goo and little pieces of fractured shell. He
turned, smiled at them and then climbed into the Mercedes. Flash
bulbs ignited the interior of the car and even the darkened windows
couldn’t hide the howls of protest from the idiots he had duped.
The hollow splat of a second egg, destroying itself against one of
those windows, had been the signal to send them on their way. James
had laughed, “Take me to the club, Charlie – I need a stiff one!”
The driver’s eyes had acknowledged him in the rear view mirror,
with the tyres squealing in protest the car had sped away from the
distraught crowd and into the early evening traffic.

McBride thought about the present and it
made him spit with anger, these days he spent even more time than
was usual talking to him-bloody-self. Still, at least it made him
feel better. “That was five years ago, five years and I’m still
taking shit from those pillocks!” Feeling better for the release of
some spoken words, he bent forward and opened the slim folder,
which lay in front of him. As he lifted it, several newspaper
cuttings escaped their cardboard prison and fell onto the glass top
of the table below. There were more inside the folder, lots more;
he kept all of them, and the hate mail, too. McBride was getting
bored with this endless game, and in a bid for the final big move
he had called his lawyer, Julian, earlier in the day. Their meeting
was due in an hour’s time and he would make sure those pricks got
the message this time. “A nice fat law suit will shut them up, shut
them up once and for all…” he said maliciously, and then picked up
the cutting. Looking down at the libellous headline, eyes swimming
with tears of anger, he read the words once more:






‘McBride’s Legacy – Third transplant child
dies.

Charities – Missing funds would have made
the difference!’






He blinked the bitter tears away and
whispered to himself, thin lips tight with resentment. “I’ll make
sure that bastard editor is first in the fucking queue!” With an
angry shake of his head, McBride slid the newspaper cuttings back
into the folder, rose to his feet and gathered some other pieces of
paper from the sideboard. He placed the folder into his briefcase,
looked at his watch, lifted the telephone to his ear and punched
one of the numbers with his forefinger. His call was answered
immediately, without any form of greeting, McBride said: “Get
Charlie to pick me up in five minutes – yes just me, to Oxford
Street.” Placing the phone back in its cradle, he lifted the glass
of scotch that rested on the sideboard and finished the remains of
his drink in one gulp. Placing the glass down, James turned, picked
up his coat and headed out the door, slamming it behind him.

A short time later, when roughly halfway
there, he suddenly had the urge to have a cigar – that was strange
because he hadn’t touched the filthy things for years, but the
craving was strong. He wanted one, and as everybody knew, what
James McBride wanted, he usually ending up getting. Leaning
forward, James spoke to his oversized driver: “Charlie, pull over
at the next newsagent and get me some cigars, will you – I don’t
care what sort, anything decent will do?” The driver nodded and two
minutes later the car slid expertly through the traffic to come to
a halt outside a brightly illuminated shop.

A neon sign announcing the fact that you
were lucky enough to be outside ‘Ali’s Convenience Store’ flickered
intermittently, its fluorescent glow almost strobe like as it
illuminated the group of hooded youths loitering on the pavement
outside the grubby shop. Their pale features only relieved by the
occasional, red glow of a cigarette, which they passed to and fro.
The uniformity of their raised hoods and dark clothing gave them
the much sought-after aura of menacing anonymity. Leaving the
engine running, Charlie stepped out onto the pavement. Just as the
driver’s door was closing, McBride heard one of the youths say:
“Nice fucking wheels...” The rest of the sentence was lost as the
door sealed itself shut against the outside world.

Charlie walked up to the gang of youths,
paused, and then gave the boys his special look, a look that was in
no need of any further explanation: ‘Touch my car and I’ll kill
you and all of your fucking family…’ They shuffled their feet
and looked away. Seeing their capitulation, Charlie turned and
walked into the store with a confident stride. He was more than
capable of sorting-out any of them if they got clever, and they
knew it. Seeing the size of the Mercedes’ driver, the gang turned
and took another long look at the highly polished car. Then,
deciding against anything stupid, they walked off down the street,
laughing as they went.

In the silence of his car, James McBride
turned the other way to watch the slow moving traffic filtering
down the street past his side window. “The rat race going home for
their tea of egg and chips, no doubt… screw that for a game of
soldiers!” He sneered at their mundane routine and then reached for
his brief case; it was time for a last look at the file that Julian
had sent him last week. Hearing the driver’s door open, James
lifted his head, fully expecting to see Charlie climbing into the
seat with his cigars. His eyes widened – there was definitely a man
getting into the seat, rather a large man, too. However, it wasn’t
Charlie. McBride leaned forward, “Excuse me, but what the f…” Then
the sight of the front passenger door also swinging open, stopped
him in his tracks – his anger turned to fear. Swivelling his head
towards the passenger door, he was just in time to take a mouthful
of the aerosol that the second man sprayed into his face. It was
only the tiniest squirt but the effect of the spray hit his senses
like a swinging shovel. Fire and ice shot down his nose and throat.
His whole being became frozen; the overwhelming smell of burning
electricity filled his head. Slowly, like an unbalanced mannequin,
he slid sideways and flopped onto the leather armrest next to him.
In seconds, the silver Mercedes had pulled away from the sidewalk
and melted into the dusk wrapped traffic. The potion he had inhaled
was already beginning to work its magic upon his frozen neurons, it
caused him to dream in Technicolor, vivid scenes of money and
children, dead children, arrived to fill his mind. He twisted
within himself, unconscious on the outside, and yet, on the inside
– in his head – he was able to see those dreams. His sub-conscious
writhed in abject fear, but no matter how hard he tried, James
could not escape the bonds of his own, self-perpetuating
remorse.

Charlie, emerging from the shop three
minutes later, stood bemused under the iridescent glow of the
flickering shop sign. He looked around, and then muttered to
himself: “Fucking McBride, arrogant little shit!” It wasn’t the
first time his boss had left him stranded, last time Charlie had
been forced to get the Tube from right across the other side of the
city. He shook his head in frustration and then wondered if his
wife was still at work. “I need a new job,” he said, whilst knowing
full well that he probably wouldn’t bother looking for one. Charlie
reached for his telephone and located the speed dial for Heather,
hearing the ring-tone, and without thinking, he unconsciously
dumped his purchase into the overflowing bin next to him as he
turned away to talk to his wife – his action was somewhat of a
waste as they were rather fine cigars.








Chapter 2 - Ken’s Recovery






After awakening from his coma, it had taken
Ken a further two weeks on the intensive care ward before he was
transferred to a private hospital nearer to their Lodge in
Scotland. Once there, bedded in his own room, the recovery he made
was remarkable. Within three days of being in the comfortable
surroundings, he had managed to rise from the bed and wobble his
way into the en-suite bathroom. Jane had helped him, but in typical
fashion he did most of the small journey on his own. Simply
standing and relieving himself in a proper toilet for the first
time in over eight weeks was a major achievement. He hated those
damn cardboard piss bottles and the feeling of satisfaction, of
being under his own steam, was a welcome one to the tall man.
Laughing out loudly, Ken made a joke by spraying his urine up and
down in long, golden arcs. “Check me out!” he said as he looked at
his wife and smiled, green eyes shining in his thin face.

Jane shook her head and said, “Well, it
certainly appears as though you’re on the mend, doesn’t it?”

“A couple more days and I’ll show you
exactly how well I’m mended, baby!” Ken said, and grinned wickedly
at his wife.

“Promises, promises,” she said, and then
gave him an innocent, eyelash fluttering look of her own. It was
just the motivation Ken needed, they both laughed again and then
turned back to the bedroom, Ken leaning on Jane’s shoulder as he
hobbled back inside. He still had a titanium rod inserted through
his thigh bone, which the hospital staff had said would probably
stay there for about another year. However, at the rate he was
recovering then maybe it would be only six months, Ken reckoned on
half that time, personally. The leg didn’t inconvenience him too
much but it was very weak and he couldn’t wait to get some
physiotherapy done. When Mike had visited him, the Australian had
called Ken: “Kids legs!” Looking down and seeing at how much muscle
had wasted away from the leg, Ken was inclined to agree with Mike’s
sarcasms, he was glad they had removed the external fixator as the
sight of its long, metal screws piercing his thigh had made him
feel sick every time he looked at them, it was that and the fact
they itched like hell. “Good riddance to them!” He grimaced at the
memory of the itchy bolts and then gently fingered his cheek bone.
It had healed well and all that remained was a small, spearhead
shaped scar just below his eye. The Doc said that some basic
plastic surgery would remove the scar completely, Ken thought
plastic surgery should only be for those whom had been seriously
scarred, or maybe had a bad birth defect, in his book anything else
was just vanity and he was sure that he would quite happily be able
to live with the thumbnail sized scar. Ken had looked at him in
such a way that the doctor couldn’t prevent the shake of his own
head. Quietly, he admired the tall man and told Jane that he wished
that some of his other more self centred patients, could take a
leaf out of her husband’s book.

She had laughed and replied: “Yeah, he’s
always been the same. Ken thinks he’s made of rock, but let me tell
you, he’s as soft as a baby’s bum, it’s all show – just a big soft
marshmallow is what he really is?” She had nodded gently towards
her sleeping husband.

The doctor grinned back, but he doubted her
words, he had seen the scars on her husband’s body from previous
injuries and had spent a lot of time in reading the notes about his
latest trauma. He knew that anyone who could come through those
types of injuries and still be alive… never mind up and walking…
was unlikely to have been made of some fluffy pink candy. “No, this
one was as tough as they come – bloody nice guy, too!” He let his
thoughts cross his face and smiled once more before heading off on
his rounds again.

After another week and several intensive CT
scans on his head, the Consultant had said that Ken could go home.
It was one of the happiest days of his life. The hospital was
driving him crazy and as much as he thoroughly appreciated all they
had done for him, he couldn’t get out of there fast enough. They
had filled the hole in his head with some kind of resin; the plate
in the back of his skull would remain with him forever, as would
the physical scars which surrounded his other injuries. Apart from
those scars he was basically good to go, there would be the need
for an occasional check up, but in general – rest, a good diet and
plenty of exercise were the only prescriptions he was given. And
so, after some emotional farewells, he and Jane had left the
hospital without looking back.

Three months of doing exactly what the
doctor had ordered, saw Ken almost back to full fitness. The fresh
air and fine food, endless walks, runs, and mountain-bike rides,
turned his somewhat weakened frame back into the stringy person
he’d been up until a chunk of flying metal, and the dreams, had
changed everything. He had been right about the pin in his leg,
too. The surgeon was very pleased with his progress and said it
could be removed much sooner than at first thought, so, after
another bout of surgery followed by some heavy physio, all that
remained was a nice scar and a slight limp. With some hard work the
limp eventually disappeared as well.

Ken had not had a single dream, not since
the last one, the big one about dying. He remembered seeing Jane in
the light but after that it seemed his mind’s only need was some
rest, and it didn’t permit any interfering dreams to interrupt the
healing process. Ken slept a lot. Long, deep restful sleeps. He
remembered the dream he’d had about the Angelica Star – every
detail was crystal clear in his mind about the Ship and about Red.
The pebble and the Zippo lighter, which Mike had left for him, only
deepened the mystery – had it really happened? He wasn’t sure, but
strangely enough he felt quite logical about it, deep inside Ken
knew it wasn’t over yet and half of him wondered what the next move
would be. The thought was such a vivid one and wouldn’t seem to
leave his mind, there would be another move, of that he was sure.
In the meantime he intended to enjoy his life and have some good
times with Jane; it had been a long while since they had shared so
much time together. Ken spent hours watching her paint. She was a
natural artist and simply watching the flowing strokes of her
brushes would send him into a near trance. It was so relaxing, just
sitting and watching her as the pictures appeared like magic from
the finely bristled tips of her tools. Jane had quite a collection
of paintings in the garage, stored under a cover next to Ken’s
motorcycle. She had even managed to sell a few, mostly to friends
who would not accept them as gifts, they always protested at her
generosity, saying things like: “They’re way too good!” before
eventually forcing some cash onto her. The rest of her pictures
were hung here and there upon the walls of the Lodge. Jane’s
paintings were one of life’s pleasures to Ken, and he always looked
forward to watching her work.

He also looked forward to seeing Mike again.
Ken had only seen him the once during his time in hospital, but at
the time had been so spaced out on painkillers that he could only
remember Mike giving him some abuse about being scrawny, or
something? Ken hadn’t spoken to the Australian since then and the
only communication had been in the form of a text message he’d
received from a weird number, one that he didn’t recognise. The
text message had read: ‘All well, business taken care of. Be
with you soon. George will be in touch.’ It had ended with one
word: ‘Mike’. When Ken had tried to return the text, the
screen on his mobile flashed once, turned green, and then as he
watched in disbelief, the message deleted itself. Yeah, Ken was
pretty damned sure there was more to come – in fact he relished the
idea. His only problem, as such, lay in the fact that he was still
trying to figure out a way in which to explain everything to his
wife. “She’s going to think that I’ve lost the bloody plot…” The
thought worried him, but he needed to share this with her, needed
to get it out of his own head. Finally, Ken decided to just give it
to her straight and tell her exactly what he thought had happened,
the whole fantastic tale, all of it.

The depths of winter were upon the Scottish
Highlands and the frosty mornings made the beautiful place look
even more like a postcard than was usual. The white peaks of
surrounding hills, framing the shimmering lochs as they lay dourly
below the hill’s lofty stance. Dark grey clouds scooted past
overhead, bringing the promise of snow in their wake, their
fantastical shapes playing tricks with the mind, conjuring up
images of dragons, clowns faces, and that man on skidoo, perhaps? A
moment spent watching their passing could suddenly turn into hours
and one could spend as much time staring upwards as they could
looking at the reflections in the glittering black mirrors of the
lochs tranquil surface below. Amongst such beauty, husband and wife
were out early once again, as they were every day. The steam filled
breath flying in long ribbons from their mouths, the cutting
freshness of icy air reaching into their souls. Racing down the
gravel tracks with their knobbly tyres slipping and sliding as they
fought to keep the mountain bikes from throwing them into the
verges. Jane laughed behind him. “Be careful, Kenny, if you crash
then we’ll back to square one, you maniac!” It didn’t stop her from
trying to pass him up the inside, though. Her long legs pumping
furiously as she and Ken tore back to the Lodge, bumping and
jolting down the track to their house. The loser had to make
breakfast – sometimes Ken truly lost the race, and sometimes he
simply felt like cooking.

The one thing he had definitely lost,
amazingly, was the desire to smoke. He had been a heavy smoker for
years, but now it never even crossed his mind. The hospital had
said it was probably the length of time he’d been without a
cigarette, but could also have been as a direct result of the
accident. He laughed about it with Jane. “Now there’s a good
business for us, the ultimate smoking cure, we smash ‘em on the
head with an iron bar and then they give up smoking, simple… we
could make a fortune!” She gave him such a dry look that he burst
into laughter again. Gradually, over the weeks, he had begun to
tell Jane his tale, and little by little he let her in to his mind.
Then, before he realised it his story had become a rush and Ken
couldn’t stop telling her. He spent a lot of time explaining to her
about the hyenas and their greed – he talked about water and oil,
and of the device that George had said would have cured all their
problems. He told her in detail about George, and of the Angelica
Star, in fact, he told Jane everything. She always sat motionless
as she allowed his tale to enter her deepest thoughts, occasionally
she would ask a question or, perhaps, get him to clarify something
in particular. Generally though, she mostly sat and simply
listened.

When Ken told her about the Zippo and the
Stone, she raised her eyebrows and said: “I wonder what they mean,
seeing them in the dream was one thing, but now?” She looked across
to where the two very real items sat on the mantelpiece.

Ken glanced at them and replied: “I have no
idea, sweetheart, George told me the lighter was like a token, you
know, something real to hold onto? But the Stone, Jesus… it’s even
got the mark where Red spat on it!” He looked up at her in
disbelief.

Jane said, “When Mike left them on your
table at the hospital, I didn’t realise their significance at all.”
She had shown them to Ken soon after he had awoken, in the hope
that maybe they would cheer him up a bit, but by the look on his
face at the time, Ken had been anything but ‘cheered up’.

Ken looked at her and said. “Don’t worry,
this time I don’t have the fear like before. It was just the shock
of seeing them, I guess.” He smiled at her, and nodded towards the
Stone and its guilty partner. Those two items had definitely made
him think, yes, Ken thought about them right enough, thought about
them a lot.

Jane smiled back. “Fear, I didn’t think you
got scared, my love?” She knew there were things that she still
didn’t know about Ken – things that she would probably never
know.

Ken looked at his wife, thought for a while,
and then said, “Yeah, it was fear, but not really? All the
time, last time, I had this deep sense of unease, you know… I knew
it was wrong, the whole thing felt bad in my gut. It just felt like
it was all gonna go to rat shit at any moment. I could hear myself,
inside, and I wasn’t very happy!” He laughed and shrugged his wide
shoulders. “Now, well I don’t know that it did go wrong, I’m here
and I feel good, better than I’ve done for a long while, to be
honest. Mikey is alive and kicking, although God knows where, I
wish the bugger would call me!” He looked across at where his
mobile telephone lay on the side, then shrugged once more and lay
back on the rug. Jane threw some more logs on the fire and they
talked for a while longer until Ken reached the end of the current
tale, then he smiled at her, yawned, and slumped back onto the
cushions where he soon dozed off. She looked down at him and shook
her head, the way in which he managed to just fall asleep anywhere
and at any time, was amazing. It was later that night, whilst doing
some more sleeping, that Ken had a dream. It was the first dream
he’d had in a long time and it had been even longer since the last
time he’d encountered this particular dream. It was the one from
his past, a nightmare from long ago and one he was kind of hoping
that he had forgotten.

He smelt it coming…



Chapter 3 - Past Odours






It seems as though he hadn’t forgotten those
days after all, especially no the smell. It was an odour that Ken
remembered vividly, one he had tried to shut out of his life
without success. He knew what that particular smell meant and where
it came from too, a place he hadn’t been for many years, a place
from his past, an awful place he used to visit in his nightmares.
With reluctance he let his eyes open, let himself be propelled by
the Dream Maker through the blackened door in front of him. The one
marked ‘Bad Memories’…

He heard himself deny it. “Please, not this
again! I’ve finished with this, dealt with it, and it’s over,
finished, please…” He heard his voice echo forlornly in the
blackness of his own mind and then he was running – the sound of
the explosion still ringing in his ears – sprinting towards the
cloud of smoke and dust as it rose above the market place. The
distant screaming of voices bounced around his head and mixed with
the pounding of his feet. They, and those of his comrades, hammered
the cobbles as they raced into the square, raced headlong together
into hell once more. It was right there and then, back then, back
in the real world all those many years ago, when the young Ken had
decided that ‘Life’, as such, was shit. As he had stood amongst the
remains of bodies and fruit, standing and watching the blood and
juice run in thick rivulets between the cobbles, that Ken had known
his life would never be the same again. The smell of cordite and
death had filled his nose with its awful, burnt, visceral stench.
Right now, right here in this dreaming present, he had to go
through it again.

“Had to, no choice Kenny boy, no
choice!”

He was back on the street.

Burnt fruit and shattered flesh littered the
ground, the fleeing survivors leaving bright red footprints in a
pattern so crazy that, perhaps, it would have won some strange
award at one of the Tate Galleries. The madness of the blood soaked
footprints tracked to and fro in an insane red web that linked each
shattered corpse to the next. People were being dumped into the
empty boots of cars, laid across the bonnets and shoved onto the
back seats, their blood running down the faded paintwork, flowing
onto rusty chrome grills and dented bumpers, pooling on the
carpets, red and dripping – their blood was everywhere. As the
drivers of the cars raced away with the dead and dying on board,
their departure simply added to the craziness by leaving the
addition of awful red tyre marks imprinted onto the street, their
terrible, bloody tracks glistening in the smoke filled, half light
of the ruined market place.

He and his men had done what best they
could, administered as much first aid as was possible, called for
back up, directed people, reassured people, and not really done
anything. There is not a lot can be done for a woman whose torso is
split in two. She lies there looking up at him – eyes full of fear
and knowing. He tries prevent her from looking down at the red and
black mess that had been, up until two minutes ago, her own lower
body. The scream of sirens and voices fades into his subconscious,
Ken’s hands work automatically as he applies the shell dressings to
her wounds, each dressing absorbs a pint of blood and the three
he’s used are already soaked through, she’s bleeding to death and
there’s nothing he can do. Radios crackle and everywhere people are
running. Running like ants to an upturned honey pot, only this
isn’t honey and it’s anything but gold in colour. The woman holds
his hand with a wire-like strength, she blows a thin whistle of
blood spattered breath onto his combat smock as she tries not to
die, tries with all her might. The yellow dress clings to her
sculpted shoulders, its flowing lines shattered below the waist.
Bright yellow and crimson, the colours embed themselves into his
mind as she utters some unintelligible plea to him, those wide blue
eyes of hers looking deep into his soul. In his helplessness, Ken
tells her: “Its OK, its OK, we’ll get you a doctor!”

She understands those two words and repeats
them. “OK, OK, doktorrr…” Ken looks over his shoulder in vain hope
– perhaps a white coated saviour was going to appear through the
smoke and dust. “No chance, nobody gives a fuck around here, any
doctors are either dead or up to their necks in guts dealing with
the others, the ones in the blood covered cars.” Ken hears his own
thoughts and looks back down at the woman. It’s too late, with a
long belch of blood, which sprays onto her beautiful silken throat,
she dies whilst looking right into his eyes. Ken saw himself
looking down at her and the terrible feeling of helplessness washed
over him once more. In his mind he became one with the scene again.
He stared deeply into himself, but he still couldn’t help her. Her
fingernails had remained forever seared into his palm and they were
nearly as painful as the memories. “She really didn’t want
to go – this wasn’t her time to go, but you just couldn’t help her
to stay, could you?” The thought scrapes the inside of his head
with its own, vicious, fingers. His mind had pleaded with her: “Go
then, go and escape this terrible thing…” He will always have a
deep, haunted feeling about those thoughts. “Did you want her to go
for her sake, or was it for yours, because you couldn’t deal with
it – because you’re a coward?” No, there had not been a lot he
could do at all, except try not to go crazy, not just yet – save
that for later.

After a while, when the madness had calmed
down a bit, when all that remained were the pools of blood and a
certain never to be forgotten smell, an awful stench that wormed
its way into the pores and clung like glue to the nasal mucus, an
odour which crept into their very souls, they had been given the
revolting task of cleaning up the area. And so, with shovels
grating upon the cobbles, Ken and his men had scraped up the
blackened flesh that lay in forlorn lumps amongst the wreckage of
reality. The gathered grotesqueness was plopped into black plastic
bags, and that was that – job done and game over, nothing else left
to do or to say. The moment had changed all of them in some way.
For Ken it had brought about a hard edged cynicism and he never
believed in anything much after that day. “It was all a load of
arse, everything boiled down to the choices you made, choices and
luck. Make your own fucking luck!” His mind had shut the realities
away, chucked them into that black box in the far corner of his
mind. The woman had stayed with him, though. Sure, she had faded a
bit over the years, but she was always there, hiding behind a
façade of madness and fear with those blue eyes looking into his
soul. The lifeless blue eyes of a beautiful, unnamed woman – Ken
could see them now and they still didn’t blink. Some of his friends
had left the forces soon afterwards; they had all seen bad stuff
before, people get shot and friends die, it comes with the
territory, but the market bomb… No, that one had been different for
all of them, it had been almost personal and had changed them all
in someway, changed some of them forever. A couple of the lads had
lost all sense of reality; the only relationship they wanted from
then on had been a personal one with a certain Mr Daniels, or maybe
his close cousin, Mr Smirnoff. If those two weren’t available, then
there were several other members of their family who would be more
than happy to stand-in on their behalf. Some of the boys didn’t
want a relationship with anything ever again – not even life
itself. Yeah, it had changed them for sure, Ken hated the bomb for
that, and he hated the morons who… for some self-indulgent excuse
of a cause… had planted it in the market there on that sunny day.
“Did they know what it would do; did they revel in it, believing so
much in their cause that it didn’t matter – did they even
care?” There were no answers to those questions and they had cooked
his head for years. He hated them, the bombers, and wished he could
have found them and asked just the one question: “Why?”

Maybe then he would have understood,
maybe.

It was hadn’t been long after the incident
when Ken had decided to apply for duties with the Special Forces.
He had been a natural and had flown through the selection process,
he loved the job and the job loved him. He was made for the life,
and besides, it gave him more of an opportunity to get closer to
the types of people who planted bombs, much closer. Over the years,
many such people came across the wrath of Ken’s market bomb
memories.

In the depths of his dream, Ken was filled
with those violent emotions once more, he was back on the big
black, roller coaster ride again, the one he had managed to stop
and disembark from a long time ago. He sat and let the feelings
wash over him whilst he waited for it to stop. Ken knew he wouldn’t
have any problems getting off this time, he had managed it once
before and he would do it again. He had too much to live for, other
things to do and other places to go. Of that he was certain. Yeah,
he would get off at the first available stop – he let his inner
thoughts take charge. “Just stay calm and see what else the damned
Dream Maker has in store for you this time, old son?” Getting off
was his choice and it would be an easy one to make, especially
since he could see George standing at the siding and waiting for
him.

The old man stood with hands thrust deep
into the pockets of a dark brown sheepskin coat, the white woollen
collar turned up against the bitter cold. As Ken spiralled towards
him, George turned and his ruddy face broke into a genuine, wide
grinned smile. He opened his arms out wide and Ken almost saw the
words he uttered. “Kenneth! Greetings my dear boy, how good it is
to see you!” They hung within the breath as it escaped his lips in
a pall of steam.

The men embraced and the familiar George
smells were there, whiskey and some sort of spicy cinnamon aroma,
both reassuring but somehow overwhelming. Ken felt the blood rush
through his chest and a whirlwind of emotions flutter through his
head. Fear of the unknown, perhaps? There was also kind of joy. The
feelings churned his mind. “But it’s not unknown is it, I’ve been
here before, did what I had to do; what does he want me for now,
stay calm mate… stay calm, it’s only a dream.” His mind raced.
There was excitement, a sense of recognition and no real feeling of
madness, either. He knew this game now, was familiar with it and
felt exhilarated by the anticipation it brought. Ken knew that he
couldn’t be mad as he remembered too much. His mind whispered:
“Well, if I am mad then I’m really enjoying it!” Laughing at his
own thoughts, he turned and followed the grey headed one towards
the new adventure, one which he knew the old guy would definitely
have brought with him.

It felt as if they were in a disused
underground railway station, it’s what it smelt like to Ken. Dirty
diesel fumes, hot steel and smoke, the warm metallic odour of all
tube stations the world over. It was a single building and no
matter how hard he tried, Ken couldn’t see anything else. The red
door swung open as George pushed its brass handle downwards. A
brass bolt at the bottom of the door squealed as it caught in the
well worn groove, which thousands of similar movements had cut into
the concrete floor. Stepping into the room, Ken immediately
recognised the big red leather couch sitting in the centre of the
square room. It was straight out of the lounge on the Angelica
Star. The only other furnishings in the room were a heavy wooden
table and an ornate metal lamp sitting in the middle of the table.
Its single bulb cast a golden glow across the floor before
splashing across the couch and up onto the dirty wall behind. There
were no other doors or windows, and much like the outside, the room
also smelled of the railway and old electrics. As the door shut
behind them, with a clash of wood and metal, Ken did as he was bade
and sat in the red couch.

George seated himself at the far end of the
couch, half twisted, so he was turned towards Ken. Smiling, he
said, “Well, I must say, Kenneth… you are looking well, very well
indeed! How are you feeling dear chap, and I don’t just mean
physically, either?” The glow of the lamp highlighted his ruddy
features.

Ken paused, before replying. Taking a deep
breath he said, “Pretty good if I’m to be honest, George – I’m not
gonna find out I’m sick again am I, you know… some kind of relapse
or seizure, or something?” The thought had dawned upon him as he’d
heard George speak and the familiar touch of the couch had fetched
the memories flooding back.

George shook his head and said: “No my boy,
you are more than fine – this is a dream, as such, but not like the
ones you have become so used to. This will be, should you choose,
the way in which we may meet occasionally, think of it as our
halfway house, a place in-between.” Glancing at Ken he asked: “Have
you heard from Michael recently?”

Ken had a feeling that perhaps George
already knew the answer to that question, but he’d learned the
rules to this game now, and learned them the hard way, so he
replied with: “Yeah, a couple of weeks ago he text me from some
weird number, he said all was well and that I would be hearing from
you – is he OK?” He looked at George and waited, hoping for some
good news.

George’s reply was good news. “He is
absolutely fine and will be with you in a few days. Michael has
quite a lot of information to pass on to you. Information, that
without this little chat tonight you may well have had some
problems coming to terms with? However, now that I have seen you
again, I do believe I may well have underestimated you once more.”
Laughing, he said, “Honestly Kenneth, you have no idea about how
much you never cease to amaze us!”

Ken just wished he knew what the hell the
old man was going on about, shaking his head he said, “Why that
particular dream, George… why the market, you must know it nearly
drove me over the edge before, why show it to me again?” The
memories from that time in his life were ones Ken would much rather
have forgotten.

George replied in a gentle voice: “Yes, we
had to think long and hard about it, Kenneth. But we needed to
remind you about the strength of your feelings at that time, the
rage, which you felt towards the perpetrators of such a heinous
crime.” He smiled, “We have to know if you still harness that
strong sense of justice within yourself; you know, the sense of
right and wrong?” He looked at Ken, shrugged in that familiar
manner, and continued. “For if that fire no longer burns, if the
flames are but a distant memory, then the next step in our journey
will be one you cannot take.”

Ken replied immediately: “It’s there for
sure, it always has been, but what is the next trip, what’s going
on George?” He wished the old man would just give it to him
straight. The light from the lamp was starting to hurt his eyes and
he could feel the frustration rising within himself.

George didn’t seem to notice, the old man
simply looked pleased as he smiled at Ken again. “Good! Don’t worry
just yet,” he said, “We have met again, at last, and I believe you
are more than well enough for the next part of our adventure, yes
indeed, should you choose to come along and join us that is,
absolutely more than ready?” Rubbing his bony hands together in a
faint gesture of glee, he said, “Just know this – everything that
happened before, did so for a reason! Michael will tell you all you
need to know and we have time, plenty of time.” He rose from the
couch. “In the meantime, you should be with your wife and relax,
keep fit and make sure above all things that you keep an open
mind!” He winked and stretched out his arms in a gesture of waiting
embrace. Ken stood, the sense of calmness he felt fill his chest
took away the need for any words. Instead, he crossed the space
between them and embraced George – embraced him as he had done
before, in some other place at some other time.

George said, “I will see you in a while my
dear boy, do take care!”

Ken felt that strange sliding feeling wash
over him again, its arrival causing him to fall back into the deep
chasm of sleep. The familiar feeling was almost addictive… then the
blackness came upon him and he floated back into the waiting arms
of his slumbering reality. His thoughts floated down into the
darkness with him.

“Ah, just like old times…”













Chapter 4 - The Rights of Mister
Peters






With a loving touch, Graeme Peters smoothed
a final layer of soil over the small grave, running his fingers,
splayed like a rake, through the loamy earth. He could feel the
seeds and chestnut husks bump into his rough skin, he would have to
pay attention when he scrubbed himself clean later. “Dirty nails
are the sign of a dirty little mind!” The sound of his mother’s
endlessly preached words, echoing through his thoughts, made him
feel safe. The feeling of the soil made him feel good, almost
arousing him with its dark, damp, sensual feeling. He stayed a
moment longer, swirling the dirt through his hands a few more
times. Standing up, he reached into the chest pocket of his
overalls and removed the surgical gloves. Snapping the gloves over
his hands, Peters carried out his final ritual – within seconds his
own hot seed had joined those of the ancient wood, dribbling onto
the dark ground between his rubber galoshes. Wiping himself clean
with the gloves, he rolled them off his hands and carefully shoved
them back into the pocket. Turning, he gathered some handfuls of
leaves and scattered them in thick layers over the tiny patch of
freshly turned soil. Taking the shovel, he used its blade to remove
all traces of his footsteps and then, walking backwards, he
continued with his camouflage, moving slowly until he had erased
any and all signs of his presence, paying attention to every
detail, eyes searching in the darkness, meticulously checking every
patch of ground. As the end of his wood appeared behind him, he
turned around and followed the well worn rabbit trail that led to
the edge of the wood, walking softly on the thick grass and
carefully staying on the trail until he reached the fence. Then,
holding the top rung of barbed wire down, he gingerly eased his
skinny legs over its sharp teeth and slowly let the strand spring
back to its rightful position. Taking one last look back into the
dark wood, he knelt and gently fluffed up the blades of grass,
which his passing had disturbed. Smiling, he turned away from the
interior of the small wood and then took a slow walk along the main
track, making sure he stayed under the dark shadows cast by the
overhanging trees as he went. In the three times he had been here
with his ‘Rights’ and the hundreds of other times in between…
whilst planning and yearning… he had never seen a soul – it was
approaching four o’clock on a dark and misty morning and the rest
of the world was asleep. Not him though, no sleep for him… not on
nights like this… his need always kept him awake, filling
him with the light of knowing.

So much time invested in finding them,
endless days spent watching them and planning on how to make them
his; so many gentle conversations and treasured moments of special
friendship making, exchanging of gifts, the bringing of treats from
their homes, the telling of sweet tales, stories of the adventures
they would have together. It had taken him nearly a year for each
one to come to him, but in the end they always came, and came
willingly, each of them looking for something – that something
special, which only he could give them. But then, after coming to
him, they knew that what he did next was nothing more than his
Right! He had earned them, earned all of them, and once they
entered the workshop at the rear of his office, the word
‘Caretaker’ painted in bright red letters upon its varnished door,
once they had entered that place, then they were his property. They
knew it was his Right, that’s why they came wasn’t it, to
give him his Rights? He had been careful, had never been greedy and
had always made sure that he’d taken care of them afterwards. Often
he would come and visit their secret little place. He bought the
gloves with him and always left a little something for them, left
it splattered on the grass and weeds above them, just a modest
token to show how much he remembered them. “After all, I love them
and they love me!” His whispered sickness caused a slight tendril
of steam to rise from his breath, which wafted around his face and
remained hanging in the cold air behind him. It was his
Right to love them.

A new fire burned within him, it wasn’t
usually like this and most times he was more patient, willing to
wait, happy to play the long game… but the feeling filled his
thoughts with light, perhaps he wouldn’t wait so long for the next
one, the blonde child maybe: “Yes, she’s nearly ready to come to me
now anyway – perhaps I can take her sooner?” Peters let his mind
think of the tantalising possibilities for a while. He imagined her
in the darkness of the wood. The thoughts aroused him again and he
caressed himself through the hip pocket of the overalls, rubbing
and walking, mind thinking of the future. He would go home, clean
up his clothes and boots, shower… scrub himself spotless… then have
a nice cup of tea and perhaps some toast and marmalade. The lemon
one in the tall jar with the paper lid, the one Mrs Williams had
given him. “Yes, that would be good!” The thoughts aroused him even
further and he decided that after his shower he may well have
another little play with the hardness, the one which was currently
pressing so nicely against his lower belly. Peters smiled again,
before slowly making his silent, unseen journey away from the
waking wood, his passing disturbed the light mist and the movement
of his body left it curling behind him, like a wraith. The only
sound to be heard was a soft thumping noise made by the hidden
rabbits, drumming their feet in warning of the passing danger. Some
distance away he stopped, bent down, and then slid the shovel into
a half-buried old pipe that lay concealed by the deadfall and
brambles. Standing once again, he continued on his way home with
selfish thoughts of food, and other things, idling through his
mind.

Within thirty minutes he had reached the
cottage, the wooden gate creaked as he lifted the latch and stepped
onto the old stone pathway. Peters closed the gate behind him and
made his way around the side of the whitewashed walls of the house.
The dawn light was only now breaking, its faint rosy hue rising
over the dark woods to the east, daybreak yes, but it would still
be some time before it was fully light. This was his time, it was
when he felt most alive and the dawn of a new day exhilarated him.
Feeling totally refreshed, he traipsed towards the outhouse,
stopping at the outer door to bend and remove the rubber
over-boots, hopping from one foot to the next whilst he slid them
from over his old green training shoes, whistling to himself as he
plopped the galoshes into the bucket of water, which sat cold and
dirty by the coal bunker. He stared into the water and watched the
bubbles of air rising to the top and bursting with a soft plopping
sound. He chuckled and rose to his feet, before turning to his
right and lifting the latch on the door to the old brick building.
Entering the room, Peters reached up to his left and flicked on the
light switch, the ancient Bakelite casing crackling in protest as
the trickle of electricity powered through its aged wires and crept
into the bulb overhead, its feeble glow barely justifying the
effort. He stepped into the room and closed the wooden door behind
him, the movement making the rusty latch rattle as it fell back
into place. The room was almost dark but he could still make out
the strings of onions hanging on the walls, their smell filled the
room. There was another smell… an alien odour… a smell of burning
electricity. He turned and looked at the light switch and then back
to the bulb that hung from the low ceiling above him. Both appeared
to be fine. Sniffing deeply, he paused, then shook his head and
undid the buttons on the front of his dark green overalls. With
belly rumbling, his thoughts turned once more to the nice breakfast
he would soon prepare himself. As he slid the collar over his
shoulders and wriggled one arm out of the overalls’ sleeve, the
strange smell suddenly became much stronger. “Something’s on fire!”
Panic hit his gut and he turned towards the door with thoughts of
the cottage’s thatched roof foremost in his mind. As he spun
around, Peters just caught the sight of a shadow, his eyes widened
in surprise, the shadow belonged to a man, a man who had suddenly
appeared like magic in the doorway. Fear raced through his mind and
he literally jumped with shock at the sight of the tall man, who,
somehow, had entered the building without a sound.

For one second they stood staring at each
other, and then suddenly the intruder raised his hand and shone a
small torch at Mr Peters’ face. As the beam of light fell upon him,
it did a lot more than just illuminate his face. No, this was a
bolt of pure power… a green electrical current… one so strong that
it really did make all the hairs on his body stand to attention. He
could almost feel his eyeballs cooking – it stunned him with its
power. “I…” was the only sound that escaped his pallid lips before
he collapsed where he had been standing. Peters went down like a
deflated balloon. He sank to his knees and then toppled forward
with his head clonking like a coconut on the stone floor. The green
fire pulsed viciously, racing down his neck as he laid there, half
kneeling, face on the ground, arms behind his shoulders and palms
upward, looking like some mime artist in Trafalgar Square.

The pain was excruciating but there was to
be no respite, although Peters was immobilised he remained
conscious, and through fluttering eyelids he saw the boots of two
men as they approached him. He tried to speak but not a sound
passed his lips, he felt as though he had been frozen – frozen in
fire. The scream, which built up in his throat, found it’s only
escape and exploded like a firework in his head, the overpressure
causing all the blood vessels in his eyes to burst at once, they
filled his eyes like tiny, red lava flows. Half blinded by fear and
pain he prayed for some release, but there was to be none.

He felt everything and yet could do
nothing.

He belonged to them.













 Chapter 5 - Reunited






Ken and Jane shared two more weeks of
blissful undisturbed relaxation with each other. Two weeks during
which they toured the countryside, visited the local pub, walked
the dogs, and in general had a great time together. During this
period, Ken managed to get almost all of the things he had
experienced into some form of logical order. It still baffled him
and he continued to feel like it wasn’t finished, not quite yet.
Then there was the latest dream…

Jane seemed to manage with the stream of
crazy information and remained fairly stoical about the whole
thing. She became his rock and many times, when the tale became
stormy, Ken clung to her.

One sunny yet icy-cold winter’s day, whilst
they were walking down the slope behind the house, Ken saw the glow
of brake lights coming from a car that had obviously turned off the
track and onto their driveway. “Looks like we’ve got visitors…” he
said, as he turned to look at Jane. Both the dogs barked once and
then suddenly tore off down the hill. “Bugger, here we go!” Ken
murmured and then started to jog down the hill after them; he had a
sudden vision of the local Policeman being savaged by the
Ridgebacks, not a good welcome for someone on a courtesy visit. As
the thoughts rushed through his head, he heard running feet and
turned around to see Jane bounding past him, shouting:

“Come on slow coach, last one there’s a
loser!” Her long black hair flew behind as she half ran and half
slipped down the hill, laughing crazily as she went. Ken shook his
head and ran after her.

He laughed. “First one there does the
medical treatment, you mean, those bloody dogs will have whoever
that is, for breakfast!” He let the momentum of the slope carry him
downhill and raced past his wife, shouting out as he went. “Hello
the Lodge, watch out for the dogs – they’re on the way down, be
careful, they’re not friendly with strangers!” As the sound of his
voice rolled across the valley, Ken saw that Leon, the bigger of
the two dogs, had leapt the tall back gate as though it wasn’t
there, and that Jessica, the somewhat smaller bitch, was hot on his
heels. The intruder, whom ever they may be, was about to get a
nasty surprise. Ken heard some laughing and then the visitor’s
sarcastic reply rolled up the slope,

“Yeah I know, but I have chocolate… Ohhh
shit!” This was followed by a chorus of deep barks from their
so-called guard dogs. The voice rang out again: “Oi… ya canine
bastards, watch the bloody paintwork!” The Australian’s twang was
unmistakeable to Ken, whose freefalling plummet from the slope had
just sent him crashing into the dry stone wall at the bottom of the
garden, one-handed he leapt the gate and raced around the side of
the Lodge.

Two steps behind him, Jane let out a shriek:
“Mikey!”

Sure enough, there upon their cobbled
driveway stood the tall Australian. He had his hands full and was
busily fighting off both the dogs, who, now that they were up on
their back legs, stood nearly as tall as he did. The ridgebacks
were both desperately trying to lick Mike’s face. He looked at Ken
and said, “Get off ya damn mutts! You can bloody help me any time
you feel ready, Ken! I’m losing this one, help me out here man!”
Two untouched chocolate bars lay discarded at his feet. Through his
laughter, Ken only just managed to get a feeble whistle out of his
lips. Hearing the sound, both dogs immediately came to heel. Mike
leant forward and rested his hands upon the tops of his Levi clad
knees, he was panting like mad and sported a nice set of large,
muddy paw prints on the thighs of his jeans. He looked up and said,
“Bleeding animals! It’s so good to see that bugger all has changed
around here, mad bastards – the bloody four of ya!” Straightening
himself, he was just in time to catch Jane as she leapt into his
arms and planted a kiss on his cheek. He swung her around and then
plonked her back down onto her feet. Ken grabbed him. The two men
embraced long and hard and then separated before holding each other
at arm’s length. Leaning back, Mike said, “Let me look at you, ya
bloody Pommy!” His voice was hoarse as he stared first at Ken’s
face, and then more deeply into his eyes. “How’s the head, all well
I hope, or are there bits still rattling around in the big hole
they left behind – mind you, there was plenty of room in there
before?” He slapped Ken on the back and leaned against the side
window of the red Porsche.

Laughing, and using his best toff’s accent,
Ken replied: “Top-hole old chap, top-hole!” Then he said, “Nah,
seriously: I’m good, never felt better to be honest, and this…” He
tapped the metal plate in the back of his head with his fingers,
“This has just made life more interesting, to be honest?” All three
embraced once more and then Ken and Jane helped Mike get his bags
from the car. Loaded with his belongings they walked across the
driveway and stepped into the interior of the Lodge. Once inside,
Jane put the kettle on whilst Mike and Ken dumped the bags in the
spare bedroom, before returning to the lounge. Sitting in the
comfortable room they sipped on some hot tea and enjoyed the
feeling of being together again. As they sat with the fire roaring
in the hearth, Ken looked at Mike and grinned – the sense of
adventure had begun to rise within him once more. He smiled at his
wife and then looked at his best friend. The Australian was
fiddling with a case that lay on the table in front of him. Mike
opened his case and extracted the weirdest looking device they had
ever seen, it looked like a laptop computer that somehow seemed to
be made of a three dimensional liquid. It looked like a giant slab
of solid, silvery green jelly. The fact that when he placed the
machine down it made a solid metallic clunk, only served to deepen
the mystery.

Jane leant forward, knuckles white as she
tightly cupped the china beaker in her hands. Mike stood and walked
into the dining room, once there he placed the device onto the
dining room table and then touched some hidden switch, his actions
activated a bank of thin green laser lights that reached out from
the machine and touched every corner of the room, the flickering
display made their dining room look like a mini nightclub. Turning
back to them, Mike said, “Don’t worry too much about it, the lights
will stop in a bit – it’s just searching.” He walked over to sit in
the couch opposite them, leaned against the cream coloured back
rest and stretched his long legs out in front of him. “Right, who
would like to hear how this little story has progressed so far?”
They both nodded vigorously. Turning first to Jane, Mike asked:
“Has the old fool kept you in the picture?” He nodded towards Ken
in an indication of which old fool he was referring to, but his
eyes were focused on Jane, searching, looking for confirmation that
she would be able to deal with his soon to be revealed tale.

Jane paused, looked first at her man and
then back to Mike, before saying: “Yeah, yeah I guess he has, I
think that I pretty much get the picture, Mikey. Well, as much as
it’s possible to, you know? It’s still a bit baffling though, space
ships, weird dreams and all that other stuff.” Mike nodded in
understanding. She carried on. “But Ken is so clear in his
recollections and so vivid in his descriptions, that he would
either have to be stark raving mad or he’s actually been there…”
She paused, looked at Ken, and then said, “And I know which one I
choose to believe” She reached out and grasped her husband’s hand
for some reassurance.

Ken said, “Jane knows as much as I do,
obviously there could be some bits and pieces that I may have
forgotten, but all the big stuff is out in the open, look – to be
honest I still don’t totally get it!” He looked at Mike. “Things
like… well, what happened to Red and where are we with the Rip, did
it even happen, you know what I mean – it’s just the little
stuff like that…” He couldn’t stop the short laugh that followed.
“Sorry, but have you heard us, sat here, as calm as you like,
talking about this shit like we’re deciding what package holiday to
go on, it’s crazy!” He rolled his eyes.

Mike replied. “Yeah, you’re right, but like
we said before on the Ship: it’s absolutely weird for sure, but I
still get it, I understand?” He thought for a second or two and
then said, “A lot has happened since we last met, the main purpose
of my visit, apart from seeing you two of course, is to tell you
what’s happened and much more importantly, to find out if you want
to come and play on the next bit?” He looked at the two of them
quizzically, but then cut them off before they could answer.
“Before you immediately say ‘yes’, then I guess you should know
that once you’re in, then you’re in! No walking away and no certain
outcome to be promised to you.” His eyes glowed. “You need to be
sure, guys?” Mike raised his eyebrows and they could see that he
was deadly serious.

Ken replied. “OK, let’s see what the score
is before we decide on anything, there’s a lot we are going to need
to know about, I would imagine?” Ken felt Jane nod in agreement
next to him and turned back to Mike. “Just start at the beginning
and we’ll try and keep up, OK?” He leant back and threw the floor
open to his friend.

Mike nodded and said, “Right, fair enough
then. First things first though. Business: Maxima Electronics have
made us an offer for the company that we can’t really refuse, it’s
a very large amount of money and as long as we sign the
non-competition clause, the deal is as good as done, that’s unless
we fancy going back over there?” He slid a paper file out from one
of the pouches in the laptop case and placed it on the coffee
table. “It’s all in there and just needs our signatures; check it
out later, Ken. By my reckoning it will take us a least another
five years to make that type of money, they’re a massive company
and we can see the cash within a fortnight.”

Ken nodded. “Yeah, I will do – I don’t
really want to go back to Afghanistan, if I’m to be honest… and as
long as we are getting a fair deal on the projected turnover and
customer base, then I can’t see why we wouldn’t sell? I wanted out
in a few years anyway and this is like all our dreams’ coming true,
isn’t it?” He shook his head in relief.

Mike agreed. “We’re up to speed with the
deliveries, I spoke to Martin in Kabul yesterday and he confirms
that the Yanks have paid the final amount for the cameras and the
Ultra-Crystals too, that means we have fulfilled all of the
contractual obligations required under the sale agreement, all you
need to do is look at the figures, you know what I’m like, there
could be a right cock up?” He finished by putting some other papers
into the file and then looked up at his friends. Brushing his dark
hair back off his forehead, he began. “Right then, now for the
crazy shit!” Mike leant forward with his elbows wedged on his knees
and asked: “What’s the last thing you can recall from our little
escapade, Kenny?

Ken mulled that one over for a while, and
let the memories come rushing back to him, the emptiness and
feeling of despair made him feel light headed. Taking a breath, he
said, “I remember you and the Light Maker, you stopped it I think,
but then you caught fire, you just lit up like a candle and then
suddenly fizzled out of existence…” He still felt uneasy about the
whole thing, had it been just a dream and if so, why had Mike been
there? He shook his head and falteringly continued. “Red caught me
with my trousers down and I took one of his bullets to the back of
my head.” He said, fingering the back of his skull, “Then he drove
off and then you sort of… umm… just sort of blinked out of
existence. I dunno really, I remember being on the deck, lying in
the dust and trying to get to the light, I knew I was a gonner and
to be honest… I tried to go, but then I saw Jane and, well…
that’s about it?” He sounded confused and turned to Jane with a
strange look in his eyes. She clasped his hand and smiled at him
before they both turned to Mike again.

Mike looked very intense as his words
confirmed what Ken had said: “Yeah, that’s about what I figured you
would remember, and in the dream it is what actually happened. You
had already been hit on the head by the satellite dish and you were
dying. George took you, the inner you, and used you to
complete the task. He knew what the outcome would be, and he knew
that your actions would cause Red to try and return to the
ship?”

Ken scowled and with his voice cracking in
anger, said: “Red returned did he, that slimy bastard!” His eyes
flashed with fury.

Mike looked at them. “What you need to know,
guys, the mind blower, is that all of the stuff with Red and
George, the Ship, the Spears, everything!” He took a breath and
then whispered: “It all happened in a parallel world – a world that
lies just slightly in the future, or maybe even in the past, and
one that we may never have to go through again, But, it’s still a
possible future, nonetheless!” Hearing their total silence, he
tried to elaborate: “Listen, what we went through was the possible
outcome of prior happenings, things that could make those events an
actuality. There’s a strong chance that if certain things are done
now, then that future will never occur?” He looked at them and
waited a while, before speaking again. “Everything has a parallel,
everything is linked and the future always depends on what happens
today, always!” He looked at them, his face deadly serious. The
long silence between them seemed only to heighten the
atmosphere.

It was Ken who broke the silence. “No shit!
But I thought George said it all started in ’79 or something?” He
remembered how he had felt when George had told him, at the time it
had shocked him to the core.

Mike replied. “Yeah he did, but it was
another one of those little white lies he uses. He figured that
telling us, on top of everything else we were going through, that
we were also in a parallel future, may well have proved to be a
step too far?” He looked at Ken with a small smile on his handsome
features. Ken wasn’t as surprised as he might have been; in fact he
wasn’t surprised at all.

No, the one thing this whole escapade had
done was to remove any such feelings. Everything was open now,
anything could happen, and just as he had realised when he first
discovered the truth about the Ship, Ken was aware of one fact –
what he thought he knew about everything was really only his
perception of the truth. Everything was up for grabs in this game
and reality most definitely depended on who you were, or who you
thought you were…

Mike continued: “That’s the bottom dollar
anyway, they used us to prevent something that was happening in the
possible future, but what they didn’t know was how they would
become so embroiled in the past, our present, so to speak?” He
laughed and said, “Just slap me if I start losing you eh, Jane!”
Accepting her smile as confirmation, he continued with the tale.
“They used Red and they used us, too, that’s the reality, but they
used us in a positive way. They knew he would initiate the device,
but they were unsure as to how it would react because they hadn’t
done any real time tests at that stage. So, they allowed him to
carry out his little charade safe within the knowledge that
whatever it was I possessed… the magic… would be able to stop the
device?”

“They’re just a bit hard core aren’t they?”
Ken knew it, but was still amazed by how ruthless George and his
friends could be.

“Yeah for sure, hard core and then some, I
guess!” Mike laughed and then asked them to accompany him into the
dining room. Once there, he leaned across and touched some buttons
on his strange laptop device. As the three of them watched, a small
row of tiny lights flickered across the front of its slender form.
Mike leaned forward, touched the case and ordered: “Screen display
on, please.”

Jane nearly jumped out of her skin when,
without a sound, and seemingly to come from nowhere, a tall screen
suddenly rose above her dining room table. As it hung there with
its shimmering form illuminating the room, she whispered: “Oh my
God, how the hell does it do that?” Reaching forward, she touched
the screen and then lurched as her hand passed straight through it.
“Bloody hell!” she said and then hurriedly sat back down, looking
at Ken with amazement in her eyes.

“Yeah, it takes a bit of getting used to, eh
babe?” He said, and gently tousled her hair.

Jane replied, her voice somewhat unsteady.
“Now that is the understatement of the year!” She made a
twirling motion with her forefinger, pointing it at her own head to
indicate the madness, which she was currently convinced that she
had become afflicted with. All three of them laughed and then
waited whilst Mike tapped some instructions into the device. With a
liquid shimmer, the screen took them back into their recent future
– in complete silence they sat and watched what had happened, or
perhaps what was going to happen...













Chapter 6 - Red’s Last Dance






Right there, in front of their very eyes,
was a picture of Ken as he had lain dying upon the desert floor.
The rising Afghan dawn bathed the scene in red light; dark shadows
spiked their way across the ground, and a small haze of dust still
hung in the air in witness to the recent departure of their
nemesis, Red. Ken was on his back in the dust with a pool of dark
liquid, slowly spreading beneath his head. Jane shuddered and
clenched his real hand as she watched the image in horrified
fascination. The silence of the room clung to her and she couldn’t
stop the feeling of sickness that flooded into her stomach. She
wanted to jump up and dive into the screen. “Reach in there and
drag him away, oh Kenny!” She held onto the sob as it tried to
burst its way out of her soul.

The scene switched and they watched as Red
roared across the shattered tarmac, his headlong rush towards the
airbase saw no restraint, the huge Spear hurtled across the land at
such a pace it seemed almost impossible that he wouldn’t have a
mishap. Ken murmured: “Go on then, crash again you bastard!” He
gritted his teeth and looked in anger from Jane to the screen and
back again. She could almost see him wishing for the accident.

Inside the cab of the vehicle, Red reached
up, tapped the monitor twice and then shouted angrily at George’s
image as it appeared upon the blue screen. He screamed at the old
man. George did no more than look serenely back at the irate
American, who was ranting like a maniac. “Yoo stoopid old muthfuka,
I gon’ and done for yore boys, done them up real good too! The big
wun… well he ain’t so big now, huh? Nosiree, not so big at all,
he’s lying there with a goddamn hole in the back of his head. He
ain’t so big at all now huh, Georgie boy?” Red laughed feverishly
as he banged the steering wheel with his huge hands.

George’s metallic voice floated into the
deafening silence of the dining room, they listened as it crackled
over the Spears’ internal speaker: “What do you want, Red – haven’t
you caused enough trouble already?” George sounded tired but
somehow guarded.

Red giggled, his voice thick with malice:
“You know what I want, and you know that if I don’t geddit it then
there’s gonna be a whole heap o’ trouble!” He sneered confidently
at the monitor.

George looked confused. “But you no longer
have the Light Maker, Michael has stopped it, he gave his own life
to heal the Stone. He and it are no more. Your threat of using it
is no longer valid, why should we accommodate you?”

Red laughed up at his windshield. “Well,
lemme just see now, my old friend. Just like yoo, I ain’t so
honest, either. You never told them good ol’ boys I had been to the
ship, did ya now? Yeah well, there ain’t any need to answer that
one, now is there? What I didn’t tell yoo is that I know where the
other Light Maker is, the wun yoo all don’t think that anybody
knows about, yoo know George – the secret wun?” He roared
with laughter.

George just about stopped himself from
gasping with surprise; his anger and confusion were clearly visible
on the monitor. “Who has the second device, I didn’t think it was
functional, I mean, Jonathon, he… You have it… don’t you?”
He looked visibly shocked.

Red roared with laughter once more. “Yeah,
that’s about the sum o’ things old Georgie boy! I have it right
here with me, I’ve had it for a while and if’n yoo all don’ bring
me back up the pipe, then I guess ol’ MJDoublaya ain’t gonna save
yore ass this time, now is he?” Once more he slapped the dashboard
with glee.

Jane was surprised at the speed, with which
George replied, there was no hesitation. “Yes… yes we can do that,
Red. Please do not activate the second device, whatever you do,
just keep it safe! We can talk once you are with us, all this can
be sorted out amicably I believe?” As he spoke, the image on the
screen showed him turn to one side, as if listening to someone out
of shot. There was a barely perceptible nod of the grey head, and
then he spoke again. “There is only one problem, Red, you must
remain in the Spear and make sure that you have one of the suits
on, a second crossing will be fatal should you use Shrink Down
unprotected again. The device must of course be protected by the
vehicle. Do you understand?” He leant forward, as if trying to peer
into the jolting cab of the Spear.

Red grinned and said, “That’s OK with me
partner, yoo all jus’ tell me where to be and I’ll get right to it,
I ain’t got nothin’ else on my mind right now anyway. I’ll be a
good boy jus’ as long as yoo don’t try fukin’ with me, is all. One
tiny sniff o’ anythang funny and I will blow us all to kingdom
come, yoo heah me?” He grinned maliciously as he fought the
steering wheel, which bucked back from the violent jarring of the
giant wheels beneath him.

George replied calmly: “Yes, that will be
fine… I believe that we have an understanding now. If you would be
so kind as to make your way to SD House and wait at the entrance,
we will then set the coordinates to bring you and the vehicle back
to us, but as I have said: please ensure that you are wearing the
suit, you will find it in the back of your Spear?”

Red laughed once more and said that he
would: “See George there!” Then he pushed the throttle even further
into the floor of the Spear. It almost appeared to be flying across
the dust ridden road as it carried him to his new found destiny.
The trees, the grass and the weeds, shrank back from its rushing
bulk as it hurtled past them. Red’s maniac laughter filled the ears
of the on looking trio.

Jane felt the hairs on her arms rise as the
malevolence of the man transmitted itself through the airwaves.
“What a pure bastard that man is!” She couldn’t help herself from
whispering the words; her reaction caused Ken to grasp her tightly
around the waist. His touch calmed her but she still had a jittery,
butterfly, feeling in her chest. Red scared her, no two ways about
it. Turning back to the screen, she was just in time to see his
Spear entering the perimeter of the old airbase.

Kandahar airfield was new to her but she
couldn’t help marvelling at the greenery of the place. Everywhere
there was new growth – even the giant perimeter fences and concrete
barriers were covered with creeping vines and the suchlike. Seeming
to hear her thoughts, Ken said, “Jesus, look at the place, imagine
what it must be like now?”

Mike’s reply was simple. “Don’t forget that
this was in our past, although, it may well be from a future we
haven’t been through yet?” Both his companions nodded. “It’s still
pretty amazing though!” he said, and laughed. His short laugh was
curtailed by the sight of the driver’s door on the Spear rising and
permitting exit to the large American. Red climbed out and then
stood and stamped some circulation back into his baseball boot clad
feet; the size of which looked as though they belonged in some
freakish clown show. Standing upright, he rotated his massive head
and Jane could swear she heard the vertebrae crackle. Then, as calm
as you like, he unzipped his Levis and stood with hands on hips
whilst urinating onto the ground in front of him.

“This guy just doesn’t have a care in the
world does he?” Jane felt the icy-cold anger begin to stir within
her husband as he spoke. She squeezed his left hand tightly and he
held onto her until the moment had passed. “I still owe that
prick!” Ken hissed with rage and his words hung in the air as Red
walked to the rear of the vehicle and ushered the tailgate upwards,
reaching inside he pulled out the flight suit and proceeded to
wriggle his large frame into the silver coloured garment. After a
short struggle he managed to yank the zipper closed and then pulled
the material tight around his thick neck. Shrugging himself into
the suit, he made his way back to the driver’s door and swung his
bulk back into the seat. Both the door and the tailgate closed,
sealing him inside the impenetrable hulk of the Spear. Reaching
under the seat, Red withdrew a small pebble. He grinned to himself
and placed it upon the contoured surface of the passenger seat next
to him. Leaning forward, he tapped the screen twice and then said
to George, who had appeared in a blue shimmer: “Ready when yoo are
George, ready when yoo are!”

George smiled and said, “Good, well let us
begin then, shall we?” Leaning to one side he made a small movement
with his right hand, whatever he touched caused a deep green light
to suddenly course throughout the Spear; it looked almost as though
it had been passed under a giant, supermarket checkout scanner. The
green light passed straight through the vehicle and also straight
through Red.

Jumping in surprise, he shouted out: “What
in the fuk was that? That ain’t ever happened before!” He tried to
turn, but the python-like seatbelts did their thing and he was
clamped tightly into the bucket seat. Simultaneously, his flight
suit suddenly began to glow a brilliant green, showering the inside
of the vehicle with its iridescent rays. Red screamed and raised
his hands to cover his eyes. “Goddamn you muthfuka! What in the
hell are yoo doing? I told yoo not to mess with me!” He reached
over and grabbed for the stone, pulling it towards himself the huge
man fumbled with the stone, desperately trying to find the hidden
switch that had initiated the previous Light Maker. The object
remained sullen and did nothing more than remain as a stone, for in
truth that is all it was, and all that it ever had been. Reality
suddenly dawned upon Red – he howled with fury and hurled the stone
at the windshield. It bounced gently back off the glass and landed
in his lap, to lay there, cold and stonily bereft of any magic or
hidden power. Red stared at the inert object and then started a
violent struggle to get out of the seatbelts, but it was of no use,
even his immense strength was to be of no avail and the belts
simply tightened their grip sucking him further into the arms of
the seat’s unfeeling caress. Eventually he was cocooned by them and
could hardly breathe through their iron embrace. His breath rattled
as he struggled to recoup the oxygen, which his tantrum had
devoured.

George looked down at him from the screen.
“Have you quite finished now, young man?” The old man’s rendition
of a patronising Headmaster was so real that it made all three of
the on-lookers laugh loudly.

“He’s a rum bugger is our George, isn’t he?”
Jane couldn’t contain herself and laughed once more.

The two men joined her in the laughter.
“Look at Red’s face now that he realises what’s going on, George
has him just where he wants him!” Ken said, obviously in awe of the
old man’s sleight of hand.

George continued in a similar vein. “Now
you listen to me, Dwayne Tolder, and make sure you listen
really carefully as these are the last words that you will ever
hear. I speak to you on behalf of the entire population of this
tiny Universe, the one you would so casually dispense with. I speak
to you on behalf of all the over watching worlds and on behalf of
the ancient ones, whose skill and dedication made this possible!”
He paused, breathed deeply, and then continued: “I also speak to
you on behalf of Mister Wilson and most of all… I speak to you on
behalf of my friend, Jonathon!” His voice quivered with anger as he
spoke of his dear dead friend.

Red smashed his forehead onto the steering
wheel and then uttered a strangled scream of rage as a thick
rivulet of blood ran into his left eye. His lips spat blood and
hatred. “Garrghh… fuk yoo, yoo stoopid old basstiidd, fuk yoo…!” He
shook his head back and forth so violently that for one second Jane
thought that perhaps he was having some kind of fit.

Red’s tormentor never batted an eyelid.
“Yes, yes, I know that you are angry, and it is understandable, but
so are we, Mister Tolder, we are very angry indeed!” George
smiled menacingly. “We are angry that someone such as yourself,
someone who is so selfish, so mean, self-centred and uncaring as
you are, would even contemplate trying to outwit us!” He leant
forward, once again the icy blue fire leapt from his eyes and his
gaze seemed to illuminate the interior of the Spear.

Seeing that gaze seemed to deflate Red, he
shrank back into the seat, then lowered his huge head and clasped
it in his hands. The wiry ginger hairs on the backs of those huge
hands glistened in the blue light of the monitor. Red raised his
head and let it flop back onto the headrest behind him, the blood
that ran down his face was smudged into a large red tick mark below
his left eye. He looked at the monitor and uttered his penultimate
sentence: “Fuk all o’ ya!” He whispered, then sat back and closed
his eyes.

George’s acidic words knifed into the cab:
“Actually, it will be you who gets ‘fucked’ old chap. Yes, ‘fucked’
indeed!” The pause before the old man’s next sentence seemed to be
interminable. Eventually he continued, “You see, we thought you may
well be up to no good from the very beginning, but we played along
in the vain hope that some goodness may be forthcoming from you and
your masters. It was never an option really, was it – you were all
far too greedy, but we know that now, don’t we?” He went on to
explain how they had let Red think he had a second device, how they
had tricked him with electronic wizardry and made the second stone
appear as though it was a real Rip Fixer. It was just a game to
them and they had never imagined Red would do what he had done.
George said that Red had never been to the ship, any ship in fact,
it was another piece of holographic imagery, merely a little trick
they had played on him. He had never even left the surface of the
planet. The brutal slaying of Jonathon and Mr Wilson, and the
unexpected stealing of the real Light Maker had caught them by
surprise. Luckily, Michael and Kenneth were at hand, and even
though they were both killed, they had been used to provoke Red
into initiating the device, a device that had been merely a
prototype. “We needed to get it out of your hands, needed you to
set it off. That was never going to be a problem as Michael was
always going to be able to heal it. We just wanted you away from
the stone, far away from it. You see, we need you to initiate the
real Rip Fixer. And, well here you are my dear boy, here you
are indeed!” George smiled disarmingly at his captive. Red said
nothing; there was a sullen look upon his face, the trickle of
blood had coagulated on his cheek and he sat with his eyes shut and
fists rhythmically clenching and unclenching.

George said, “So you see, Red… I’m afraid to
say that you are the Rip Fixer and the Spear, in which you
are currently residing, is the device! The suit you are wearing is
the initiator and together they combine to make the most fearsome
weapon that has ever been known to anyone in either the past or the
present and, in all honesty, probably the future?” He raised his
eyebrows questioningly but only received a low moan in reply from
the captive giant. When George spoke again it was as though he
became a Judge, one who had donned a black cap and was delivering
his final sentence. “So, we are going to bring you back, but your
final destination will not be within the luxurious surroundings of
the Angelica Star. No, you will have a far more illustrious final
abode – we are transferring you straight into the centre of the
Rip, and upon entering its black heart, you will be detonated!”
George paused and then continued with Red’s bad news. “Your final
act will be one that saves billions of life forms and puts the
whole jigsaw puzzle back into some form of order. Rather fitting
don’t you think? I do believe that if you did have a God, then he,
or she, may well take this generous gesture into account before
deciding upon your eternal fate, my friend.” He gazed unblinkingly
into the cab of the Spear.

Red’s face had gone white and his eyes
bulged obscenely from their sockets. The shocking rush of truth had
completely stunned him. He looked rather like a school bully, one
who had been confronted by someone much bigger and much smarter
than he was. Someone who, without compassion, was going to give him
the hiding of his life, Red looked about ready to weep as he spoke
his final words; a begging rant would be a more accurate
description. “No… please don’t send me! I can be more o’ a help to
ya’ll, I can change, it was them others made me do it! They said
yoo were full o’ sheeit, said I should get the device, they made me
do it!” The awful sound of George’s dry laugh sent Red into despair
– he screamed: “I know thangs! I kin help, yoo caint send me
nowhere!” Fat, greasy tears burst their dam and rolled down his
cheeks, they mixed with the blood that became a crimson river,
running across his chin, and his frantic breathing caused tiny red
bubbles to froth in the corner of his quivering mouth.

George looked disapprovingly at him. “You
know nothing, Red, nothing at all!” And then, with a casual flick
of his left hand, he sent Red into the Rip. Bright light surrounded
the vehicle and in a blink it was gone. Jane was sure she heard Red
utter a long gurgling scream, it sounded like a small, lonely child
who was trapped in the bottom of a very deep well. It was an awful
wrenching plea, and one that went unanswered. As the silver screen
before them began to darken they heard George’s voice once more.
“And so the World turns…” With that, the tall screen shimmered once
and then dissolved back into the machine from whence it had
appeared.

Mike turned to them and said, “And that,
ladies and gents, will be the end of Red, and you’ll be happy to
hear, the end of the Rip. In that particular line of events this is
how it will all end?”

Ken was ecstatic. “Bloody hell!” he said,
“What an ironic way for him to get the good news, I’m really glad
that we’re on George’s side!” He shook his head in amazement, or
horror, or both.

Jane didn’t quite know what to say, so she
asked if they would like a drink and without waiting for an answer,
stood up and made her way into the kitchen. She was amazed by what
she had seen, but was also pleased as she now knew for sure, one
hundred percent, that Ken was fine. Previously there had been a
tiny shadow of doubt in her mind. “Maybe the injury has sent him
nuts?” That particular thought had now jumped on the first plane
ride out of her mind. “And don’t come back either!” She whispered.
Now she knew that he was definitely OK, and that was just fine by
her, they were together and along with Mike they would be able to
make sense of this. Reaching up to the cupboard, she bought the
best bottle of brandy down, thinking out loud, she said, “I think
we could all do with a good shot of this!” The words made her smile
as she switched the kettle on and reached for some fresh mugs. In
the dining room she heard the two men laughing. Jane closed her
eyes and offered a silent prayer of thanks to their Guardian Angels
for bringing them home to her. “I hope you lot have got plenty of
overtime left,” she joked with the winged ones, “It looks as though
you’re going to need it!”













Chapter 7 - Honey Trap






It had been a while since the kid had been
killed. “Nearly two years?” Stevo guessed. To be honest, he didn’t
care how long it had been, or about the kid, but it just so
happened to be that it was all over the news again and some dumb
blonde reporter was gabbing-on about the case once more. Gazzer had
put in another appeal, reckons he was unduly punished, crying that
his sentence was too stiff. “Whining little prick, he’d pulled the
trigger hadn’t he, fucking shithead should have made sure he had
hit the bastards he was aiming for then, shouldn’t he?” Stevo threw
the remote at the TV. The thin plastic case exploded on impact and
sent the AA batteries rattling off the wooden unit, sending the
Sanyo’s volume into a speaker crackling crescendo. He groaned: “Oh,
for fuck’s sake!” Rising to his feet, he reached over, hit the off
button and headed for the fridge, as he walked across the lino
covered floor, a thick coating of spilled beer, and other
unmentionables, sucked at the soles of his black Nike trainers.
Grabbing himself a can of Special Brew from the otherwise empty
fridge, he slammed the door shut and cracked the ring pull. The
frothy liquid burst forth and Stevo stooped to capture most of the
foam in his open mouth, he let the rest of it escape to run across
his chin and spatter in amongst the rest of the filth below. He
chugged half of the tin in one go, then lowered the can and burped
loudly. The cold alcohol cleared his head slightly, the hangover
from the previous nights excesses were still banging against his
temples, the leaden taste of whiskey and marijuana still coating
his mouth with their slimy fur. He coughed and then expelled a
mouthful of brownish spittle into the sink, leaving the phlegm to
run down the side of a greasy plate – it slithered down, like a
slug, dangled for a moment and then glooped into the dirty water of
the overflowing washing-up bowl.

“This fucking place sucks!” He thought as he
reached for a roll-up and pulled a chair out from under the kitchen
table’s scarred surface. Stevo brushed Jeanie’s make-up
paraphernalia to one side with a curse, “Slut didn’t come home
again last night, bitch!” He caught a glimpse of himself in the
small makeup mirror that sat propped against the wall. Shocking
blonde hair lay dankly across his pale, acne ruined forehead. Three
day stubble spiked out from his thin cheeks and his dull blue eyes
were outlined by red, almost raw, eyelids. He grinned at himself
through a haze of Golden Virginia smoke, his crooked yellow teeth
only relieved by the singular gold cap on the front left incisor,
which matched nicely with the heavy chains dangling from his
scrawny neck and wrists. He turned away from the mirror and reached
up to drag his left hand across an unshaven face – he felt like
shit, but he knew that after another two beers he would be back on
track. “Nine thirty may be a bit early for a spliff, but definitely
not for some more piss!” Stevo definitely liked that thought, and
with a grin he gulped back the rest of his can and launched it
towards the overflowing bin. It bounced angrily off the old pie
wrapper and then spun its way under one of the kitchen units.

After retrieving another two cans from the
fridge and grabbing a slice of stale bread, in which he wrapped a
thick piece of cheddar cheese covered in brown sauce, he sat back
down and contemplated his day’s activities. “Get a few beers down,
have a quick spliff and then hit the bookies.” It sounded just fine
to him, especially since his benefit payment would be in the bank
by twelve o’clock. “This is gonna be a good day Stevo lad, a very
good day!” Just as he was cracking a second can, the TV in the
sitting room suddenly boomed into life again, the unexpected noise
made him jump and he coughed as a lump of cheese caught in his
throat. Cursing, he walked into the sitting room and bent forward
to hit the off switch, pausing momentarily to look down at the
dusty fingerprint covered screen as he did so. The report still
dealing with Gazzer’s case and the whole story was being shown
again.

He stood and watched, unable to help
himself. He had been part of it… lived it… he’d been to court,
suffered the jeers, and the cheers, lived through the endless packs
of reporters as they jostled him, screaming for his attention:
“Stevo, look this way Stevo – are you guilty… Stevo, Stevo!” He’d
stood there, blinking proudly in his moment of glory as the flash
bulbs flickered like strobes. Ultimately, he’d escaped justice and
then they’d all gone crazy. Stevo had revelled in it. Yes, he knew
every word of the tale, he’d seen almost all of the countless hours
of media coverage, and yet it still fascinated him. The blonde
woman was talking again and he watched the faces of the gang flash
onto the screen… his amongst them… as she regurgitated their
heinous crime, reiterated the sentences of those who had been
convicted, and once more told the tale of how Stevo and the two
others had been found not guilty. The kid’s parents were on again,
talking of justice and of their hope that he and his ‘Not Guilty’
friends would suffer their shame and guilt forever. The couple were
still pleading with the Police and the Government to put an end to
gangs and crime on the streets, begging for someone to come forward
with the rest of their names. Stevo sneered at the telly. “Blah
fucking blah… shit happens, nobody meant for him to be hit, he was
a civilian who just got in the way, it wasn’t the first time and it
wouldn’t be the last, just look at a real warzone, lady, look at
Afghanistan or sommat, that’s what you call casualties, stupid
cow!” He stuck his middle finger up at the screen. “Shaddup
whining, you’ve had your bloody compensation, what more do you
want?”

The child had been waiting outside the chip
shop for his Dad when Stevo’s Gang, who were loitering outside the
off-licence, had seen the members of another outfit who were trying
to sell some shit on their turf. That was a big No-No, and without
hesitation Stevo and his friends had opened-up on them. The gunfire
had crackled down the litter strewn street and the rival mob had
taken off like their arses were on fire, but the kid, that fucking
kid… The stupid idiot had just turned in amazement and looked at
them, standing there like some china doll, standing frozen,
blinking at the sound of gunfire as it echoed down the street where
only fifteen minutes before he’d been happily playing football.
He’d taken one of Gazzer’s wayward 9mm slugs straight through the
heart – the devastating impact of the bullet had killed him
instantly. Then the shit had really hit the fan.

Stevo remembered it like yesterday and he
still didn’t get it. “The kid had nine years of good life, didn’t
he? Like I said, shit happens!” Their griping pissed him off. “Get
over it you losers!” This was a war for the streets, a war to
control the drugs and the smack-heads who used them, if people got
hurt then that’s just the way it goes. It was the business Stevo
was in and he’d been smart enough to cover his tracks sufficiently
well so as not to get caught. Oh sure, they knew he was involved,
people had said he was and many had grassed him up to the Filth.
But those idiots couldn’t prove anything and, anyway, Jacko had
made sure the lawyer was a good one. “You didn’t mess with Jacko,
no way!” Stevo knew that for sure. He and the two others had told
Jacko that it was all good, the evidence was gone and they would
keep their mouths shut.

The big Londoner had simply looked at them
and said: “It facking better had be ‘all good’ boys or you’ll be
shut up permanently. One bit of this shit comes back to me and
you’ll be in the Thames without your thieving little hands. Do you
understand me, you facking stupid monkeys?” They understood all
right, understood really well. Stevo had seen Jacko carry out his
promises before. The four who had been nicked, understood, too. One
hint of any grassing going on would mean prison hospital meals for
a long time, that’s if they were lucky. Jacko meant what he said
and Stevo admired that, it’s what he, too, wanted from life. “Fuck
everyone else, get what you want and do whatever it takes to get
it!” Well, that had been two years ago and no shit had come back to
any of them, they had been pulled by the Filth a couple of times
but those pricks had nothing on them, it was all just a scare
tactic and Stevo had blagged his way through it. He knew he was
safe. ‘Teflon Stevo’ is what the gang had taken to calling him.
‘Fuck all sticks to you, eh Stevo?’ Secretly, many of them despised
him. Some even thought he was coward for not standing up to the
Rap, but they also knew that Stevo had become one of Jacko’s boys.
‘Fuck with him and you were fucking with the Man himself.’

Stevo flicked the finger at the TV once
more, and then pulled the plug out of the wall before returning to
the kitchen. Once there, he cracked another can and got out his
makings. He sat at the dirty table and rolled himself a nice fat
one, his yellow fingers shook a little and he guessed he just
needed some more beer and a little puff of weed. “Yeah, that’ll fix
me right up!” And, just be to be on the safe side, he popped a
couple of pills as well, grinning as he thought: “I might as well
do the job properly!” One hour later, and feeling somewhat wasted,
he made his way down to the betting shop. His walk was the typical,
overconfident bounce that all his type use, hood up and arms
swinging, almost walking on his toes, safe in the knowledge the
average person saw him as threatening.

The one person who didn’t see him as
threatening was seven year old Phillip John Rogers or: ‘PeeJay’ to
his friends. Phillip lived in a mid-terrace house opposite the
blonde haired man. He had seen Stevo with his sweets, when he’d
asked for some, Stevo had told him that when he was older he would
let him have them. “Ah, wait ‘til you’re ten, eh mate, they’re good
stuff, but once you’ve had one then you’ll want more, and you need
money for sweets, lad? I can’t give you them for free all the
time.” Stevo had smiled at him and then laughed at the spoilt face,
which the kid had pulled. He knew it wouldn’t be long before he
could get him fixed up with some gear and that would be another
nice steady source of income. The kid’s mother wasn’t shy when it
came to spending money. Stevo had seen all the computer stuff when
it was being delivered to their house. He wasn’t the only one who
saw things. PJ had seen the sweets in their tinfoil wrappers and
little plastic bags. He had seen Stevo put them in his pockets and
had seen the dozens of people who came and got them from him. Yeah,
he was gonna get some of those sweets when he was older. As he
turned back to the computer, he hoped some of them were liquorice
flavoured…

His Mum had bought him the computer after
the IT teacher told her that Phillip had something special. “He’s
unbelievable!” PJ heard the half whispered remark that Mr. White
had made to her at the last parents evening. PJ didn’t get what the
fuss was all about: “It was only numbers, you put the numbers in
and the programme did what you wanted it to, easy peasy?” He had
said as much to his Mum as she’d stood smiling proudly at her only
son. Forgetting about sweets, he turned back to the assignment he
had been given. It was supposed to take him two weeks to finish,
but PJ reckoned that if he gave footy a miss tonight, then he would
be done by tomorrow. His fingers flashed across the keypad as he
hummed his favourite pop tune, the inputted data poured in
arithmetical reams across the flat screen monitor in reaction do
his commands. If that particular model of computer had been graced
with a voice, then it probably would have said something like: “Hey
kid, slow down!” Most probably it would have.

Phillip was good, really good.

Further down the street, Stevo had his
swagger off to a tee. “Yeah, life’s good, oh yeah!” His head swam
with alcohol and barbiturates, a good blast of weed always made him
horny and at this precise moment, Stevo felt as though he would be
able to shag the crack of dawn, if it had hairs on it. He was
twenty eight years of age and had never had a job. He didn’t need
one. Floating within his own drug-induced reality, he made his way
down to the betting shop on Bakerson Street. Stepping over the crap
that had been blown into the doorway, Stevo pushed the bell, looked
up at the security camera and then waited for the slight buzzing
noise, which the electric lock made as it was released. Striding
into the brightly lit interior, he said, confidently: “Good bloody
morning, Malky!” The words came out slurred as he issued his
standard greeting to the morbidly obese owner of the bookies.

“Howdo Stevo, big win today is it lad?” The
thick lenses of Malky’s spectacles glinted in the florescent light
as he peered at Stevo from behind the steel mesh covering the
payment counter. He hated the skinny, blonde haired little prick
who had just swaggered into his business. “The little bastard
thinks he’s a big man, walking about like he owns the friggin’
place…” He masked his silent thoughts and plastered a false smile
across his fat jowls.

Stevo looked pleased. “Yeah, you know me, a
little bit here a little bit there. I don’t need a Lottery win,
Malky – just a nice wedge from time to time does for me, my old
son.” He checked the monitor mounted above the far wall. Grabbing
the betting slips, he reached for the paper and took a roll-up from
behind his ear. Malky’s fat faced smile hid his distaste. O’Hara
was a loser and was usually too stoned or pissed to really know
what he was doing; it suited Malky just fine as the kid’s dosh was
the same colour as everyone else’s. He turned away and reached for
his mug of tea, it was going to be another long day. After about an
hour of trying to look as though he knew what he was doing, Stevo
placed a pair of thirty pound bets on the two o’clock at Kensworth,
he was going to go for fifty each way but had just received a text
from Smack-head Pete. The guy had said he wanted some gear: ‘A lot
of gear’, the text had said, and Stevo guessed that he might need
some extra cash, so he’d kept the flutter small. The second nag had
been at more than a hundred to one and it was worth the gamble?
Sliding the cash and the slips under the grill, he waited for his
receipt and then said, “See ya later big boy, I’ll be back for my
winnings this evening!”

Malky smiled sickly at him and entered the
bets in his register. Looking up, he said, “Yeah, see you later
Stevo.” The door was already swinging shut behind the departing
figure as Malky allowed himself a loud: “Little prick!” comment,
before turning back to his paper. Stevo never heard the parting
remark because the door had already closed behind him.

Stepping out onto the street, he looked at
the fake Rolex and seeing that it was gone twelve, guessed that his
benefits should be in the bank by now. He crossed the street and
hit the cash point machine; sure enough, the payment was in.
Extracting the sheaf of crisp bills, which the machine spat out, he
pocketed them and said, sarcastically, “Thank you Mr tax-paying
sucker!” Just as he was turning towards the pub to go and meet
Pete, the shrill tone of his mobile suddenly rang out. Reaching
into his pocket, Stevo dragged out the phone and glanced down at
the flashing screen. The word ‘Jacko’ caused his bloodshot eyes to
widen. “What the fuck does he want?” His pulse quickened as he
pushed the green button. “Yeah Boss, what’s up?”

Jacko sounded pissed off: “Meet me at the
Jones’ warehouse, Stevo and bring all the gear that you ‘ave, all
of it. Get those two cretins of yours to come too, oh yeah, and
bring that facking gun!” His voice seemed to crack with anger.

If Stevo didn’t know better he would have
sworn that Jacko sounded worried, scared almost. Without thinking,
he said, “What gun, you mean the nine-milly pistol, Jacko?” His
mind raced.

“Don’t facking piss me about you little
shite! The MAC-10 is wot I am on about, you know, the bleeding one
which you told me was taken care of – you facking little scrote!”
Jacko paused and a soft hiss filled the silence in Stevo’s ear.
“Just get all the gear wot you and your little mates have. Get the
gun, all the guns, and then get your arse down to the warehouse
right now, and bring my facking money with you!” With that the line
went dead.

Stevo stared at the black mobile and tried
to get his head together. “Oh shit!” His legs shook with a sudden
release of adrenaline. “Shit, shit, shit!” The weight of the little
pistol, which nestled in his pocket, suddenly became a lot heavier.
He hit the speed dial and rang the other two – both of them were
still in bed but his screamed instructions soon awakened them.
Stevo spat the instructions into the mouthpiece: “You know where,
just be there; bring all the guns and the fucking gear, all of it,
right! I’m going to my place to get the Maccy, don’t be fucking
late, Jacko sounds weird – he’s right pissed off he his, just be
there!” He hung up and headed for home. His legs were still shaking
but he felt better after having taken some of his fear out on the
other two.

Once back in the house, he went straight to
the hiding place for the weapons and other gear he kept stashed
away. He had a panic-filled rummage under the floor boards and also
in the secret hole he’d cut into the partition wall downstairs. His
labours saw him with a small black holdall, whose contents amounted
to the sum total of his life’s work. The bag contained: one bag of
cash, mostly belonging to Jacko, one MAC-10 machine-pistol complete
with two fully loaded magazines, and one bag of Cocaine that also
belonging to Jacko. Stevo jammed a magazine into the machine-pistol
and stuffed it into the bag. Picking up the holdall, he zipped it
tight, then cocked and slid his .22 pistol back into the pocket of
his tracksuit top. He placed another joint in between his dry lips
and headed for the door.

Stevo was going to take the long way round,
just to calm down a bit, but the hands on his watch forbade him. He
was already late. Deciding on the short cut, he turned right,
crossed the verge and made his way down to the old underpass; even
though it had been closed after the new flyover made it redundant,
Stevo knew that going through the old tunnel would be quicker to
someone on foot. Even though it was still possible to get a car
through the underpass, nobody seemed to bother, these days it was
more a place where junkies, winos and other losers hung out. Stevo
did a lot of business down there and they all knew who he was.
“Yeah, I’m the main man in this neck of the woods!” The thought
made him feel slightly better as he leapt over the railings and
onto the tarmac below. Hitting the road at the wrong angle made his
legs buckle, causing him to stagger forward – the curse was just
about to cross his lips, when he saw the woman. Stevo was going to
ignore her, he should have because he was in a hurry and Jacko was
really pissed, but a sort of madness entered him, maybe it was the
weed, he didn’t know, but either way the thought still popped into
his head – almost as though someone had put it there. Standing
upright, he stood and watched her. Heat rose behind his eyes and he
allowed the thoughts to fill his mind: “Fuck Jacko, look at the
arse on her!” He flicked his smoke away and stood staring at the
woman for a moment.

She was bending over and looking at the map,
which was spread across the floor in the back of her van, twiddling
a can of deodorant in her hands as she concentrated on the map. The
sliding side door of the VW was partially open, Stevo saw her bend
forward and he took a long hard look at that arse again. She
appeared to be in her late thirties: tight blue jeans, brown cowboy
boots, white blouse and dark hair tumbling down over her shoulders.
Nice arse, very nice. He couldn’t see the woman’s face. “Don’t need
to see the face…” Stevo thought, smiling to himself as he began to
walk the thirty yards that lay between them. He managed to get
right up to the woman without a sound, when he was about six feet
away, he said: “Are you lost, love?” He expected the woman jump out
of her skin. He wanted her to be on the back foot, knowing that his
sudden appearance would give him an advantage.

Without the slightest trace of surprise on
her handsome features, the woman turned and smiled at him. Her
almond green eyes, with just a trace of liner on the lower lid, sat
above a perfectly formed nose. Bright red, bow shaped lips smiled
at him to reveal a row of pearly white teeth. Still smiling, she
said: “I most certainly am! Are you from around here – maybe you
could put a damsel in distress back on the right course?” Her honey
filled voice had some Northern trace to it.

Stevo stepped closer, he couldn’t believe
his luck. “Even better, she’s a northerner and that lot up there
love it!” That’s we he’d been told about northern birds, anyway.
“She’s gagging for it!” The thought of it aroused him, today was
indeed a good day... Saying something about the map, the woman
moved slightly to one side and gave him room to look. As he brushed
past, the smell of the woman’s perfume filled his head. Stevo took
a quick look down the old underpass; it was empty save for the
empty crisp packet that tumbled slowly across the entrance way. He
turned his gaze back to the van with his mind racing. Grasping the
little pistol hidden in his pocket, he thought: “One look at this
and she’s gonna do exactly what I want…” Dumping his holdall
next to her, he bent forward and tried to make a plan. The woman
motioned at the map with the small can she was holding in her right
hand. Stevo glanced down and saw that she was now pointing the
aerosol at him. “What the…” His well honed survival instincts tried
to leap into action, but they, like his thoughts, were too
late.

He heard her speak: “Thanks for helping,
Steven.”

Just as he was about to ask how the fuck she
knew his name, the woman squirted him in the face with the perfume.
He gasped and tried to step back. His reflexes were too slow and he
only half managed to pull the gun from its hiding place before his
whole body went into spasm. For the first time in his life, Steven
O’Hara knew what real pain felt like. If he had placed his tongue
into a live plug socket, the pain would have been less. A wicked
jolt of agony ripped through his mouth, Stevo felt as though his
head had exploded. The heat ran through his body like molten lead
through butter, it was as though his feet had suddenly been dipped
in fire, his whole body heated up and he leapt into the air with a
thin scream. It was to be the last conscious action he would take
for a while. His final sensation was one of being propelled by the
weight of the woman into the back of the van. He heard her cry out
and then the blackness surrounded him, he could still feel the fire
coursing through his veins, could still feel his limbs jerking of
their own accord, but he couldn’t seem to move. The last thought he
had was one of shame. “I’ve pissed myself.”








Chapter 8 - Gifts and Changes






Ken sat and watched as Mike returned to the
subject at hand. He seemed pleased at the way they in which they
had reacted to the information that the silver screen had shared
with them. Ken looked at his friend’s smile and realised that the
story was probably going to get somewhat more complicated. He was
right. Suddenly, Mike changed direction. “I’ll tell you what,” he
said. “Why don’t I take you guys out for a meal, you must have a
favourite watering hole somewhere?” Smiling at them, he took out
his wallet and waved it in the air. “I have money, people… lots of
money!” It was an offer they couldn’t refuse and between them
decided upon the Steak House, which lay about five miles away from
the Lodge.

“It’s pretty quiet at this time of year and
we should be able to get a nice table by the fire, Charlie will be
glad to see, too. We haven’t been up there for ages.” Jane rose to
her feet, saying that she was going to get scrubbed up. “I’ll
drive, you guys have a beer and I’ll be back down in a tick…” There
was to be no argument on that point whatsoever.

Ken grabbed a couple of beers from the
kitchen and sat them on the coffee table, picking up their drinks
the two men had a quick toast: “To the future, and to some more
adventures eh, Kenny?” Mike raised his glass and took a long
swallow. “Ah yes, that’s the very one!” he said with relish, and
took another drink. Ken joined him. After finishing most of their
first drink, they sat in silence for a while before Mike continued:
“Your Missus is some woman, my friend. I just can’t believe she
seems to have picked this up straight away, I was worried that she
might have started running around the garden screaming, or
something?” He shook his head and winked at Ken.

Ken thought for a moment. Then with a nod of
his head, he said: “Yeah, she certainly is, I know what you mean,
though, I was also a bit concerned that once she’d seen the truth,
in black and white, that maybe she might have gone slightly nuts…”
He looked at Mike, “But she seems to have grasped it with no
dramas, I reckon?” Jane’s abilities made him proud and he was
always astonished by her adaptability and resilience. She was an
amazing woman who had been through quite a lot in her own life,
including a previous relationship where her partner had turned out
to be an obsessed lunatic. Jane had endured several severe beatings
at his hands before finally leaving. It always saddened Ken as he
would never have guessed that a woman like her was capable of
tolerating such a thing.

“It’s just the way it was?” She had told him
once when Ken had questioned her about it. “It’s not what you
planned, but it just turns out that way. It became a battle and the
only way for him to satisfy his desire for control, was to beat the
shit out of me…” Ken remembered the steel in her eyes when she had
looked at him as she spoke. “Then one day I woke up and realised
that I was crazy, I didn’t love him and he hated me – he was
obsessed by me and he hit me, I was the one allowing it and I would
be the one who stopped it!” Whenever she talked about it, Jane
always had a look of sheer incredulity on her face. The truth was
that in reality she had no idea how she had allowed it to happen in
the first place, when she looked back it was though it had happened
to someone else. As Ken had stood there, listening in horror to her
tale, he had watched as Jane’s face crumpled. She breathed deeply
and said: “He took my chance of having kids away from me and for
that alone, I will never forgive him. Why did he do that to me?”
Her eyes filled with tears as she had remembered that particular
kick, one that had been delivered as she lay half conscious on the
kitchen floor with blood filling her mouth. His latest assault had
been the worst yet, but Jane had simply looked up at her tormentor
and then laughed. Her unbreakable spirit only served to enrage him
further and his leg had swung back in anger. The impact of the
steel toe-capped boot had put paid to her laughter for a while, its
well aimed trajectory viciously crushing her lower abdomen. With
one spiteful act, Jane had become barren. When she had told Ken the
story it had sent him half crazy with anger. He would have been
quite happy to go round and drag the bastard into the street… She
had wiped her eyes at the time and smiled weakly at him. “Then you
came along and my life began. I waited nearly forty years for you,
Ken.” That one was her by line and Ken knew she meant it. He also
knew that it was very probable he owed her his life. He’d made a
right cock up of his previous marriage, too much running around the
planet, too much drink and too much stress. He had been a mess and
could quite easily have ended up like so many of his old Forces
friends – divorced, penniless, and drunk. Jane had put him back on
the track, taught him how to slow down a bit and shown him the
value of memory building – through her he had learned how to
appreciate the colours of his life. “Yeah she’s the one all right.”
He smiled at the thought.

“What the hell are you grinning at?”

The humour in Mike’s question focused Ken’s
thoughts back into the present. “Ah, I was just thinking that I’m a
lucky guy, is all?” He grinned at Mike.

“Yeah, you have a good ‘un on your hands
with Jane, that’s for sure!” Mike raised his glass again and they
both laughed at each other. Right on cue, Jane came down the
stairs; she had changed into clean blue jeans and a black,
roll-necked jumper. With her hair tied back and just a trace of
makeup on, she looked absolutely ravishing.

With a twinkle in her eye, she looked at
both of them. “I hope that you boys aren’t talking behind my back?”
Their sheepish grins gave the game away. “Come on then,” she said,
grinning at their embarrassment, “I’m starving!” The men polished
off their drinks and then all three picked up their coats and
headed for the door.

Hearing the commotion, the dogs lolloped
onto the drive and had a quick sniff of Mike’s car. “Don’t you pair
be pissing on that wheel now will you, ya bloody heathens!” He gave
Leon a playful cuff around the head and then climbed into the back
seat of the old brown Range Rover.

“Stay you two, stay!” Ken gave the dogs
their orders and clambered into the front passenger seat next to
his wife. “Let’s go babe, your right, I’m bloody famished!” The
well worn engine rattled as she drove up the driveway and turned
left onto the stone track. After about five minutes, they left the
track and pushed onto the smooth tarmac road that circled the Loch.
They only passed a few cars along the way, their headlights
illuminating the almost dazzling blackness of the Loch’s surface as
it rushed past in the darkness. Ken stared at the cotton wool
clouds overhead, smiling in satisfaction as he watched their
shadows casting onto the liquid façade of the black Loch, the way
in which they changed the appearance of the water, as they played
hide and seek with the brilliant moon above, had always fascinated
him. He turned away and watched the cat’s eyes running into the
darkness ahead of the car. Soon they reached the turning for the
large Pub-cum-Steakhouse, as they trundled onto the car park the
trio were relieved to see that there were only four other vehicles
parked up.

“Baggsy I sit nearest the fire!” Jane said,
and then laughed as she spun the Range Rover into a sharp turn
before reversing into the parking space. With the last door
clunking shut behind them, the trio headed for the cosy lights of
the Pub. After a couple of drinks at the bar and a friendly chat
with Charlie the Landlord, he was genuinely pleased to see them,
they ordered something to eat and made for one of the old oak
tables that sat either side of an enormous granite fireplace with
two large logs glowing in its cast iron grate. Bon Jovi crooned
from the juke box, whilst soft voices and the odd clinking of
glasses created a warm, welcoming, atmosphere.

Once they had finished their meal, the trio
found themselves sitting and gazing into the flames. The feeling of
closeness covered them; they all felt warmth in the moment and
embraced it. The unspoken words hung in the air and they let it
absorb them. Mike broke the spell. “Well, I don’t know about you
guys, but I could stay here forever, jeez it’s a nice place this?”
He stretched and then opened his palms towards the flames. “I’m
nearly falling asleep here…”

“Yeah, me too, I’m going to have a coffee,
would you two like another beer?” Jane gave Charlie a wave and
moments later they were re-supplied with drinks.

“That one’s on the House, Jane!” Charlie
said, as he smiled and wiped the bar down with his cloth. They
raised their drinks in thanks to him and then, after checking they
were not within anyone’s earshot, Mike continued.

“So, here we are then. In that particular
dimension the Rip will be fixed, Red will be gone and the Ship’s
cargo can be returned and released. Things will basically be back
to normal.”

Ken quizzed: “So what now then, why did
George see me in a dream the other night, what is it he wants with
us, I mean, if this is all squared away then surely we’re quits,
aren’t we?” He took a long swallow of his cold lager and looked
squarely at Mike.

The Australian nodded in understanding. “He
gave you the dream as a test, not for you but for them, they wanted
to see if you still had those inner feelings about the market,
about the people who caused such misery?”

Ken was totally shocked – he had never even
so much as mentioned the market to Mike. “Jesus!” He said, and
shook his head in disbelief. It’s all he could come up with,
besides, he also had a feeling that Mike had been waiting, checking
them out, before he told them the whole story. He wasn’t wrong in
the assumption, either.

His friend spoke: “Right then, this is where
it gets interesting.” Mike looked over his shoulder once more and
then plunged them into the fresh pool of bright adventure. “George
and his gang… the ‘Big Boys’ from the other worlds… never realised
this would happen, they had no idea about some of the evil things
that happen on a daily basis down here on our little planet. Their
dealings with Red have made them look at us in greater detail. A
lot of what they have observed has made them realise they can do
some good, a lot of good!” His blue eyes shone with excitement.
“They’ve realised that with some slight manipulation, as George
called it, they can greatly affect our progression as a race.” He
leant back and scratched his neck, before having a quick sip of his
drink.

Ken blinked and said, “I thought George said
it was forbidden for them to interfere, he was all righteous about
it when he told us that, wasn’t he?” Why the sudden change, Ken
didn’t get it.

Mike replied: “Yeah, you’re right, but they
have come to the conclusion that a lot of what happens to us as a
species is dictated by the actions of the few. With a bit of
tweaking here and there, then certain people will be able to reach
their full potential.” He paused, “Oh, and I don’t mean just the
big fish either, no… there a plenty of little people, who given the
chance will become very important in their own right. Did you know
there are over two thousand extremely important people world-wide –
people, who for some reason or another, have been prevented from
reaching their future-changing potential in life?” He looked at
both of his friends in turn, and they saw the intensity within
him.

Ken reached across, picked up a log and
placed it onto the pile of dying embers in the grate. “Stick a
couple on will you, Kenny?” Charlie asked from the behind his
bar.

“Sure!” Ken did as he was asked and the
fresh flames soon licked up amongst the curling grey smoke. He
wasn’t really thinking about the fire as Mike’s words were in the
process of having a quick run around the inside of his head and he
had a feeling he that knew, in a way, what was coming next. He sat
back down with his arm resting against Jane’s thigh. “So where do
we fit in with all this?” He paused to phrase his next words,
before continuing. “I mean, you could say that everyone has a
potential, which they might not reach, it’s just the way it goes,
isn’t it?” As he spoke he began to sense the familiar squeamishness
enter his head. It had been a while, but Ken still recognised his
old friend from the dreams. “Here we go again…” He thought as he
grasped Jane’s hand, feeling her tense as the sensation hit her
also. It was as though they became entranced somehow; they seemed
to move to some other dimension, still within the walls of the pub
but ahead of themselves, just a tiny bit ahead of reality. It was
most odd as they could still hear the surroundings, feel the heat
of the fire, Ken heard a woman ordering a Gin and Tonic at the bar
and he even heard Charlie’s cash till ring as it opened to accept
her payment.

Mike spoke softly: “Everything is OK guys,
it’s just their way of ensuring absolute secrecy, we look quite
normal to everyone else, but actually we are talking ahead of their
time, just a few micro-seconds is all, it’s no big deal…” The calm
way, in which he spoke, rested their beating hearts. “We have to
use the Pub to do this because your place hasn’t been checked out
yet, it’s doubtful there are any devices in the Lodge, but with
Ken’s previous military history we can’t take chances. What we
discussed before could easily be construed, by anyone listening, as
talk about the script for a film or something, but this next bit is
for our ears only.” He then asked if they were OK with that.

“All good here, Mikey,” Ken said. Jane never
made a sound, but he could feel the tight grip she had on his
hand.

Mike continued from where they had left off
before the dizziness had arrived. “You are right about people’s
potential, Ken – but there are certain people who must be
allowed to fulfil their destiny! They must be allowed to reach
their true potential otherwise we will never advance past the
status quo, in which the human race is presently stuck in.” His
voice took on a different tone, becoming deadly serious by the
sounds of things. “George has shown me countless people who through
no fault of their own, have not been allowed to attain their goals.
That’s the reason why we will have the future problem, the ever
growing usage of oil, the one that we are all now so fully aware
of.” He looked at them in such a way that Ken now felt as though
they were totally alone. The noises of the pub had faded and now it
was just the three of them, and the iciness of Mike’s tale. “Now,
whether there are darker forces at work, you know, preventing them
from achieving their goals or something, of that no one is quite
sure, but George and his side have made a decision to intervene,
they have the power to see these people, and they have the power to
make sure they get the chance to develop, to make a difference!”
His voice had become hoarse with passion and his throat convulsed
as he swallowed hard.

“Are you OK, Mikey?” Jane reached across and
grabbed his hand.

Clasping it, Mike replied in a calm voice:
“Yes I am… it’s just that this is a big deal for me, I’m going to
ask you to help me and I’m not sure if it’s fair; I really want
your help but that’s just me being selfish. You can say no at any
time you want, but it’s still a big ask either way?” He pulled his
hand away and ran the palm across his unshaven chin, the dark
stubble rasping softly in the quietness of their surroundings. Mike
paused briefly before continuing. “What happened to us in the past,
back in the desert, the way we behaved when we dealt with Red and
the Stone… well, that has made them look at us differently. Not
just Ken, but also the human race as a complete species.” He took a
breath. “They have passed new laws, ones that allow them to have a
limited input on the planets where they can see that goodness and
progression is being prevented by the evil actions of a few.” He
waited as Ken questioned him again.

“Are you saying that there really is a good
and evil battle going on behind the scenes after all, you know,
God, the Devil, angels and demons, all the stuff like that?” Ken
had never believed in any form of religion, not since the market
bomb anyway. Blood covered cobbles, and other things he had
witnessed along the way, had taken care of that a long time ago.
His head became filled with the scene again. He smelt it. With an
effort he managed to twist his mind away from those awful pervading
thoughts.

Mike answered him. “I believe so, and
something in my mind tells me that it’s going on but I can’t quite
seem to make sense of it. George has never confirmed or denied it,
either. It feels like a door in my head has been closed and I can’t
seem to find the handle. There’s some kind of… of darkness, I can
feel it but I can’t quite…” He suddenly changed the subject. “The
other thing is that they’ve given permission to certain planets,
ones with the ability to see into the future, they have allowed
them to help us with this whole situation.” The silence that met
him, told of his friend’s confusion.

It didn’t last long. “They can see what’s
going to happen to us, they can see that!” Ken whispered, in
disbelief.

Jane also cut in to the conversation. “But
they have no qualms about using violence when they feel like it,
how can that be good – I thought they were all super advanced,
totally beyond violence?” She sounded as though she had begun to
feel unsure about this, just needed to get things straight in her
mind, perhaps.

Mike smiled and said, “Yeah, they do use
violence, but very occasionally – don’t get me wrong, I’m not here
to defend their corner. I know what they are capable of, but the
only time I’ve seen them do bad shit is when there was no other
choice and there was always a positive reason to their actions.”
Their friend remained calm as he stared at them. The fire was still
burning in his eyes and they found it difficult to disagree with
him. Mike blinked. “George has given us this opportunity to make a
difference, so, in a weird way I guess that we’re quite
privileged?” He said, and then gave that little shrug of his broad
shoulders once more.

Ken asked: ‘OK, so what are we are supposed
to do then, what’s our part in all of this?” He was starting to
feel nauseous and his head felt fuzzy. Then Mike told them
straight, Ken thought maybe it was to be some long complicated
tale, perhaps returning to the Ship, or going back in time or…
something. He was wrong in most of his assumptions. Mikes
voice filled their heads.

“They want us to prevent certain people
here, in this time, from doing the terrible things that will affect
the future. They know who is lined up to achieve things, good
things, and they know those people who, by their actions, are going
to prevent the others from doing these good things.”

“How do we prevent them from interfering
with these people, Mikey?” Ken didn’t quite expect the
straightforward answer, which he received from his friend.

Without hesitation, Mike replied: “We either
kill them or we do something to stop them. George will show us who
and why, he’ll provide all the gear and all the information that we
need.” He paused briefly and then finished with: “All we have to do
is to stop them or prevent them from interfering with the chosen
ones!”

The silence between them was like fine
crystal; almost see through, non-existent, but there nonetheless.
It crackled as the remnants of Mike’s statement almost hummed with
its unambiguous clarity. Ken could feel the air thicken with
tension. A small pocket of air, entrapped for decades by sap within
the log, exploded in the fireplace. Jane jumped at the unexpected
noise, it sounded as though it was much nearer than the previous
muffled sounds of the Pub’s warm but distant reality.

Then, with a stomach churning wobble, Ken
found himself back in the real time, the noise of the bar rolled
over him and he swayed in his seat, eyes struggling to refocus on
his surroundings. He wasn’t alone in his confusion and discomfort.
“I hope that’s not going to happen every time, I thought I was
about to puke for a minute there!” Jane sounded quite ill and Ken
felt her sway slightly as he struggled to focus his own blurred
vision.

Mike chuckled, “You get used to it, and to
be honest we don’t often use that particular method.” He leant
forward, finished his drink, and then placed the glass back on the
table. Looking at his watch, he said, “So there you have it, there
is a lot more to go over, but in essence that’s what this is all
about. You have to decide if you want in, or not? Anyway, I reckon
that we go back to the Lodge before we discuss it any further. My
machine will have scanned your place by now and we should be able
to talk openly without any worries?” He stood and walked over to
the bar with his wallet in hand. Ken and Jane rose and took their
empty glasses to the bar. They said their goodbyes to Charlie,
promised not to be strangers, and then the three of them headed for
the door, stopping only to gather their coats from the rack on the
way out.

A slight breeze had picked up and the clouds
were now busy rolling into the horizon where they gathered thickly
above the distant hills. Their passing let the huge white moon have
things all its own way – the glow of its sheer, almost blue light,
cascaded over the countryside. The car park was bathed in the
brilliant radiance.

“Whoa, look at that big baby!” Mike said, as
he stood and gazed up at the gleaming sphere. It was so clear that
the craters from ancient meteor strikes could easily be seen upon
its distant surface. “I’ll bet old George and his pals are up there
somewhere, laughing their arses off at us whilst we deal with their
latest big idea!” He gave a sarcastic wave to the unseen old man
and his friends, who he imagined to be floating about in space high
above them. “Hi there, George, the food in this pub is excellent,
you should come down and join us some time – old boy!”

Ken laughed at the sound of Mike’s sarcasm
and wrapped his arm around Jane’s waist; she returned the favour
and placed her hand into the back pocket of his jeans. Arm in arm
they walked towards the car. Jane looked back over her shoulder.
“Come on Mikey, you’ll crick your bloody neck, love!” she said, and
then motioned him over with her free hand.

“Yeah, I’m coming, but it’s times like this
when you’d have to be pretty narrow-minded, to believe we’re the
only ones out here in this universe, huh?” Mike shook his head and
then jogged over to catch up with his friends.

Ken grunted, “Yeah, well it’s so fucking
lucky for us that we know different then isn’t it – gee, we’re so
bloody fortunate aren’t we?” His soft sarcasm cracked them all up
and the trio burst into laughter as they clambered into worn
leather interior of the old workhorse.

Far above them, in a different place, George
was indeed looking down on them. He smiled at the blue screen and
shook his old head. Thinking out loud, he said, “Amazing people
indeed, I have the feeling that we have definitely made the right
choice, indeed!” Turning back to his computers, he continued with
his work.

George had plenty of it to do.













Chapter 9 - Learning Curves






They drove back to the Lodge in a gentle
silence, each with their own thoughts tip-toeing around their
respective minds. Jane handled the big vehicle expertly, she was a
natural and it showed. The dim lights of the dashboard reflected
off her face, high cheekbones glowing in the soft light as she
pushed the Range Rover into the on-rushing bends. Sitting next to
her, Ken felt quite normal. He hadn’t felt the same since he had
awoken, and if he were to be honest he’d begun to feel more alive,
more invigorated, and the sense of the unknown filled him with that
much missed sense of adventure. What Mike had just told him seemed
to slot nicely into place, it was as though he had been born for
this. “I must be nuts!” The thoughts made him chuckle. “What the
bloody hell are we doing here – stop the bus I wanna get off!” As
if hearing his thoughts the other two laughed softly, too. Ken
couldn’t refrain himself and soon their joint laughter rolled
around the inside of the car. All of them secretly knew there was
most likely not going to be many stops at which they could
disembark from this particular bus, not for a while anyway.

As they rolled onto the driveway, gravel
crunching thickly under the tyres, both of the dogs bounded around
the car in joy at seeing their companions return. “These dogs are
just bloody great – you guys don’t even have a gate. Do they ever
do a runner, or what?” Mike was amazed by the loyalty of the huge
hounds.

Ken replied, with a proud grin on his face.
“Nah, they know which side their bread’s buttered on, plus I used
to beat the crap outta them when they were pups…”

Jane slapped his arm. “Yeah, you can see how
cowed they are can’t you; it’s more like he spoilt them rotten with
fresh rabbit and walks!” She stroked Jessica’s big, brown head
before locking the car doors and then turned to follow the men
towards the house. The dogs had a quick sniff at the vehicle and
then went for a prowl around the garden.

As Jane caught them up, she heard Ken
saying: “Talking of rabbits, does anybody fancy coming with me, I
need to go and bag a couple for the freezer, it’ll only take half
an hour and I could do with a spot of fresh air anyway?” They all
agreed and went inside to get some decent coats on. Whilst Mike and
Jane got themselves sorted out, Ken went upstairs and pulled the
cupboard open. It was situated in the second spare bedroom and was
an enormous, pine affair. Although it did hold some clothes, there
was a much better reason for its existence, one that was revealed
by the removal of a false back fitted to the inside. Once removed,
it allowed access to the small armoury, which the interior of the
cupboard housed. Reaching in, Ken lifted out his prized .222
hunting rifle. Its long, blued steel barrel was fitted with a
silencer, a bulbous Optica night scope was also fixed to the top
rails of the rifle. It was a far more lethal weapon than its
smaller .22 relation. Ken also had one of those in there, too, but
tonight he felt like using his favourite toy. Reaching around to
the left, he grabbed a box of shells and popped them in his pocket.
Habitually, he cleared the weapon and then turned and made his way
back downstairs.

Jane and Mike had already put their boots on
and were having another ‘little nip’ of some French Brandy from the
blue and gold bottle. Pulling a chair out, Ken sat and joined them
whilst he loaded fifteen rounds into the slim magazine, once
completed he clicked it into the housing on the rifle and then
checked the scope. The battery was good but he doubted he would
need the night vision mode tonight. Besides, it was a lot more fun
using the large yellow spotlight, which sat on the shelf over the
back door. Fastening his last bootlace, he said, “Let’s go and have
a bit of fun, eh – Mike can give us the rest of the details when we
get back, yeah?” He looked up from the weapon. “To be honest, I’m
still letting it all sink in, you know?”

They agreed as one, finished their Brandy
and then followed him out of the back door. Jane grabbed the lamp,
and the dogs fell in behind. Upon reaching the bottom of the long
back garden, they stepped up onto an old railway sleeper, which
rested at the base of the dry stone wall, and looked over the top.
The position gave them a great view onto the slope that rose above
them to the rear of the house. Both the dogs sat shoulder to
shoulder by the back gate, noses twitching, ears pricked and eyes
fixed on some distant spot through the wall in front of them. Mike
joined the other two on their vantage point and nearly laughed out
loud when he saw the amount of rabbits that swarmed over the
moonlit slopes to his front, there were dozens of them. The night
was so cold that small wisps of steam rose from the creatures faces
as they wandered the hillside. “They are treated as pests locally,”
Jane whispered to him. “The farmers are dead chuffed that we take
some of them for the dogs, they’ve also said that Ken can shoot on
any of their land whenever he wants?”

Ken clicked a round into the chamber: “Light
one up!”

Jane looked ahead, picked out one of the
animals, and said: “Left, nine o’clock, about fifty yards.” As she
used the military jargon that Ken had taught her, Jane held the
lamp steady and flicked on the switch. One million candle watts of
light cut into the night, with a tiny adjustment she placed the
halo of light onto the targeted rabbit. The creature looked up into
the light, remaining frozen in its powerful beam. The rest of its
cousins simply went about their business without a care in the
world. With a soft ‘Phitt’ the rifle discharged its deadly cargo
and the rabbit took a little leap and fell dead where it stood.
Then the fun really started – as quick as Ken could reload, Jane
illuminated another target and the rifle spoke its whispering death
again. Within the minute, six of the small creatures were lying
still upon the cold hillside. “Right, that’ll do, anyone else want
a shot, I’ve got plenty more ammo?” Ken whispered, reaching into
his pocket and pulling out a handful of the slender shells.

Mike declined. “Nah, I’m good man, bloody
hell, you two don’t mess about do you? I’d hate to be a rabbit
around here!” He shook his head and asked Jane: “Do you ever get
the chance to shoot?”

“Yeah, I love it!” She said.

Ken laughed. “She sure does, and she’s
bloody good at it too, but she prefers it when we go and do some
deer stalking with the locals, I’ve got an old thirty-oh-six
upstairs and I can’t remember the last time she missed?” Ken
slipped the magazine out and cleared the weapon before reaching
over and undoing the back gate. He uttered one word, which sent the
dogs leaping into the darkness. “Fetch!”

Over the next five minutes their large forms
ran from the garden and back up into the field. Before long there
was a nice pile of dead rabbits lined up on the garden path. Mike
went over and looked at the row of furry creatures. Every single
one of them had been head shot. “Still got the touch I see, you old
git?” He smiled at his friend.

Ken laughed. “Yeah, I guess so… I can’t see
the fucking address book on my mobile phone when it’s in front of
my face, but anything more than a foot away is fair game!” He
slapped Mike’s shoulder. “OK, lets get these poor buggers hung up
and then we’ll sort them out tomorrow?” Between the three of them,
they gathered up their prey and headed for the outhouse. “Rabbits
are great for the dogs, but you have to make sure they get other
protein and dry meal as well, otherwise they get ill, there’s not
enough fat and things in rabbit meat alone?” Ken passed comment, as
they hung the corpses in the shed.

“Regular little canine ‘Egon Ronay’ isn’t
he, Mike?” Jane ducked when Ken made as if to throw one of the
stiffening creatures at her.

“Bloody woman, if she had her way they’d be
living off chocolates and caviar!” The banter continued whilst they
prepared the dog’s food and followed on as they washed their hands
before returning the kitchen.

Once back inside and having kicked off his
boots, Mike made his way over to the laptop device and gently
touched the screen on the strange device. A single green bar
flashed across it and a small icon appeared in the top left corner
of the screen. After bending to read it for a while, he
straightened and then reported on the results: “No bugs or cameras
in this place. The only devices in the house are your wireless
network hub and two others within a three mile radius. It reports
that your landline has not been tampered with and that there are a
total of five mobile telephones within the confines of the house.”
He touched the screen once and it darkened. Picking it up, Mike
then proceeded to carry the machine into the sitting room where he
placed it onto the coffee table, before returning to the kitchen
again.

“That little machine can tell us all that
can it, that’s pretty smart?” Jane said, as she reached for the
glass tumblers, and then pulled a cold bottle of Coke from the
fridge as she spoke. Passing them to Ken, she said, “Come on then,
let’s get by the fire, have a couple of these and get back to the
plot, I can’t wait!” She showed the men the bottle and without
protest, they followed her into the sitting room. Mike sat in the
cream couch whilst Jane and Ken sat on the rug facing him with
their backs to the fire. They looked up at Mike. “Ready when you
are, Teach…” Jane said light heartedly.

Looking down at them, Mike said, “OK, well,
here goes then. I’ll explain some of it, but,” he activated the
screen once more, “This will show you some of the other stuff, if
that’s OK?” He swivelled the device to one side, so the screen was
visible to all of them, and then began. “The leaders, or Council,
George’s bosses if you like, cannot change the past and those who
are dead will remain so. However, they can influence the future,
particularly in regards to the important souls such as we’ve
mentioned before?” He paused and looked across to make sure they
were with him. Seeing their nodded agreement, he said, “The ones
whom, given the opportunity could make a big difference to our
development as a race. With our help their chances will be much
improved?” He caressed the machine and its glowing screen displayed
a set of pictures that flashed across its liquid surface.

It reminded Ken of the slide shows that he
had seen before, these were the same but quicker and less detailed.
“An outline, just enough to get the picture?” he guessed, and that
theory suited him fine because he felt as though his brain was
starting to shrink once more. Pushing the sensation away, he turned
and watched the show.

The pictures were not in any particular
order, they seemed to be just a stream of random scenes depicting
various people, some appeared to be scientists or similar, their
white coated forms working happily in laboratories and research
centres, the computers, data printouts and sterile workplaces,
indicating as much. Others seemed to be researchers, steam rising
from their hooded faces as they gathered around holes that had been
dug into the surface of some frozen wasteland or other. Long
cylindrical ‘lollipops’ of ice lay stacked in neat piles as the
machine next to them carried on boring onto the ice for yet more
samples. Two warmly clad people were feeding the lollipops into a
large silver device. As the ice was pulled into its circular mouth,
there was a flashing of green light within the case that was
accompanied by a thin tendril of flame from the other end. The
flame was so pure in its combustion that it was almost see through.
A third person squatted upon the ice next to the fire breathing
machine and feverishly tapped away at their clumsily held keypad.
As each ignition took place, the group cheered – the man at the
back couldn’t help himself and kept pumping the air with a clenched
fist. They all appeared to be ecstatic. Then there were the
lecturers, standing in their suits before huge audiences and
pointing to diagrams and models, the light in their eyes could be
seen shining excitedly as they explained the various technicalities
of that particular invention, or idea. The seated crowd turned to
each other with much nodding of heads and note taking. The room
seemingly filled with an electric atmosphere as the orator held
them captivated within their verbal palms. There were doctors,
surgeons, politicians and teachers, all were there happily engaged
in their passion. They shared two things: firstly they were all
smiling, obviously happy and excited with the love of their
subjects. It shone from them with an almost visible aura.

The second item of commonality, which they
unknowingly shared, was displayed within the small digital box
flickering underneath each person as the screen showed them to Mike
and his audience. As the subject appeared on the screen, the box
below them was filled with a line of words, rather like the ‘ticker
tape’ at the bottom of a news programme on the television.

The middle-aged scientist turned and used
his laser pointer to underline some important point to his gathered
pupils. The technical drawings held them riveted, their heads
looking from the screen to their books and then back again, three
or four of them raised their hands. Questions and answers, he knew
them all.

‘Breaking news’ Bad news… The eerie words
flashed beneath him:

“Ethan Martin Williams. Professor –
Deceased, aged twenty one years – cause: Heroin overdose.”

A tall brown haired woman bounded girlishly
down the spiral stairs that led from the observatory. Her blue
shoes flying down the shiny steel steps as she spoke into her
mobile telephone. She smiled and looked up at the sky as she spoke.
Her fate flashed beneath her in Mike’s little box.

‘Breaking news’ Bad news… The warning was
invisible to her, but it was there nonetheless.

“Mary-Ann Blake. Astro Physicist –
Deceased, aged nineteen years – cause: Murdered whilst engaged in
prostituting herself.”

A handsome Asian stood upon the steps in
front of some huge courthouse, the gathered throngs of press and TV
reporters jostled for position as he spoke into their lenses.
Flashlight bulbs fired their luminescence bursts, each one showing
his smiling face in perfect clarity.

‘Breaking news’ Bad news…

“Sher Agha Khan. International Lawyer –
Deceased, aged fourteen years – cause: Killed in a traffic
accident. Perpetrators untraced.”

Behind him a waved banner shouted out the
words: “Go Sher, GO! Rock the HydrO!” The white sheet with
the green writing reminded Ken of the ‘MJW’ scribbling he
had seen on the Church wall in Kandahar… The two women who held the
banner jumped up and down as Sher smiled and waved at them.

A short overweight young man, with an awful
pink jumper stretched over his midriff, peered owlishly at the
strange machine lying before him that looked like the silver
cigarette case Ken and Mike had seen in some other place, only
bigger. There were several of the devices in various stages of
construction laid upon the work surfaces, which lay before the
man.

‘Breaking news’ Bad news…

“Kristopher Stephan Merkel. Hydro Cell
Engineer – Deceased, aged six years – cause: Murdered by
Kidnappers.”

The man looked up briefly, the workshop
lights glinted off the surface of his rimless spectacles and his
face contorted into a ruddy-cheeked smile. Turning back to the
machine, he puffed his cheeks out and whistled whilst he worked. He
certainly appeared to be happy with his lot.

The list rolled on, always the same thing,
the little screen below bringing the unknown, bad news for the
particular person on display. Their lives seemingly never destined
to see the place, which they had very obviously reached on the
screen. People from every nation and culture were shown to them,
countless beings hell bent on their particular subject. All of them
shared the ominous box that flickered below their briefly
illuminated moment in George’s spotlight. ‘Breaking news’ Bad
news…

“None of these people will live to see their
fulfilment if we don’t take on this task.” Mike’s voice broke the
scene as he stopped the show. “This is but a small example of the
type of thing we are talking about?”

“How many people do we have to help?” Ken’s
question was in many ways a pre-emptive acceptance of the ‘Gift’
George had laid before them.

Mike thought for a while before he spoke.
“Umm, well it depends really, depends on who George decides is
within our sector?” Looking at them he said, “We’re not the…”

Jane finished the sentence for him. “Not the
only ones involved… there are others doing this!” Her voice
mirrored the surprise Ken felt.

“Shit! You’re joking aren’t you, Mike, you
mean that this is already going on whilst we speak?” He suddenly
felt the enormity of the task roll over him again.

Mike laughed. “Well, yeah mate! You
didn’t think we were gonna save the entire world on our own did
you?” He shook his head and looked down in mock pity at his best
friend.

Ken looked back at him, he felt pretty
stupid. “No but, well I mean… Ahh bollocks, I’ve made a prick of
myself again, haven’t I?” Turning to Jane he shrugged his shoulders
and said: “It must be this hole in the back of my head I guess,
hun!” His humour helped to take some of the pressure off the
moment.

Mike looked at them and then reached over
and topped his drink up with a little splash of Coke, the ice
clinked as he swirled it around with a slow rotating motion of his
hand. “Anyone else fancy a refill?” He asked, raising the drink to
his lips.

They declined, Ken felt as though he was
approaching his threshold anyway. Any further consumption would see
him start to get drunk, and that was the last thing he wanted right
at this moment.

Jane stretched out lazily. “No thanks,
sweetheart. I’m just about done for the night, any more and I’ll be
nodding off!” Her statement was amazing, here they were learning
about something truly shocking, frightening really, and she was
starting to think about some kip.

Seeing the horrified look on her face, Ken
grinned at her and said. “I know, it’s weird, just bloody weird is
what this is!” Jane just nodded. There wasn’t a lot else she could
do.

Mike spoke again. “Anyway,” he said, “There
are others involved in this, no one except the Council knows
who they are, and we will never be privy to that information,
either. I guess it’s for the best really. I mean, can you imagine
it – you know, meeting up and asking how things were going in their
sector...” It was a fair point they supposed, after all it was hard
enough trying to get their heads around the small part it looked as
though they were going to play? Mike now spoke to them in a very
business like manner. “No, the way it works is like this: We get
the call from George, if we accept the initial offer then we will
receive the full briefing. After studying the details we’ll then do
a reconnaissance, and if we still think it’s a goer then we’ll
carry out some rehearsals if needed. After that, we receive a final
briefing from George, get the equipment, and then do the job?” His
tone had become serious now.

“How do we get to meet George, I can’t
wait!” Jane’s green eyes lit up with a smile.

Mike had bad news for her. “Ahh, now for the
nasty part, Jane, you’ll need an implant, which is no big deal in
itself, but it’ll make you feel like shit for a while?” He grimaced
as he looked her.

“Urrghh, an implant, what implant? I don’t
bloody like the sound of that at all.” She looked at Ken for
reassurance. He pointed to the scar on his cheek and raised his
eyes towards the back of his head in an indication to the hidden
plate, which lay there.

“Show her yours, Mike? Wait ‘til you see
this for a scar!” Ken looked at Mike.

“Mate, I don’t think that’s such a good
idea?” Mike shook his head. Ken winked at him behind Jane’s
back.

“It’s only a little one, go on show her the
transplant scar, go on Mike… don’t be shy!”

Mike grinned. “Well, if you insist.” He
started to unbutton his shirt. Their teasing then backfired on
them, somewhat.

“Excuse my French… lads, but you can
all fuck straight off if you think I’m having anything as horrible
as any one of those!” She pointed at Ken’s head with her slender
forefinger. It was very rare for Jane to swear, but when she did
then Ken knew he was approaching the edge. “No bloody thanks, count
me out. Yuk!” She crinkled her face and then stuck her tongue out
at the two men, who by now were now laughing out loud. Mike
fastened the two loose buttons on his shirt, and leaning across,
touched the screen. A tiny device flipped up onto it for them to
observe. It looked like a miniature metal Ladybird bug – one
without any limbs or antennae.

It reminded Ken of a minute teardrop. “A
mercury teardrop…” The thought trotted through his mind as he heard
Mike speak to Jane again.

“You won’t be getting anything like the
one’s we have, they just used our injuries as a place to insert our
transplants, plus there’s the fact that now they have embarked upon
this plan, the implants have been massively refined.” He pointed at
the screen. “That particular one is no larger than the head of a
pin and will be inserted into your inner ear – it takes ten seconds
to insert, and about two days to get used to?”

Jane sat and looked at him, she remained
silent, breathed out and then asked: “Does it hurt, and what does
‘get used to’ mean, exactly?” She leant towards Ken for some
reassurance.

Mike strove to set her mind at rest. “It
doesn’t hurt at all, not in the slightest, and getting used to it
means, well… it means just that. You might feel a bit dizzy at
times, like you most probably felt in the pub tonight, and you’ll
have some amazing dreams, too!”

“Except they’re not dreams are they? No, not
at all, they’re when you travel, ‘Jump’ to other places, see George
and probably go and look at the next job, I’d be right in that
assumption wouldn’t I?” Ken said, as he sat with one arm still
draped around his wife’s shoulder.

“Almost spot on I would say, my friend –
almost spot on!” Mike smiled at him. “Anyone would think you’ve had
previous experience at this game?”

Ken grinned at the pointed sarcasm and rose
to his feet. “The one thing the implant will do, if I remember
rightly, is to make you feel bloody tired. I didn’t even know I’d
been given one, but I do remember feeling knackered a lot.” he
said. “I’m gonna make a brew, coffee or chocolate, who wants what?”
He left the other two in the warm sitting room whilst he headed for
the kitchen to knock up three hot chocolates. Ken heard their soft
tones float through the adjoining door as he locked the house up
and then filled the kettle. He knew Jane was in safe hands and that
Mike would set her mind to rest, he didn’t want to be involved as
he guessed that Jane would just do it for his sake anyway. Ken
wanted to be sure she would make up her own mind without any help
from him.

As he placed the hot drinks onto the old tea
tray, the faded Flamenco dancer swirled her hems at him from its
well worn tin surface, Ken mentally apologised as he covered her
shapely legs in a pile of biscuits, and then taking the tray he
headed back to the sitting room. “Brews are up, folks!” He said as
he carried their midnight feast back into the sitting room and
placed the tray on the coffee table next to Mike’s machine that now
lay darkened, its awesome, inner secrets well hidden by its
innocuous outward appearance.

The three of them sat, sipped their drinks
and dunked biscuits whilst they watched the fading embers glowing
in the hearth. “Well, I don’t know about you,” Mike said. “But I’m
bushed! I reckon we should finish off tomorrow, if that’s OK?” He
yawned and made a failed attempt to cover his mouth as he did so.
They were all in agreement, and as Mike headed for the downstairs
room where his belongings had been dumped previously, Jane and Ken
padded up the stairs.

Within ten minutes the old building was in
silence and almost total darkness. Almost total darkness, except
for the dim green lights the device sitting on the coffee table
began to flash with. Even at this late hour, George was still busy
– the data he sent causing the machine to glow softly as its inner
mechanism began to decipher the stream of information it received
from his ship. Of all the secrets the old Lodge held, these new
ones must have been amongst the most bizarre.








Chapter 10 - Monkey See – Monkey Do






The child’s father was large, an enormous
tree of a man that stood towering over the boy who cowered before
him. The child himself was a huge specimen in his own right, and
that was half the problem, well, almost the entire problem, if the
truth is really to be told. His father had never forgiven the boy
for being the perceived cause of his wife’s premature death. Yes
indeed, if he hadn’t been unfortunate enough to inherit most of his
fathers oversized genes, well, then his wife wouldn’t have dies
during childbirth would she – yes, if it wasn’t for the boy’s
fault, for being so damned large, “Then yore Momma would still be
alive, woodent she now?” This little ditty always pre-empted the
usual lecture on: “How Goddamned difficult thangs are tryin’ to
raise a boy o’ yore size on my own.” The man always followed the
lecture by dragging the boy around by the ear, or hair, and giving
him a guided tour of the empty cupboards. The trip would usually
end with him shoving the child’s large head towards the few slices
of stale bread, which lay moulding in the cracked earthenware
container. “I ain’t gonna buy no more bread ‘til yoo finish what we
already have, now eat it boy, eat it!” The musty taste of mould
stayed in the child’s mouth for hours afterwards. The boy didn’t
mind listening to the lecture; he would have quite happily stayed a
thousand times and listened to it over, and over again. He would
much rather the lecture than have to endure another of the far more
regular beatings that his father dished out. They weren’t really
beatings as such – it was more like a fight with a giant bully. A
beating would have been a damned site better, at least it would be
over quickly: Bang-bang, one-two and down you go. No, his father’s
method was much worse than any old beating. It consisted of nipple
twisting and hair pulling, all done with a tear-filled sneer upon
the beer-sodden face, which looked unmercifully down at him. Ball
crushing blows to his groin, solid, leg-deadening punches to his
thighs and calves. Skin-wrinkling ‘Chinese burns’ that seared to
the bone, and then, worst of all, the dreaded arm lock. It always
ended in the arm lock, always.

When the child had finally been pummelled
into a tearful submission, his father would then encircle the boy’s
neck within a giant forearm and drag him to his feet. With his
windpipe crushing beneath that thick, ginger haired forearm, the
child would stand shaking and wait fearfully to be told to say the
words.

It always ended this way, always.

“Now… yoo tell yore Momma that yoo is
sorree, and yoo tell her loud now, yoo hear me? She is uppen heaven
and she needs to hear that yore sorree, boy!” Same thing every
time, every time: “Say the words, an’ say ‘em loud, boy. Say
em!”

The vice around his neck slackened, with
mouth open he would gasp a lung full of air and then say the words,
say them over and over again. “I’m sorry Momma, I’m sorry Momma – I
never meant to kill you Momma. I didn’t know that I was being bad,
Momma, Momma, Momma!” But his anguished shriek only fell
upon the deaf ears of the old farmhouse, his father seemingly
unable to hear the words, or see the abject sorrow and terror
within his son. On one occasion he’d been held upright by the hair
and made to say the words repeatedly for fifteen minutes, before
finally being hurled to the floor with his father’s words still
ringing in his ears: “Git the fuk outta my sight beforen I do
somthang that I’ll regret!” Those words still haunted him to this
day. They were his father’s words.

At eleven years of age the child already
stood at just less than six feet tall. His broad shoulders starting
to show their promise alongside the rapidly forming pectoral
muscles, which strained the buttons of his old khaki shirt as it
flapped above the torn and faded Wrangler jeans below. His upper
body would have made many a grown man proud. Bulging biceps, gained
from hours of working on the dilapidated farm, writhed down to
thick, wirey forearms that ended in callused, work-hardened hands.
His long, lanky legs were the only giveaway as to his real age. He
was, in many ways: “A child in a man’s body, a poor boy who should
be in some other place – the poor child!” That’s what old Mrs Jones
down at the store had called him. She was right too, because,
except for one thing, he was a poor boy, a poor boy in almost every
sense of the word. His one saviour, the one treasured secret which
he held close to his chest, was the total passion he felt for all
the creatures that flourished in every corner of the farm. He found
joy in every hidden knot hole of the barn’s wooden walls, every
blade of grass and unturned stone held yet more of nature’s bounty.
Mrs Jones had shown him a magazine once and the pictures within it
had fired his imagination. These days the boy lived for the quiet
moments of grace when his father was either in town or sleeping off
the drink, which he’d gone to town for in the first place. The boy
possessed an extraordinary empathy with any and all living things…
except humans... and the wildlife came easily to him. Not in a
spooky, horror movie sort of way, no, it was more as though they
recognised the child’s inner self. They knew he meant them no harm
and happily crawled, jumped or flew across his hands and arms
without a care in the world. He knew of every nook and cranny where
his friends hid, worked and lived, and he spent hours simply lying
and watching them go about their business. Not just the insects or
slugs and snails, either. He also spent many a happy time in
observing much larger creatures, too. Deer, rabbits… and even
wolves, all came under his caring eye. Once, whilst lying in the
red dust of a seasonally dry river bed, he had been inches away
from a snake. The husky lump on its tail made little rattling
noises as it briefly stopped and flicked its forked black tongue in
his direction.

He was so close that he could almost smell
the creature.

The boy didn’t know what most of the things
were called, but he had taken to sketching them whenever he could.
His little brown notebook had long ago become filled with their
images, and so the child had learned to find an alternative source
of paper. The stack of unpaid bills, which grew in a daily mountain
underneath the letter box by the back door, provided him with just
what he needed. Ripping the envelopes open, he carefully used the
blank reverse side of the letters to draw upon – even the big
portions that were unmarked on the envelopes, were put to good use.
And now, stacked neatly within the safety of his battered suitcase,
the one he had never used, nor probably ever would, there lay a
large pile of beautifully detailed, pencil sketches. Many a
professional artist would have been more than happy to have such
fine works in their portfolio. The intricate detail of each subject
spoke not only of how much time it must have taken, but also of the
great talent that lay hidden within the large hands of the long
haired youth.

However, his father didn’t care for such
nonsense; he felt that if the boy had time for such things then he
obviously wasn’t being kept busy enough around the farm. Leaning
forward, he clasped the child around the throat with a huge paw and
drew him towards his lowered face. His son focused on the hairs
springing over the chest line of his father’s dirty blue dungarees
as he felt himself being pulled inexorably towards the sweating
face. The smell of tobacco and beer cascaded onto him. The man had
found one of the child’s sketches – a minutely detailed drawing of
a centipede, which the boy had stuffed it into one of his baseball
boots when his father had unexpectedly come into his sparsely
furnished bedroom. The centipede’s finely sketched body was now
grasped in the man’s hand, its long delicate antennae poking out
from behind his thick wrist. Screwing it into a ball, he held the
crumpled paper in front of the child’s face. “What’n the hell do
yoo call this sheeit, boy, yoo don’t have the time for scribbling,
an ifen yoo do… well then, I guess we should find sommat else for
yoo to be gettin’ on with, huh?” That big hand rose high into the
air.

“I ain’t bin lazy, Poppa! I jus’ see stuff
sometime when I walk the land, I promise I ain’t been lazy, I
promise!” He screamed as he waited for the beating to start
once more. It was afterwards when the boy realised that he no
longer loved the man who had ruled his life since the day he was
born, in fact, he had the idea that, perhaps, he may well
hate him. He wasn’t quite sure as his adolescent thoughts
never really focused for too long on such things. Still, it was
something he would think about later, maybe. As he sat alone in his
room and massaged the pain from his thighs, the child wished he was
back at school, even though he had fought and beaten almost every
boy there, even the teenagers, he still craved the company. His
father had stopped sending him almost a year ago. “I cain’t afford
the fuel to be goin up there an back two times a day boy, we need
to make sum munny here on the farm first before yoo all go an do
yore fancy book studies.” That had been the end to it. The older
man was adamant and had even thrown the Headmaster down off the
porch when he had come to the farm and asked after the child. The
man had scrabbled around on his hands and knees, frantically
searching for his cracked spectacles, before running to his car –
batting the dust and chicken shit from his suit as he went. His
father had laughed hysterically at the man’s plight. “Next time
it’ll be some buckshot in yore ass, muthfuka!” The white Chevy had
roared off their land in a cloud of dust and was never seen again.
Yes, it was a lonely life and a hard life, which the child endured.
One day soon it would be too late, because the child would become
the man his father was and then the circle would be repeated. The
boy was aware of this and subconsciously his greatest fear was
being like the father whom he had now began to despise. But he knew
he was trapped, his voice had even started to sound like his
father’s, words and phrases the older man used were starting to
become firmly lodged in the boy’s everyday vocabulary. He heard
himself do it and didn’t like it, but he couldn’t stop it.

Monkey see, monkey do.

As the years passed by, the child became a
man. By the time he was fifteen, the child had become a man in a
man’s body. A very large body it was, too. He continued to work the
farm and continued to suffer the abuse of his father. The beatings
had become less frequent now as he was now actually starting to get
bigger than the older man. He still stoically accepted the abuse,
however: “That’s the way it’s always been, it’s just the way it
is.” That was the excuse he made, anything to stop the other dark
thoughts from entering his mind…

He hardly ever saw the old bastard now
anyway, and he was glad. Instead, his mind was filled with thoughts
of joining the Army and then the CIA, or something. He had read
about them whilst he’d been in the shop. On one of the rare
occasions that he accompanied his father into town, the boy had
been dispatched to the grocery store with the stark instruction
ringing in his ear: “If’n yoo wanna eat then get to the shop, boy.”
His father had held out a five dollar bill. “If I ain’t here when
yore done, then yoo best had get back to the farm on yore thumb. I
maybes going for a little git together with the boys…” ‘Maybes’
always meant definitely, the boy had heard that tale before, many
times. Nodding, he turned and strolled back up the street to where
the shop stood. His tired baseball boots, now size fourteen, kicked
up some of the leaves, which the passing of winter had left. He
picked up a few of them and flung the dry leaves high into the cool
air, smiling in childish amusement at their twirling decent, before
stepping up onto the boardwalk and entering the shop with a loud
tinkle from the door bell.

Mrs Jones had made him take a seat whilst
she fixed him some lemonade. “Oh my Lord’s… look at the size of you
young man, where have you been, it has been months since I saw you
last, are you well, how is the farm…” As usual, the questions
streamed out of her wrinkled mouth. The boy sat and smiled, he
didn’t mind at all as Mrs Jones was always kind to him. Besides,
she made mighty fine lemonade and always had some of her ‘special
cookies’ hidden away too. He guessed it must have been like that
all the time for someone lucky enough to have a Momma – one that
happened to be alive.

He loved being in the shop with all its neat
rows of goods, bright jars of sweets, tins of soups and strange
meats. Packets containing all sorts of wonderful things, things he
had never even seen or heard of, never mind tasted. And the smell,
oh now that was something else: fresh ham, smoked bacon, and
a German sausage that came in a long, dark roll – the sausage was
so spicy that it always made his eyes water. Mrs Jones used the
whirring electric blade to cut slices of meat and cheese for the
customers as they came and went. She would put them in paper and
then slide them onto her new weighing scales. “Digital they are, my
dear.” She would say to each customer, “There you go; it’s a little
bit over, if you don’t mind?” Her charming smile would always get
them to part with the extra cash for that ‘little bit over.’ She
winked at him when they weren’t watching. Mrs Jones was a pretty
smart businesswoman, he guessed. Every now and then she would give
him a little off-cut from the meat and cheeses that she dispensed,
they were so tasty that the boy reckoned he could quite happily sit
there all day, every day, for the rest of his life...

It was whilst he sat perched at the counter,
sipping on cool lemonade, that he’d laid eyes on a magazine, one
that rested on the counter by the black and white Bull’s Eyes, Mrs
Jones had no idea the magazine was there, and if she had of known
she would never have let him see it. She knew the child and she
also knew that the contents of that magazine were exactly what the
boy didn’t need in his life. In fact, they were the last
thing he needed. But she missed it, and more importantly she missed
whoever or whatever had placed it there. The magazine had a
colourful picture of a military man on the cover, picking it up,
the boy leafed through the pages, mainly looking at the pictures as
it had been a while since had had seen any literature, other than
the stream of bills he had converted into sketches, that is. His
reading was good, but he loved pictures more than words, and so he
browsed for a while, flicking through the pages and making the odd
polite comment in answer to Mrs Jones’ buzzing questions.

He must have been in there with her for the
best part of two hours before he suddenly realised the time. Rising
to his feet with a sigh, he passed the old lady the money and asked
for some supplies. Five minutes later he was back on the street
with a bag of tinned goods and a fresh loaf of bread – the
offending magazine now firmly tucked into the back pocket of his
jeans. He waved at the shop window where he could see Mrs Jones
looking at him with a smile on her face. Not even bothering to look
for his father, the young man turned and started the long walk back
to the farm. If his luck was in then maybe he would see someone who
would be good enough to give him a ride. If not, well it wouldn’t
be the first time he had made the dreary trudge back home. His luck
was most certainly in and not just in the ride he hitched after
only five minutes of walking. He had barely extended his large
thumb when, out of nowhere, an old truck appeared on the horizon in
front of him. Seeing that it was going back into town, and knowing
that it wouldn’t be stopping for him, he lowered his hand and
continued walking along the hot road. With a slight screeching of
tyres, the truck ground to halt in front of him. Its engine sounded
mighty fine to the boy, he’d fixed a few in his time and this one
sounded as sweet as a pussy cat. “Yes siree!” He thought as he
looked up at the driver’s side.

He was greeted by a tough looking man who
sat at the steering wheel. The man looked over and said, “Hello
mate, you need a lift or something?” The boy didn’t recognise the
accent and had no idea as to whatever a ‘mate’ was... But if it
would get him a lift, then he would happily be one.

“Yessir I am, I’m going to the old place
uppen about five miles back the way yoo all have jus’ come, sir?”
He said as he tried really hard not to let his father’s voice come
out. “Are you sure yoou don’ mind, it’s rightly outta yore way, so
it is?”

The big guy grinned at him. “Nah, that’s no
bother, jump on up, you’ll have to use the back I’m afraid –
there’s already three of us up front.” That surprised the boy, he
could have sworn the man was on his own, but there they were,
another big man with jet black hair and also a woman. She sat in
the middle of the men and gave him a friendly wave. He guessed that
he must have missed them in the reflection from the sun as it had
glinted off the windshield. With another large grin, he happily
vaulted into the rear of the truck. As they drove towards his
father’s farm, the boy looked into the front of the cab through the
small rear window in the bulkhead. He saw the woman rest her head
against the driver’s shoulder. She seemed to be very sleepy and the
man kept glancing at her – he looked worried. The other man, the
dark haired one, had some strange television thing. It rested on
his knees and made funny pictures; as he looked, the boy could see
the blue arrows and green writing, which kept zooming across its
shiny screen. The boy turned away and let the breeze blow through
his hair, the smell of the fields came to him and he smiled. “I
sure am lucky to catch a lift of’n such fine folk.” He thought to
himself. The countryside rushed by and then, without him telling
them, they made the turn across the cattle grid and onto the long
track, which led to the farm. The faded wooden sign that said:
‘Tolder’s Place’ must have given the game away, he guessed? The man
in the passenger seat turned and gave him a reassuring smile and
thumbs up sign. He returned the compliment and laughed to himself.
“The world ain’t such a bad place after all!” After they had
bounced their way down the track for a while, with the powerful
engine throbbing sweetly beneath them, they came to the old gate
posts that marked the farm’s inner boundary. Through the
overhanging trees he could just make out the front of the wooden
porch belonging to the house, leaning forward, the boy banged on
the roof in a signal for them to stop. The truck came to a halt and
grabbing his shopping, he jumped down over the side. The two men
stepped out and came around the back to see him. He was bigger than
both of them by at least an inch or two and they eyed him
carefully. The driver had some sort of fire in his eyes and the kid
decided he wasn’t someone that he would like to mess with.

The man spoke: “Well, buddy, I guess this is
it, huh? I hope you weren’t too windy back there?” He held out his
hand and the boy felt the steel in his grasp.

He tried to enunciate more correctly:
“Thankin’ you kindly sir, I would have yoo all in for some chow
only… I don’t have enuff for all of us?” He raised his meagre bag
of rations in an expression of apology.

The taller man on his left, the passenger,
spoke. “Hey, no worries partner, we only just had something to eat,
anyway. Maybe we’ll see you around, I hear that you have a pretty
good fishing hole, perhaps we could trade you some grub for a line
in the water, we’re around for a bit, so what do you think – I’m
sorry, but I never got your name?” His accent was even stranger
than the driver’s. He was tall and also had a mighty firm grip.

The boy grinned. “Yeah, that would be real
cool, if’n yoo see the blue truck tho’… then don’t bother, my Papa
he don’t like visitors all that much.” He glanced down the track
behind them. “Anyhow, I gotta git as I got some chores to do and a
magazeen to read, yes sir!” He grinned, and then added: “My name is
Dwayne, sir – Dwayne Tolder. But most o’ my friends just call me
Red, on account of my hair!” Both of the men looked at him, it was
only for a second but the boy saw it in their faces. They checked
him out for sure. He peered into the cab of the truck to say his
good byes to the woman, but, to his surprise, she seemed to have
fallen asleep. “Is she OK sir, the lady I mean, she don’t seem too
good. I ain’t being nosy, but?”

The driver rested his hand on the boy’s
shoulder, and said: “Yeah she’s OK, just got a bit of the fever.
She’ll be fine tomorrow – we’ve just had a long day, that’s
all.”

Red nodded. “OK, well I had best be getting
inside, thank yoo kindly fer the ride, it’s much appreciated, truly
it is! If’n yoo wanna come and fish, then that’ll be even finer –
mighty fine, there are some real big ‘uns in that lake. I mean
reeeally big fish!” He opened his arms in the typical fisherman’s
gesture and the child within him suddenly jumped into full
view.

The men smiled at him. “OK, well then… young
Mister Red, that’s a deal, and we’ll bring some food along as well,
huh?” The driver said and smiled at him again – both men turned
back to the truck, climbed in, slammed the doors, and then with a
final wave, drove off back towards the main road. Red waved back,
turned towards the house and tramped up the wooden stairs,
whistling happily as he went. Once inside the house, the growling
in his stomach made him realise just how hungry he was. He made
something to eat and then sat upon the threadbare couch with a coat
across his legs and began reading the magazine – spooning baked
beans and cheese into his mouth as he slowly turned the pages. The
information he devoured was much more fulfilling than the paltry
meal he had prepared himself. On further investigation, he found
that there was a detailed article about the wonderful life which
could be led whilst serving someone called ‘Uncle Sam’. It really
took his fancy and he marked the page with his stubby pencil. He
guessed Sam was the boss of the Army as he wore a really fine
uniform, and sported a great big coat with Stars and Stripes all
over it. “That’s a mighty fine coat, mighty fine!” The boy
whispered as he reached out and ran his envious fingertip across
the picture. There was a big picture of Sam pointing at the reader,
he had a terribly serious look on his face and was saying: ‘Your
country needs YOU!’ The other piece in the magazine, the one headed
by the words ‘The Grey Men’, really interested the boy. It was all
about some department called the CIA, and told all about what they
did. The article also gave some quite considerable details on how a
body could get into that line of work. “Them boys are the saviours
of the world, that’s for sure?” His lightly stubbled face lit up
with interest as he scoured the paragraphs relating to the story.
He thought it looked beyond cool. “What a life they must have, all
those secrets, fancy suits and radio sets with them special ear
pieces, big cars, even bigger guns and hel-i-cop-ters, too – sheez,
what a life!” He read it again and again, letting the words and
pictures of the article pull him into their world.

Later that night, he had slipped the
magazine under his mattress and then crawled into bed with his
clothes on. Even though spring was upon the land, the nights were
still cold. Keeping his head under the covers to let his breath
warm the air for while, the boy let his mind race. If he couldn’t
be with the animals, draw and sketch things, then the kid knew what
else he wanted to do.

As he drifted off to sleep he felt certain.
He knew it for sure.

It had been two days now and he still hadn’t
heard from his father. Life was a blissful mixture of chores, done
first thing, and then wandering the farm looking at his subjects.
He spent long hours sketching the Owl, which had taken to sleeping
in the barn at nights. It wasn’t usual and the boy wondered if
maybe it was ill, or something? The bird sat perfectly still and
allowed him to get right up to it. He was so close, laying there
with his pens and paper scattered around the hay loft, he could
even see the fleas that jumped between the Owl’s feathers from time
to time. If one was to look closely at the immaculate sketch, a
tiny little dot could be seen just below the beautiful creature’s
half closed eye. With the help of an eyeglass, the detail on the
drawing of the tiny flea would have astounded any potential
critic.

Red also went down to the pond and caught
himself a few fish, for as much as he disliked killing anything,
the boy knew that he had to eat. In homage to the catch, he made
sure that he licked every tiny bone completely clean, he would not
waste a single morsel of flesh from such fine creatures. After he
had washed the dishes he would make sure the house was tidy, in
case his father came back, and then sit and scour the magazine
again. It was becoming decidedly dog-eared by now and he knew the
piece on the CIA almost word perfectly. His large hands flicked
thorough the pages with alacrity, and as they did so, he suddenly
caught sight of those hands. He stopped and looked down in horror,
the thick covering of hairs that had begun to sprout from the backs
of his hands were just like those on his father’s – he knew those
hands only too well. “I’m jus like him!” The fear plunged into the
pit of his stomach. “I don’ wanna be like him, not ever!” The
wooden legs of the chair yelped in protest as he pushed it back
from the table in angry frustration. He rose from the table and ran
into the garden, where he sat, child like, in the old tyre that
hung from his favourite tree. His large frame just about squeezed
into the middle of the perished Firestone as he kicked at the
ground below. “I’m gonna leave this place, I’m gonna join the Army
and then I’ll get myself in the Goddamn Cee-eye-aay. That’s what
I’m gonna do. Fuk him, you see ifen I don’t!” He kicked the ground
in anger and then swung morosely to and fro with the ancient bough
above him creaking alarmingly. The frustration flared within him
and the boy let the full rush of his emotions burn brightly for a
while.

He knew that he had to get out, he had to
get away.

Later that night, as he lay huddled beneath
the blankets, Red dreamt of a stone, a tiny stone that filled his
head with madness and green light. His anguished cries floated
forlornly through the silent house as he tried in vain to run from
the light that filled his mind. The forces which control such
things had started to weave their magic, and the lonely young man
unwittingly began to turn towards their welcoming arms. The
blackness, the portion he had inherited from his father, saw its
opportunity and began its life changing cancerous spread within
him. Without knowing it the young man had arrived at one of those
crossroads that everyone reaches at some stage of their lives or
another. The dark side took his hand and began to lead him on a
journey towards an uncertain, trouble filled future. However, it
was not a journey he would be permitted to take. Not if those who
knew better could help it. Not if his current run of good luck
prevailed he wouldn’t. Fortunately for him, luck was to remain on
his side – luck, fate and George.








Chapter 11 - A Rock and a Hard Place






Jane dreamt of her father. It had been years
since he had died… that terrible moment when she’d lost the first
love of her life… and she had often seen him in her dreams since
then. Sometimes she asked for his help during her everyday life,
sometimes when times had been tough, Jane would say goodnight to
him and ask that he help her. “I’ll just do whatever it is that
comes into my mind first thing tomorrow morning, OK, Dad?” He must
have been watching over her, because whatever it was that she
decided upon the following day, always turned out to have been the
right choice – no matter how crazy the idea seemed to have been.
Jane had asked for her father’s help several times along the way,
and he’d never let her down. Ever since Ken had been around, the
old man seemed to have taken a vacation, perhaps he was satisfied
in the knowledge that Ken would take care of his beloved daughter.
That’s what Jane figured anyway, even if it was a slightly romantic
idea, she didn’t care. Jane was a romantic.

Tonight he was with her again, the battered
old trilby hooked rakishly on the back of his head, hands stuffed
into the pockets of his old raincoat. He smiled at her and she
smiled back. Jane had no desire to speak and knew it would just be
a waste of time – he was dead and this was merely a dream, just
seeing him there once again was good enough for her. He waved and
then turned away. As he meandered off, Jane saw him jump into the
air and do his little sideways kick, clicking his heels together as
he rose into the air in an ungainly leap, with his right hand
clenched on the hat to stop it from falling off. When he did that
it always reminded her of the painting, the one which had hung in
his hallway for all those years, it still hung upon the landing
wall of the Lodge today, she never could remember the name of the
artist, ‘Millar’ or something, but it was one her favourites. “Oh
yes, that’s Dad all right!” She thought, as she smiled in her dream
world. A thin lance of pain suddenly speared into her left ear.
“Oww, that hurts!” She spun around, not quite sure if she was awake
or… Jane staggered as she watched the world swim before her eyes.
Seeing a huge red couch over to her left, she wobbled across the
musty smelling room and flopped down into the leather seat. “How
the hell did I get here, I am dreaming – right?” She wasn’t
quite so sure anymore and felt her confidence begin to falter.
Hearing a loud noise, she turned to see the door behind her
opening. It made a horrible grating sound, the rattling metallic
noise almost making her teeth tingle. Jane rose to her feet in
trepidation and watched as the door began to open inwards. “Dad, is
that you?” She whispered, her mouth turning to sand. “It couldn’t
be him, it just couldn’t…” The feeling of a tiny bead of sweat
running for cover between her shoulder blades was almost too much.
With a final rattling scrape, the glass paned door swung fully open
and she saw the shadow as someone began to enter.

She felt her mind begin to flutter. “No…
it’s not possible!”

Without batting an eyelid, Mike calmly
walked into the room and grinned at her. He was followed by Ken and
a slightly built, older man. And then, as if it was the most normal
thing in the world, the three of them made their way over to join
her by the couch. Feeling her legs about to give way, Jane
collapsed into it and sat there look up at them, open mouthed. Ken
joined her on the seat, whilst the other two remained standing. All
three were smiling broadly, but through the well worn laughter
lines on his face, Jane saw the light of deep concern lying in her
husband’s green eyes. “Hey baby, are you OK now?” He said, reaching
across to push the hair back from her forehead in his usual manner.
She looked up at them in stunned silence, mouth still half open and
mind racing. Ken reached across to gently shut her mouth with his
hand, and then he laughed. “Yeah, well if it’s any consolation, I
know exactly how you feel, sweetheart!” He laughed again, eyes now
starting to twinkle. The other two joined in and Jane heard the old
man chuckle, it sounded like the finest malt whiskey being poured
onto honeyed ice cubes. It tinkled, but in a rich, thick way. It
was the laugh of a good man.

She shook her head and said, “Bloody hell,
lads… you could have warned me, is this it then, the dream meetings
you told us about, Mike?” Her pulse had slowed now and she reached
up to her ear, it felt as though she had recently landed from a
long flight and hadn’t quite equalised yet. She cracked her jaw to
see if it would help her ear pop.

The old man stepped forward and offered his
hand. “Hi Jane, it is so nice to meet you at last – I’m George, by
the way. Don’t worry my dear, the ear will return to normal in a
few moments.” Jane stood, took the proffered hand and then gave
George a hug. His thick coat smelt of spicy things, whiskey and
cigars, too, by the smell of it. He stood at least a head shorter
than she did and Jane could see the slight balding patch on the
back of his grey head. He gently pushed her away and then stood
holding her at arms length whilst he looked into her face. Turning
to Ken, he said, “You are indeed a lucky man, Kenneth, it’s no
wonder you fought so hard to live, no wonder at all.”

Ken grinned. “Yeah, well… I needed to see
those bloody dogs again – ouch!” He winced as the toe of Jane’s
cowboy boot found his shin with great accuracy. He knelt forward,
rubbed his injured shin and looked at his wife with a look of
feigned horror. Mike joined them on the couch whilst George propped
himself on the coffee table in front of them.

“So, here we all are!” he said. “And then
there were three…” George looked at each of them in turn. “I hope
you are all now in tune with what it is that we are going to
achieve over the next few months, years maybe?” There were no
questions from them as they sat before him, most of the thoughts
they had were already answered in some way. Deep inside they felt
it was as though they were destined for this.

Jane felt a peculiar sort of calm within her
chest, it was a defining moment in her life and she welcomed it.
“Maybe it’s just the dream, or perhaps the implant?” That thought
alone would have been enough to scare some people witless, she
guessed, but here she was, calmly sitting before some dream induced
‘Destiny Maker’ in the form of a pleasant old man who was wearing
brown, corduroy trousers. “Weird, just plain weird is what this is,
maybe I’ll wake up in a minute and it’ll all be gone. Thank Christ
that Ken’s here!” She looked up as George spoke again.

“I believe Michael has covered most of the
details required to start you off, so I won’t labour the point. We
have seen the error of our ways. We recognise that by adamantly
refusing to interfere in the affairs of other worlds, that we have
inadvertently allowed rank evil and ignorance to flourish on your
small planet.” He snorted in self derision. “How ironic it is that
our lofty stance will be responsible for leading us all on the path
to destruction. We need to take some preventative action, and we
intend to do so immediately!” George reached into the pocket of his
coat and fetched out a small, square object and placed it on the
floor. Turning back to the friends, he then said something that
would remain with them forever afterwards. Rubbing his forehead
between his thumb and forefinger, he said, “There are those people
who may well judge us in the future, perhaps they will say we were
no better than our prey.” That particular word hung in the
air like a lead weight and they could all sense the heaviness of
its meaning. “What we are about to embark upon is in no way a
righteous crusade whatsoever, it is a necessity of the utmost
importance! Think of it as the amputation of a poisoned limb, if
you like?” he said. “We either remove the rotten part, or risk
losing the entire body…” His face then took on a sorrowful look. “I
am truly sorry that it is people such as your good selves who have
been asked to help, although, from a personal point of view, I am
extremely glad that it is you… This may at times be extremely
difficult, but we will do everything to help with that, I promise
you. When this is over we will also give you some assistance to
progress in peace for the remainder of your lives.” Whilst he let
his words sink in, George turned to the object on the floor,
reached into his pocket once more and then pulled out one of the
small remote control devices, which the men had used to zap the
Spears with before. With a quick push of his left thumb, he used
the zapper to turn the object into its correct size. With a liquid
shimmer, which only Jane had never seen before, the square object
transformed itself into a small, ochre coloured container.

George knelt before the case and as the lid
sprung open with a slight hiss, bade them: “Come and see…” The
three of them obliged, the two men looking on with boyish curiosity
and Jane doing the same, but with slightly more bewilderment as she
was still trying to let her brain catch up with her eyes. The
interior of the case was lined with some plush, red material and
was sub divided into several smaller compartments. On the right
hand side there was a clear plastic container that when opened
revealed three, one-piece, cloth suits. They appeared similar to
‘Long John’ undergarments, but with some sort of finely woven
metallic mesh intermingled in their design. It made the black suits
shimmer slightly and seemed to give them a strange, mother-of-pearl
effect. George removed the suits and passed them to Mike, the
Australian rubbed the material between his fingers before leaning
across and draping them across the arm of the couch.

“Shrink Down suits, George?” Ken questioned
as he glanced at the suits.

George looked up. “Precisely, my boy, but
these are more advanced and are specifically designed for this
region, they really should not be used to jump to another dimension
unless in the utmost emergency?” Reaching back into the box, he
withdrew three objects, which appeared to be pens, and then placed
them on the table. Their dull, but expensive looking metal cases
seemed to be totally innocent.

“Perhaps they are just pens and I’m
getting all up tight for nothing?” Jane thought, as she sat
watching in silence whilst George continued unpacking the case.

Withdrawing some more objects, he proceeded
to lay them on the table next to the pens. There were three, oblong
containers that reminded Jane of some fancy aerosol spray, or
something. They were about the same size in length and girth but
had an unusual cap and were of the same, greenish hue, which the
suits glistened with. Not being perfectly round or square in shape,
the containers wobbled slightly on the glass table top. The items
continued to be extricated from their cosy red case, always in
threes: there were some things that appeared to be overly large
cigarette cases, square, shiny and with a pair of glistening,
curved metal teeth at one end. As George stood them on their ends,
the teeth, or barbs, glinted in the dull interior light of the
room; they were the first items that looked like something
nasty.

The one common factor, which Mike obviously
noticed, was that all the items had a raised green arrow running
down their sides. The head of that rested near the probable
business end of the strange objects, which had begun to litter the
table in front of their eyes. He picked up one of the containers,
and looking carefully at the arrow said: “This end towards enemy?”
Ken agreed and said it reminded him of the instructions that were
embossed on the front of the Claymore mines they had used so
frequently in a previous life.

The final things to appear from George’s
magic case were in complete contrast to the previous items he had
extracted. The first was a small plastic container, like a kid’s
pencil case, and it had several blister packs of tablets contained
within its opaque skin. There were two types of tablets, one set
were small blue and bullet shaped, whilst the second row of pills
were bright red and round. The pack that held the blue ones said
‘Travel’ in neat black letters across its front, whilst the red
ones had the word ‘Emergency’ emblazoned across their own
particular wrapper. The last items, this time there were only two
of them, drew a barely concealed intake of breath from Ken as
George casually placed them down. “Shit, they’re not what I think
they are, George, are they?” He stood and moved towards the table.
Mike stepped closer to the table. Jane noticed that his eyes had
become more rounded, she felt relieved by their reaction as she had
been suffering from that particular emotion, one of disbelief, for
the best part of the last twenty minutes or so and it was nice not
to be the odd one out for a change.

With the case now empty, their mentor rose
to his feet and dusted off his trousers where the dirty floor had
left marks on their corded ridges, he seemed to use the movement as
a delaying tactic whilst he thought about the answer. Looking at
them for a moment, he then confirmed their suspicions. “Yes, they
are your old friends, except these ones are not ‘old’ as such. They
are brand new and have everything the previous models had, all of
that and more.” Lifting one of them in his hand, he held it out
with his palm upwards and then said, somewhat dramatically: “My
friends, may I present to you…” In his head, George must have
heard: ‘Dundun-daaa…’ because he waited for a few seconds
and then, using his best master of ceremonies voice, he said: “Some
brand new Spears and they shall be yours to use whenever you think
it necessary!”

Both Mike and Ken reached forward to grab
one, however, they were soundly beaten to the punch by Jane.
“Excuse me, lads,” she said. “But I do believe that it’s supposed
to be ladies first?” Smiling at them, she turned and reached over
to George. “Would you be so kind as to allow me, George, my dear?”
She held out her hand and without hesitation, the old man passed
her one of the miniature vehicles.

Ken roared with laughter. “Bloody hell, it’s
the queen of bleeding Sheba!” He prodded her ribs with an
outstretched finger.

With laughter dancing in her eyes, Jane
replied. “Yes, my love, and the queen still awaits her King!”

Ken placed a hard done by look on his face.
“Oh the pain, I’ve been betrayed!” He grinned and said, “Just give
us a look at it will you, smart arse!” Stooping over her shoulder,
he looked closely at the object she now had possession of. There,
in the palm of his wife’s hand, was a perfect miniature of a black,
four wheel drive BMW. Its twin sister remained sitting innocuously
on the table less than an arms distance away.

“And these can change to full size can they,
like the case did, George?” She looked in the direction of the dark
coloured container. Seeing George’s confirmatory nod, she passed
the vehicle over to Mike and then resumed her position in the red
couch.

The old man said, “If you would all like to
take a seat so that I may show you how to operate these tools, yes…
just squeeze in together, that will be fine.” George waited as they
all budged up in the couch and sat looking up at him in waiting
whilst he sorted the devices into some form of order. Fiddling with
the inside of the lid, he managed to pull a roll of tightly wrapped
material out of the box. With a flick of his wrist, George then did
a pretty reasonable rendition of a top line magician’s trick. The
roll cracked open and gained a rigidity that didn’t seemed possible
and instantly a large white screen now floated before them. It
seemed to hang in the air of its own accord and measured about four
feet square. There were several, small coloured circles on its
surface and a long rectangular box at the bottom left corner. Some
red and green bar graphs flickered intermittently within the box.
Picking up one of the pens, George turned to them and said, “All of
these objects can be used to disable your target. We must not leave
a single trace of our presence, as it may cause the authorities to
investigate further?” He looked at them seriously for a moment or
two, and then looked down at the pen.

“This for instance is nothing more than a
simple pen – I would imagine you are thinking?” He smiled at them
and Jane knew for sure that George was doing a lot more than just
‘imagining’ their thoughts. The old man’s words continued. “This is
a device, which if used correctly, will instantly disable your
victim. It only requires the smallest application and should not be
fired for extended periods.” Leaning forward, he showed them how
the rear of the device could be pushed towards the front. It was
spring loaded and operated almost like a normal pen. Twisting the
rear of the pen to one side, he said, “Turn this before operating,
once you have turned it then keep the pointed end towards the
target and push the arrow down with your thumb.” He showed them
again and they heard the slight click it made as the interior
mechanism engaged.

Holding the device between the first two
fingers of his hand, he held it up in demonstration. The pen was
gripped between his fingers as though he was holding a sword and
was about to stab it forward. Turning away, he pointed the pen at
the screen and then pushed the arrow with his thumb. The device
emitted a thin beam of energy for about one second. George was
extremely accurate and the ray of green light hit one of the
circles dead-centre. As it did so, they saw a burst of energy
disperses itself over the entire screen. The wave of power pulsed
outwards, like a whirlpool in reverse, until it hit the edges of
the screen. In seconds the entire perimeter of the screen glowed,
whilst the point of impact did the same. Jane had an idea that the
power would have kept spreading indefinitely had it not been
contained by the edges of its target, it just seemed to conduct
itself to the extremities of the target with ease. Gradually the
brightness dimmed and then faded altogether. The horizontal bar
graph at the bottom of the screen illuminated and now showed a row
of square green lights that had jumped across to fill about fifty
percent of the rectangular graph. Turning the cap to the safe
position, George placed the pen on the table and looked at them.
“One dose of that and the unlucky target will be immobilised for at
least thirty minutes. We had to do intensive research with this
device as it originally derived from a neutron initiator.” Seeing
the bafflement on the faces of his audience, he shook his head and
said, “My apologies, I should have used more simple terms. You see,
the original item was used to start our engines and as such, was
far too powerful for this task. However, we have modified it to
accommodate our current needs?”

“Can we get a shock from it, George?” Jane
asked reticently – she didn’t fancy having anything to do with the
weird green light, which had spread so quickly across the screen.
It looked to be quite horrible.

The answer allayed some of her fears. “No
you cannot, the power will remain within the target and it cannot
jump or ‘earth’ to anything else. However, should you inadvertently
shoot yourself with the device then you will indeed be in trouble!”
Reaching across, he picked up the packet of red tablets. “Place one
of these pills under the tongue of whoever was foolish enough to
get in the way. Do it within about thirty seconds of receiving the
beam and you should be fine within a few moments?” He looked at
them and they in turn nodded in understanding. One by one George
got all of them to use the device. They took turns in learning how
to operate its slim metal workings and then stood and fired it
several times each at the target screen. A first all of them fired
the beam for too long, the protracted beam causing the screen to
flare brightly and the bar graph to jump into the red. “Ahh, now
you have a dead body on your hands, my dears. No one will ever be
sure exactly how they died, but that in its self will cause
suspicions, and there must to be no doubt whatsoever as to how
these hapless souls met their end?” George said, and then went on
to make them practice again and again until they had all managed to
master the weapon.

The second device was far simpler to use and
was for ‘close quarters’ only. Picking up one of the square boxes,
he showed them how to activate it. George pushed the recessed
switch forward and then stepped over to the screen. Leaning
forward, he touched the screen with the two barbs and squeezed the
box with his hand. With a malicious crackle the machine discharged
a jolt of power into the screen. The surface suddenly went black
and then flashed a deep red before returning to a more normal
colour. The graph showed a line of orange lights below. “This is
very similar to the other device but it delivers a much more
intense jolt of power,” he said. “The victim will be rendered
unconscious instantly and it should only be used in cases of dire
emergency!” George handed the prong toothed machine to Ken and
talked him through the operation of its buttons once more.

Ken looked at it and said, “It’s just like
one of our stun-guns, you just stick it on the target and zap ‘em –
end of story!” He turned towards the screen and operated the
machine. Once more the screen changed colour and the little graph
did its familiar flashing dance. After about another five minutes
of practice, and when he was satisfied with their aptitude for the
weapons, George placed the electronic devices back on the table and
chose one of the oblong aerosol cans to explain next. “This one is
more interesting, unfortunately I cannot demonstrate the effect on
a model for you. It is what can only be described as liquid energy,
fluid lightning, perhaps?” Rotating the lid, he exposed a small
square nozzle with a silver lever behind it. He shook the can for a
while and then turned away and gave it a little squirt. A fine
mist, just like any other aerosol, was propelled from the nozzle.
The big difference was that the mist, as it floated downwards,
gained a silvery green look to its particles. As they hit the dusty
floor each particle immediately illuminated with a tiny electrical
crackle, and a fine carpet of microscopic flashes flared as each
drop made contact with the ground.

“What the hell is that?” Ken looked amazed
as he turned to the other two. “Did you see that, its electricity
in a bloody can, that’s just amazing?” He looked as though he could
barely believe his eyes.

Jane couldn’t have agreed more. “That is
unreal, guys… just simply unreal!” She blew out a long slow breath
from her bottom lip; the flow of warm air causing her dark fringe
to flutter against her forehead. “Can you do it again please,
George?” He nodded, after giving the can a quick shake, he obliged
Jane’s request and squeezed the lever once more. The trio watched
in fascination as the tiny wave of speckled electricity peppered
the concrete floor again. After igniting they simply disappeared
into thin air, leaving only a strong odour in evidence of their
passing touch. “Now that is weird, it looks quite horrible!”
Jane leaned back in the red couch as a wave of weariness suddenly
washed over her. The enormity of the situation was draining her
emotions and her ear was buzzing as though there was a little bout
of tinnitus on the way. She rested and listened as George
talked.

“It is more than just that my friends, much
more.” Looking at the device in his hands, George twisted the cap
and sealed the can of liquid fire. “It is to be used as an inhaler
and must be squirted into the face of the target.” Before the
terrible nature of that description could hit them, he quickly
continued. “The particles also contain a very powerful substance,
one which will force the victim to recognise what they have done.
It will fill them with remorse and remove any thoughts of
selfishness.” He bent down and placed the can back on the
table.

The three onlookers stared at the innocent
items and then sat in silence for a while. Jane leaned back in the
couch and rested her head. She began to drift away, the light on
the table filtered dimly through her eyelids and she heard George
say something. His voice seemed very far away and she didn’t have
the energy to open her leaden eyelids to see where he had gone. His
words reached out to her from the long tunnel that had appeared in
her head. A deep redness, like the colour of the case, filled her
mind. It bought calmness with it and Jane happily went down into
the restful caress it offered. She just wanted to sleep. “A nice
deep sleep without any bloody strange dreams either, thank you.”
Her wish was granted and in seconds she was wrapped within the arms
of a dreamless slumber.

The three men looked at the place that she
had occupied so recently, Ken saw the leather on the couch slowly
reassert itself now the pressure of his wife’s body had been
removed from its surface. “She’s going be OK isn’t she, George, I
mean, this is hard enough for us to comprehend and we’ve been here
before, you know?” The familiar seed of doubt had begun to form
within his mind once more.

George reached across and laid his bony hand
on Ken’s shoulder. “I believe so, my boy. She is a very tough lady
who has had this thrust upon her rather quickly, wouldn’t you say?”
He looked into Ken’s eyes. “The simple fact that all she did was
fall asleep is in itself a very positive sign. All she has
witnessed here tonight will be digested by her resting mind, when
she awakens the answers, the understanding, will be in her head,
trust me – at this precise moment she is safely at home in your
warm bed.” He patted Ken’s shoulder and then turned to Mike. “How
are you holding up, Michael, I sometimes tend to forget a lot of
this is new to you as well?” George winked at him.

Mike stood and thought for a while before
answering. “Yeah, I guess that I am, George, I just hadn’t realised
the practical side of what we are doing, I suppose, but seeing the
weapons like this makes everything very real?” He looked at Ken.
“What about you Kenny, are you getting this?”

Ken nodded. “Yeah, pretty much the same as
you, Mike, I’m definitely up for this, but the thought of knocking
people off turns my gut a bit. Shooting someone who has just been
spraying hot lead in your direction is one thing, but…” He nodded
towards the table where George’s ‘toys’ lay. “They are something
else entirely, huh?” He smiled and then quipped something about:
“Getting too old for this fucking lark!” George reached into his
hip pocket. They watched as his hand returned with the familiar hip
flask clasped within its bony grasp. He twisted the lid off and let
it dangle by the intricate chain, which kept it attached to the
neck of the silver container. Raising the narrow neck to his lips,
he took a long sip and then handed the flask to Mike, who, after he
had imbibed of the fiery alcohol, proceeded to pass the drink to
Ken. The familiar flavours ignited the lining of his throat as the
liquor burnt a pleasant trail on its way down to lay smouldering
within his chest. The lid clanked softly on the metal flanks of the
flask as the three of them passed the drink to and fro for several
more nips each. The drink brought with it the well remembered
feeling of camaraderie, a feeling the three of them had shared
during their previous meetings.

Ken was overcome by how recent those events
seemed to be. He knew it was probably the effects of the powerful
potion George had just given them, but it still made him feel as
though all his yesterdays were only five minutes behind him.
“Thanks George,” he said. “I feel a bit better now. I think it just
gets to be a bit too much sometimes, if you know what I mean?” He
held the flask high and let the last few drops run onto his tongue.
“By heck that’s a mighty fine shot!” He twisted the lid back on and
passed the receptacle back to the old man’s outstretched hand. With
a rustle of corduroy it disappeared back into the baggy
trousers.

“Right then, Gentlemen, let us finish up
here for it is getting late I think.” Reaching over to the table he
lifted one of the miniature vehicles and pointed to it. “Do you
need me to go over the operation of this?”

Mike said he didn’t think it was necessary
and turned to Ken for his confirmation. “No, just as long as
they’re similar to the last ones then we should be OK?” Ken said.
He’d begun to reach his limit and guessed one type of Spear was as
good as the next?

George said, “It is very similar in many
ways but also much more advanced, you may travel whilst you are in
Shrink Down mode in these vehicles. There is a comprehensive
navigation system that can put you within inches of your
destination. Simply use the buttons and you will be where you need
to be, in seconds!” He slid open a hidden compartment on the lid of
the case and removed two more zappers. They looked like the
original keys that would have come with the BMW’s had they been
designed on Earth. The only differences were the arrows on the side
of the key fobs. Two arrows, one big and one small, were neatly
recessed within the top of each case. “Everything else is the same
as it was on the vehicles you’ve used before, but as I have just
said, they are in a far more advanced state of design.” He laid the
key fobs on the table next to the vehicles and looked back up at
the men. Picking up the packet of blue tablets he said, “Make
absolutely sure you consume one of these before you attempt any
form of movement in Shrink Down mode. One every time if you please,
if not, well, then you may become quite ill, although the chances
are that you may not? Oh, and wear the suits too, of course. We
didn’t have the time or the place to experiment with all of this,
I’m afraid, so I wouldn’t be getting too adventurous to start with,
if I were you?” He said, and slipped the pills back into their
plastic box.

Ken tried to figure that last one out… about
the vehicles…. the Spears he and Mike used before had been out of
this world to start with. “Now he says they’re more advanced and we
can use them here on Earth, just pop a ‘bluey’ and off we go?” It
was another buzz-bomb that went whizzing, unattended, around his
mind. Any time now he was going to have to shoot some of them down.
Shoot them down before they crash landed somewhere in his grey
matter and caused some even more serious damage. He was actually
starting to wonder if he had any of his own brain cells left.

George was talking again. “Anyway, please
ensure that you have a little play with them first, just to make
sure that you get used to the controls?” They agreed, and then
watched as he touched the white target screen, with a soft cracking
noise, it snapped back into a roll. George slid it back into the
case, then picked up the items from the table and returned them to
their rightful places within the red interior of their storage
case. Pointing at a previously un-noticed pouch on the inside of
the lid, he said, “I have placed a comprehensive instruction manual
in there for you. It covers all the things that lie within this
case and also includes some handy hints,” He paused, “I have placed
the information on one of your media discs, and as camouflage I
have also placed some of your music data on it, too. I must say
that I really do quite enjoy some of those tunes, yes, I quite
enjoy them indeed!”

George suddenly broke into song: “She’s
got a smile that it seems to meee, reminds me of childhood
memorieees, where everyyything…” For one second they could have
sworn the lead singer of Guns and Roses stood before them, his
baggy brown trousers swinging to the sudden rhythm of his gyrating
hips. George stopped and then laughed like a child. “That
particular song is one of my favourites. I have all of their
music…” His imitation of the classic rock song was quite remarkable
and both Ken and Mike looked at each other in surprise.

Ken felt the hairs rise on his neck and arms
and just managed to suppress a small laugh. The sound of his own
stifled mirth helped to calm the strange sensation, which George’s
performance had produced in his mind. “Shit… George, are you for
real or what?”

The old man had stunned him.

George looked at them innocently. “You would
be surprised by what we can see and hear from up there…” He nodded
his grey head upwards in a gentle reference to the heavens
above.

Mike whispered. “Yeah, I just bet we would?”
He glanced at Ken out of the corner of his eye, the look said it
all.

The old man continued. “Anyway, should the
disc fall into the wrong hands then it will only ever appear as the
aforementioned music. You must use Michael’s communicator to read
it properly. Without that machine the information will remain
hidden.” George’s reference to the weird laptop back at the Lodge
reminded them all of where they were. “Right,” he said, “I think we
are just about done for the time being, my friends. A lot to deal
with I know, but I trust you will sleep on it and then see how you
feel in the morning?” Turning towards the door, he peered at the
light outside, it looked as though some sort of dawn was breaking
as there was a faint glimmer of light beginning to filter through
the dirt stained glass. “You should go my boys, don’t worry about
the equipment, it will be transferred to your abode this very
night. Have a good look at it when you have the time please?” He
walked across the room towards them and all three engaged in the by
now customary embrace. “Travel safely my friends.” George broke
from the embrace and moved towards the door. Turning, he said, “I
will be in touch shortly, sleep well.” The door grated shut behind
him, and like a ghost, he was gone.

Mike turned to Ken and said, “I guess we’ll
be back to sleep in a minute, what do you make of all that
then?”

Ken thought about it for a second or two. He
glanced down at his large hands as if seeking the answer within
their shape. “To be honest, I don’t really know what to think at
the moment?” Looking across at the suitcase once more he said, “One
half of me… well, it just wants to get on with it, whilst the other
half wants to run like hell. We’re damned if we do and everybody
else is damned if we don’t!” As he spoke, Ken felt the familiar
sliding sensation as the Dream Maker arrived and pulled the plug.
He looked up and into the eyes of his friend and knew this
particular meeting was over. He could see that Mike felt it too. In
the spiralling blackness, Ken heard Mike’s voice answering his own
last sentence.

“A rock and hard place huh?”

The last thing he heard was Mike
laughing.













Chapter 12 - First Timers






It was to be four days later when they
received their first assignment, four long days during which the
trio discussed every detail of their situation, over and over
again. Trying to come to terms with what they were going to
undertake and also learning to use the equipment properly. The
suitcase, just as George had said it would be, was waiting for them
in the Lodge on the morning after the night of their crazy meeting
with the old man. There, when they awoke, nestled on top of the
kitchen table, lay a small dark container. It was much smaller in
size than the remote control device, which sat next to it. Jane,
who was first up, moved both the items to the far end of the
kitchen work surface, and then put the kettle on. She had a
splitting headache and needed tea and aspirins; she was in no mood
for weird expanding suitcases and other equally as bizarre things.
Not just yet anyway. “Tea first, please, if you don’t mind,
George?” She said out loud. Hearing the stairs creak, she turned
and watched her husband as he padded through the hallway to join
her in the kitchen.

“Morning gorgeous, talking to yourself again
I see?” Ken gave her a quick kiss and then took three mugs down
from the cupboard, placing them on the table and then preparing the
makings with tea bags and sugar. Looking at her he asked: “All OK
after last night hun, can you remember everything, how’s the
ear?”

She passed the milk to him and said, “Yes
and yes and, it’s given me a headache.” Grimacing, she pulled out a
chair and plonked herself down in it.

Ken laughed and looked down at her. “We
should take a walk and blow the cobwebs away a bit, eh?” Jane said
that she thought it was a grand idea and then suggested they have a
couple of mugs of tea whilst they waited for Mike to get up. Ken
smiled. “We’ll be here until lunch if we do that, he likes a lie in
does our Mike. I’ll take him a brew and throw his arse outta bed.”
Within five minutes he had done just that and they were soon joined
in the kitchen by the weary looking, unshaven Australian.

“Bloody hell, people, what time do you call
this – it’s the middle of the night, for Christ’s sake!” Mike
collapsed into the chair and lifted the mug to his lips, cupping it
in both hands as he sipped the hot tea. He looked at them and said,
“There’s only one seven o’clock in my day and it ain’t this one!
God, I’m knackered.” He yawned and then grinned. “Ah, country folk,
salt of the friggin earth…”

Ken looked at him without pity and then
refilled their mugs. “I don’t know about anyone else but I’m
starving, fancy an omelette, anyone?” Without waiting for an
answer, he began to prepare breakfast. As soon as the smell of
frying eggs and mushrooms wafted through the kitchen, the other two
realised just how hungry they were. Afterwards they had donned
their coats and whistled for the dogs, before trekking up the slope
behind the house. As they walked, the three of them discussed their
meeting with George and the things he had said to them, they also
talked about the weird items they had been shown. Strange, deadly
objects that now lay in a tiny case back at the Lodge below
them.

Jane said she was OK with it and apart from
the now departed headache, she felt fine. “It makes sense in many
ways I suppose? I don’t want to hurt anyone but if, as George says,
there are some people who for whatever reason are going to prevent
the future of our planet advancing… then it puts us in a difficult
position, doesn’t it?” She clambered up the final slope and slid
onto their stone perch.

Mike agreed. “That’s exactly what Ken and I
were saying last night. We know about this now and we have the
choice as to whether we act on George’s information or not?”

Ken interjected. “Don’t forget, we still
have the choice, and even when we’ve been given the information we
can still say no, can’t we? And who says we have to hurt or kill
anyone, if we get the chance perhaps we can just persuade them
otherwise?” He looked at the other two and they all thought about
that. His remarks made sense and also gave them a comfortable get
out clause. They talked some more and then, after some fifteen
minutes or so, decided to wait and see what happened next. They
couldn’t anticipate George’s next move and there would be no point
in them trying to second-guess themselves.

Mike chipped in. “Let’s get the kit sorted
and then have a look at the Spears as well; Jane needs to get used
to how they work anyway?” Looking at Ken he continued, “And since
it’s been a while, I guess that we could do with a refresher too?”
They all agreed and decided to head back down to where the strange
items awaited them.

Over the next four days they familiarised
themselves with all the lethal things held within the case. Mike
inserted George’s ‘music disc’ into his machine. Jane laughed when
she heard about the old man’s impromptu rock star performance. “Now
that I would liked to have seen…” She said as she practiced arming
the pen. She could now do it with her eyes closed. Ken had made
them do all the drills over and over. Standing, kneeling, sitting,
and also whilst lying down. On their backs and on their bellies –
they practised using the weapons in every conceivable position and
situation.

“Practice makes perfect, guys… practice
makes perfect.” It was Ken’s motto and he made it theirs too. By
the end they could all find, arm and use the devices in complete
darkness. The target screen glowed with their accurate shooting.
They discovered the pens had an almost unlimited range and that the
effect on the target was just as devastating no matter what range
they fired from. The only problem being, those longer ranges made
it more difficult to aim accurately. The other thing to become
apparent was the strong odour that each device emitted after they
had been used. It reminded Ken of the Storm and smelt of burnt
electricity, or something similar. Using the stun guns was a simple
affair and it didn’t take too long to master a reasonable
technique. Ken had decided they should use them as a back up weapon
in case something went ‘Pear shaped’. He looked seriously at them
and added: “Well, you never know what‘s gonna happen and its better
to have a plan, isn’t it?” They agreed and concentrated even harder
on their training.

They also had a few goes with the spray
cans: the carpet of electrical sparks, which the vapour left after
each discharge, still fascinated them. “You just know you wouldn’t
want a face full of that stuff, don’t you, really you wouldn’t!”
Mike said as he shook his head in distaste. The other two agreed,
totally. The other thing, which amazed them, was that none of the
weapons ever seemed to need recharging. Every morning they
performed just as they had the day previously. When Jane asked
about it, the men had no answer. Mike said, “I haven’t got a clue,
it must be something to do with the design, I’m sure that we would
have been told if it was otherwise?”

Ken had read the instruction disc thoroughly
and there wasn’t a single thing about recharging anywhere. “Let’s
just hope they don’t conk out when we need them most, eh?” He
commented, shrugged his shoulders and then packed the aerosols back
into the case. They had done what they could with the training, and
after all, it wasn’t rocket science, was it? The best fun they had
was with the Spears. Ken had carried them into the old barn, which
lay in the field next to the lodge.

Although he and Jane didn’t officially own
it, they had almost assumed squatters rights over the old building.
Frank Ball, the neighbouring farmer, had moved away from livestock
about five years ago and had asked Ken and Jane if the old barn was
a nuisance: “I’ll ha’ the boys take it doone if it’s a wurry to you
Jane, aye?” The red faced Scotsman was a great guy and had become
one of their favourite neighbours. They often stopped off at his
old farmhouse and delivered a brace of pheasants to the Ball’s.
They never left empty handed and there was always a spare black
pudding or a huge homemade meat pie, which just seemed to
miraculously appear from the larder as they were leaving. Ken had
told Frank the barn wasn’t a worry and if it was OK, then he may
well use it as a small shooting range, just to keep his guns zeroed
in? They had agreed and that was the end to it. And so their pseudo
ownership of one large barn had begun.

Right now it became the perfect place to
check out their new additions. Whilst Ken unpacked the vehicles and
dug out the fobs, Mike opened his Communicator and asked Jane to
come over to where the machine was now displaying a blank screen,
she noticed that there were several bright blue dots racing across
the bottom of it. Mike pushed the screen all the way back so that
it now lay flat. He pointed at the screen and said, “Stick your
hand on there palm down, please, don’t worry, it’s just so you can
gain entrance to the Spears. Think of it as a state of the art
alarm system is all, yeah?” Jane did as she was asked and seconds
later she was done. Feeling slightly puzzled, she stepped back from
the machine and turned to see what Ken was doing.

He had placed the two miniature vehicles on
the floor, making sure there was plenty of space in between them,
before taking one of the key fobs and handing it to her. “Just
point it in the general direction and push the big arrow once, I
don’t know which vehicle belongs to what zapper, but just zap them
anyway?” He stood back and watched as she tuned the device over in
her hands.

Lifting it parallel with her chest, Jane did
as Ken had asked, and pointing the device at the little cars she
pushed down on the slender button with her thumb. To her amazement
she saw a tiny green whirlpool suddenly begin to take shape in
front of her, it shimmered and rotated for a second before suddenly
blooming with a deep, sloshy liquid sound. With a fluid green
flash, the vehicle suddenly seemed to expand before her very eyes –
one second a toy car and the next, well, a very large and very real
looking vehicle appeared miraculously on the straw covered barn
floor. Jane felt a slight waft of pressure on her face and saw
several loose strands of straw do a quick gymnastic display past
her feet. The unseen force ceased as suddenly as it had started and
left her staring in amazement at the deep black paintwork of the
car. “Good God! That is absolutely the most amazing thing
I’ve ever seen! Oh my bloody hell, shit… I mean, how in the…” She
turned to the two men who stood smiling at her. Shaking her head
Jane quietly said, “I know you’d tried to explain it to me, Ken…
but I had no idea it was like this! It’s fantastic… I want one of
my own! I wouldn’t have any trouble parking it outside the
apartment with one of these, now would I?” She threw the zapper to
Mike and stepped towards the vehicle in anticipation.

After they had shown her how to gain entry
to the Spear, Jane climbed into the driver’s seat and waited whilst
they joined her inside. Mike climbed into the front. “Mikey will
give us the demonstration on all the gizmos Jane. He’s a wizard at
this stuff!” Ken said as he opened the rear passenger door and
clambered into the back. The rich smell of new leather filled the
cab as he looked over their shoulders. During the next twenty
minutes, Mike showed them all of the controls and strange devices,
which the vehicle had hidden in its leather clad interior. To the
casual observer the inside of the car was almost exactly as
standard, but with the touch of a few hidden switches the true
nature of the beast was cleverly revealed. Jane marvelled at the
scanner and she couldn’t get over how it could see straight through
the solid brick wall of the old barn. The entire windscreen was
softly illuminated and its head-up display showed them the fields
beyond. Several sheep could be seen glowing brightly in the
distance. “No way,” she breathed softly. “That’s awesome, Mike,
simply awesome!”

He showed her the Pusher and gave it a
little flick in demonstration. Immediately a huge cloud of straw
and dust pulsed away from the nose of the vehicle. “Don’t mess
about with it too much in here or we’ll have the wall down!” He
smiled and then showed her how the screen could find where they
were by locating their implants. Tapping the smaller sat nav
screen, which lay on the front of the dashboard, he called up a
menu and scrolled quickly through it by sliding his finger softly
across its glass surface. The word ‘Locate’ flashed up and he
selected it with a slight tap. As Mike did so, the windscreen
pulsed slightly and then displayed three bright blue dots within
the car shaped emblem that glowed in the top left corner.
Underneath the dots were their initials and the word: ‘Interior’.
He said, “That will find any one of us anywhere on this planet,
probably anywhere in the universe, actually.” Both Jane and Ken
shook their heads in awe at that statement and then continued to
listen in fascination as Mike carried on with his tutorage.

The only thing they didn’t cover was the
Spears alleged new ability to take them to wherever they wanted.
They had talked about it but not really considered the
practicalities. Ken said, “George reckons we can do it using Shrink
Down, maybe we should have a practice run at that, wouldn’t you
say, I don’t fancy ending up on a motorway or something while we
are still miniaturised, you know?” Jane looked at him in
admiration, she hadn’t thought about that at all. By the look on
his face, nor had Mike.

“Good idea,” he said, “I’ll have another
look at the old ‘book of words’ and see if there is anything we
have missed. I’ll check out the navigation thing too, and let you
know – apparently we have to take a tablet and wear the suits as
well?” Turning to Jane, he apologised to her and than explained
about the instructions George had given them after she had fallen
asleep. It wasn’t too long before all three of them had become
familiarised with the intricacies of their amazing new vehicles.
Mike put the Spears back into miniature mode, and after making sure
the barn was locked, they all headed for the house.

It was on the afternoon of their fourth day
since the dream when Mike was to put his knowledge into practice
much sooner than he would have liked. They were gathered round the
kitchen table where Ken and Mike had casually been discussing some
of the things that had happened whilst they were on the airbase in
Afghanistan. As Mike joked about some funny event, or another, his
laptop suddenly flashed brightly. The green light stopped them in
their tracks and they waited in silence whilst he swivelled it
towards himself and turned on the screen. Tapping the keypad, he
said: “Communicator on please.” The screen slid upwards and blinked
once, there was a slight moment of fuzziness before George appeared
before them.

He was sitting in a large black chair, his
baggy blue jumper and white shirt collar appeared in perfect colour
on the monitor, the shirt collar peeking over the neck of his
overly large sweater. It made him look rather like the Village
Vicar. “Hello there everyone, I trust you are well?” The old man
smiled at them before continuing. “I have downloaded some
information and it is in the machine now so, when I have finished,
Michael will retrieve it for you. Since this will be the first time
for you, I would simply like you to try out the equipment o start
with. To that end, I have given you a small surveillance task to
complete along with some navigational practice as well.” He looked
down at his notes and then said, “Very simple really, go and see
how you get along, we will be watching. Oh, use the Shrink Down
too, please” Without another word from the old man, the screen went
blank and then slid back into the machine. Mike leant over and
tapped some keys. Another smaller screen slid into view and
displayed a set of written instructions. There were also some
photographs of a man and some other separate ones of a small,
blonde haired child. Her hair was held up in a bunch and one of the
pictures had caught her whilst she looked at something that
obviously delighted her. Her tiny milk teeth were displayed in a
wide grin that was spoiled only slightly by a small black gap
where, by the looks of things, the tooth fairy had just
visited.

They scoured the information and, after
about ten minutes, Mike pushed another button, a tray slid open and
out popped a tiny disc. It fitted easily into the palm of Jane’s
hand and was almost translucent. “What do we do with this?” She
said as she looked at it and then glanced back to Mike.

He replied: “It fits into the reader on the
dashboard, we can check it some more whilst we are under way, plus
it links to the navigation system and will take us straight to a
pre-ordained destination. That’s what I’ve been told anyway?”

Ken interrupted them. “Should we go now or
is it too late, maybe we should wait until the morning, perhaps?”
He was just being polite as in all honesty the idea of a late
afternoon adventure enthralled him. Fortunately he wasn’t alone in
his keenness.

My God no! Let’s get on with it – I’m tired
of all this talk. What do you think, Mikey?” Jane said and turned
to see him walking over with three suits and the box of blue
tablets in his hands.

“That’ll be a unanimous ‘Yes’ then?” Ken
said as he laughed and grabbed two of the suits. He threw one to
Jane. “Last one changed makes the brews when we get back.” With a
flurry, they ran to their rooms to get ready. Within five minutes
they were back at the table having stripped, donned the suits and
then put their normal clothes back on over the top. The suits felt
strange and they weren’t really like wearing anything. In reality
they felt more like a second skin. Mike passed them each a ‘bluey’
and sharing the glass, they swallowed the tablets with a swig of
tap water.

Taking the red case, they headed for the
barn where Mike zapped one of the Spears and opened the doors and
boot. He picked up the other miniature vehicle and placed it in the
interior of the boot. “Just in case we have a breakdown along the
way…”

Jane asked: “That reminds me, I forgot to
ask before, but what about fuel, are they diesel or petrol?” She
looked at them. “I haven’t got any cash on me, should I go and get
my purse, or what?”

Mike replied: “It’s OK, I have money and
cards on me but we don’t need it for fuel, Ken will show you why.”
He pointed at the boot. Ken obliged and lifted the carpet in the
boot.

Looking into the space, where a spare wheel
should have been, Jane saw two, fat, see through plastic tanks.
They took up the entire under boot space and she could quite
clearly see that they were filled with liquid. “Goodness, it’s no
wonder we won’t need fuel, there must be enough in there to last a
month – is that safe?” The thought of having two hundred litres of
fuel behind her backside wasn’t something she felt too happy
about.

Ken’s answer was the last thing she
expected. “It’s only water, hun, that’s all these things need.
Remember, I told you?”

She looked at him in shock. “Yes, but I
forgot. Water, that’s it, just water! But the car looks so normal…”
Shaking her head she turned away from the boot and asked: “Should I
drive?” They agreed and also decided that Mike should take the
front so he could keep all the gadgets working. Ken, in the
meantime, would ride shotgun in the rear. It wasn’t too far from
the truth, even though they had put George’s devices into their
pre-determined places, Ken had also slipped a 9mm Beretta pistol
into his waistband whilst he was getting changed upstairs in the
Lodge.

When Jane asked him what he was doing, he
had looked straight at her before saying: “Electric pens and liquid
energy are great I’m sure… but nothing beats a hollow-point when
the shit starts hitting the proverbial!” She had looked at him and
then decided by the wry look on his face that he wasn’t joking.

“Right, where to guys?” She asked as she
slid into the driver’s seat. After some adjustment of the seat and
mirrors she called for the seat belts and waited until they had
snaked themselves around her shoulders, then wriggled herself into
a comfortable position. The men did the same. Mike inserted the
little disc and then waited whilst the screen deciphered the
information contained therein. Shortly afterwards the windshield
illuminated, the Head-Up-Display glowing with its soft blue light.
A map appeared and a small triangle flashed briefly upon the
detailed surface of the screen.

Reading the instructions, Mike said, “Mmm…
that’s down in Wiltshire, I think, you see the big forest just
outside of the town? We have to get there by the most direct
method, and get there unseen...” Tapping the screen, he enlarged
the map and scrolled through with his finger until he came across a
heavily wooded area that had a small clearing in the centre. “There
will be fine I reckon, we arrive in Shrink Down, wait a bit and
then, if the coast is clear, jump to full size?” He turned and
looked at Ken in the rear.

Ken agreed. “Sounds good to me, fire her up,
Jane… let’s just do this, huh?” She reached over, flicked a black
switch downwards and then pressed the silver button marked ‘Start’.
With a rumble the engine ignited, and in unison the dashboard
lights began their rapid systems check. One by one they flickered
out.

Mike looked once more at the little line of
instructions and then closed the icon with a touch of his finger.
“I guess that now is as good a time as any to start learning
without the words…” he said, and then pushed something on the
control panel – a small black tray extended silently from the
facia. In the middle sat an aluminium button. He turned it once and
waited until it had rotated slowly upwards to its full height.

As it did so a warning flashed on the
windscreen: ‘Transfer to destination. Are you sure?’

“Yes!” He said and pushed the button firmly
downwards.

Ken whispered: “I fucking hate travel
sickness…”

The familiar tearing liquid noise filled
their minds. It only lasted a short while and then ended abruptly.
To the occupants of the car it seemed to have had no effect and,
wondering if it had failed somehow, Mike turned to ask: “Well…
that’s weird. It doesn’t seem to have worked… what next?” He was
answered by a slight gasp from Jane.

Banging the steering wheel to get their
attention, she whispered harshly: “Mike… Mikey, we’re there. Oh
shit; look at that!” Jane had her nose pressed against
the side window and both the men saw her body vibrate with shock.
Peering out, they saw the most enormous insect fly past the window
without a care in the world; they could hear the beating of its
wings as the helicopter sized insect hovered above them. The car
vibrated in the down draft as the huge thing lingered overhead for
a brief moment. Probably deciding that the still shimmering Spear
didn’t look much like lunch, it increased its wing speed and, with
a loud buzz, zoomed off over the huge blades of grass surrounding
them. The buffeting downdraft of its departure rocked the Spear on
its suspension. They were there all right, there and in complete
miniature!

It took a second or two of almost total
unreality for the trio to accept the obvious. They were
miniaturised, had done some sort of time travel, and were now at
there destination encased within the amazing vehicle. They sat in
stunned silence for a moment, before Mike’s understated remark
spurred them into action: “Well, that’s fairly interesting isn’t it
folks?” He reached up and touched the screen where it said
‘Scanner’. A white circle slowly spread across the screen and
highlighted the various life forms that were in range. Several
small white dots appeared in an indication of the presence of local
insects and wildlife. There were no human forms to be seen. “OK,
back to the real world. It sure was fun being a Lilliputian but I
ain’t getting out of the car like this, I don’t even know if we
can get out?” The black tray appeared, Mike pushed the
button once and they waited as the bubbling green whirlpool encased
them again. With a dizzying lurch, Ken’s much hated travel sickness
made its reappearance. After the dust and their thoughts had
settled a bit, Mike read the instructions again. His eyes scanned
the words as they flitted across the screen. “Right,” he said. “The
next way point is down in the town by the looks of things. Just
follow the Navigator and let’s get there, looks to be about five
miles, or thereabouts?”

Jane gunned the engine and spun the vehicle
to follow the arrow that shone on the windscreen in front of her.
It glowed with an opaque blue and gave its instructions in writing
underneath: ‘Ahead two hundred metres, then turn left…’ The tyres
spat gravel and grass as she pulled out of the little clearing and
onto the track. Following the Navigator’s instruction, Jane led
them out of the woods to where they soon found themselves on the
main road heading into the small market town, which lay down the
valley. After ten minutes they entered the high street, at which
point the navigator instructed them to wait. Jane pulled into a
parking place across the road from an old Public House. It was home
to ‘The Jolly Carpenter’ or so the sign said. The chalk board menu
on the pavement outside announced that today’s special was:
‘Homemade corned beef hash.’

As they sat and wondered what was next, the
screen flashed once and a red emblem clicked up over to the left
side, the same side as the Pub was on. ‘Target is approaching.’ A
picture of a man appeared, there were several pictures in fact,
taken from differing angles and obviously on different days. Only
the observant would notice that the man’s shirts were always
different. Ken and Mike noticed, but it wasn’t easy, the man always
wore the same dark green overalls that hung off his scrawny frame
and led down to a pair of dirty training shoes. Only the smallest
glimpse of the shirt was visible. You would have to be looking to
notice. They were looking.

As they watched in disbelief, the very same
man exited the Pub in front of them, crossed the road, turned right
and then entered a shop marked ‘Greys Ironmongery’. A name flashed
beneath his picture.

‘Graeme John Peters. Caretaker at Brown
Hill Primary School’

This was followed by a stream of information
regarding the now targeted Graeme Peters. It wasn’t nice
information, either. Definitely not something you would put on your
Resume, especially if you were working at a Primary School. Most
certainly you wouldn’t. The words were interspersed with some
graphic pictures, terrible images, including several of him digging
a small square hole in a darkened corner of a wood somewhere. As he
watched the show, Ken couldn’t contain himself. They heard him
hiss. “This guy is one A-Grade arse wipe, isn’t he?” He paused and,
after breathing in deeply, said, “I’ll go and kill him now, for
free!” His clenched cheek muscles gave away the anger he felt. More
information followed the terrible pictures, more information about
the little girl whose image they had seen before. The images also
came with some written information.

‘Susan Jennifer Bearsden: Aged
six-years.

Entrapped and killed in seventeen days time
by one Graeme Peters’

The date and time flashed up in red. The
light of its digital display was detestable to them. To see the
actual date of someone’s death, read out in advance, was not
something you get to see everyday.

The briefing notes continued.

‘Bearsden destined for greatness in the
field of Hydro-Cell Activation, pioneer of desalination
technologies and H2O ignition’

The final line screamed at them.

‘Susan Bearsden, mother of three and
Nobel Prize winner’

The pictures of the child floated across the
blue screen. A happy go lucky child, playing and smiling like all
children should. Yes, a happy young child who had no idea about the
events looming upon her unseen horizon – pictures of a soon to be
very dead young child.

Peters exited the iron mongers carrying a
small brown paper bag. He wandered across the High Street and
passed within several feet of the BMW. The heavily tinted widows
would have been enough to disguise the occupants had he been
looking, but he wasn’t looking and instead walked on past them. He
was whistling, paper bag in one hand whilst the other was tucked
into the hip pocket of his coveralls. Mr Peters seemed to be a very
happy man. He crossed the road next to them and approached a green
Renault, stooping to unlock the door he reached in and popped his
package onto the passenger floor and slipped into the driver’s
seat. Fiddling with his keys, Peters finally managed to start the
car. He slammed the door shut, then pulled out of the parking space
with a puff of blue exhaust smoke, and drove away.

Ken spoke to Jane from the backseat: “Follow
him, but not too closely, the Navigator knows where he’s going
anyway, if you think he’s made us then break off, OK?”

Her eyes met his in the rear view mirror.
“OK, no problem!” She cruised out of the parking spot and hung back
three cars behind the smokey old Renault. Keeping their distance,
and one or two cars between his vehicle and theirs, they followed
him to a small village, which lay just over four miles outside of
the town. The road led down a long winding hill where, at the
bottom, they saw their man turn off onto a driveway running by the
side of an old cottage. Its white stone walls that stood out in
contrast to the dark thatched roof overhead, made the house easily
recognisable. Yet again, George had been totally right with the
information he had given them. They cruised past whilst Mike
followed the instructions of the navigator. “OK, that’s his house,
now we need to find the final location. Just keep following the
directions…” Jane did as she was asked and let the arrow lead her.
Ken turned in his seat and, with his eyes glittering like ice
behind their slitted lids, kept watching the cottage as it
disappeared behind the hedgerows.

After they had found the remote woods,
memorised its shape and where the entrance to the area of interest
was, the navigation system then indicated straight ahead. Following
its cue, Jane pushed on through the woods until they had exited the
other side; as the woods opened, the trio found that they were now
on an empty track. They slowly bumped across the rough surface with
the scanner showing no trace of humans.

Without warning, the Spear suddenly came to
a halt of its own accord. As she looked at the dashboard, for some
sort of warning light to indicate as to why they had stopped, Jane
noticed the words that flashed onto the screen: ‘Mission complete,
transfer to start point… Confirm?’ She turned to look at Mike,
eyebrows raised in query.

He nodded. “I guess that’s it then. Let’s
go?” He touched the dashboard and the tray made its
reappearance.

“Stand by people… puke city on the way!” Ken
only just got the words out before his dry prediction confirmed
itself. Minutes later they were back on their feet in the barn by
the Lodge. The miniature Spears and other equipment safely packed
away in the carry case. Still feeling slightly unsteady, they
traipsed back to the house – their silence spoke volumes.

Jane placed a drink in front of the two men
and pulled up her own chair. They sat and discussed the day’s
events and how they could have improved, Ken said he was happy
enough and the other two agreed. After chatting for a while they
decided to eat and have an early night. Mike said he wasn’t quite
sure what the trip had been about. “Was it a test, or was all of it
for real. I mean that guy, Peters, he’s a horrible creature isn’t
he?”

“I think it’s for real.” Jane said. “Don’t
forget, Susan is predicted to die in, umm… how many days was it the
message said?” She thought for a while with her brow creased.
“Seventeen days, wasn’t it, that’s the best part of three weeks
away?” She tilted her head to one side and raised her eyebrows as
she looked at the two men.

“Yeah, you’re right, that’s plenty of time
for George to watch him, and for us to go back. It’s like George
said in the beginning, there’s plenty of time.” Mike said, and then
looked at his watch in surprise. “Jeez! Have you seen the time, I’m
shattered… let’s talk about it tomorrow, if we need to?” They all
agreed and headed for the kitchen with the dirty dishes. Once the
dishwasher was loaded they had a quick nightcap and then retired to
their rooms. It had been a long and eventful few days and they were
tired.

In the dead of night, two men were planning:
Mr. Peters was busy working out the final moves of his latest,
perverted obsession, whilst George, somewhere much further away,
was planning on how best to stop him. A piece of string, so they
say, always meets in the middle.













Chapter 13 - A Problem Shared



Part One






There was a message waiting for them when
they awoke the following day. The screen on Mike’s Communicator had
only one sentence on its shiny surface: ‘Congratulations on a
mission successfully completed. We will be in touch soon. George.’
They stared at the screen and waited whilst Mike played with the
keys to see if they had missed anything. After checking everything,
he looked up and said, “Nope, that’s all there is – I guess we’ll
be hearing from him in a bit?” His foresight was remarkably
accurate.

Almost exactly twenty nine hours later,
whilst they were having a bite to eat the next afternoon, in fact,
the Communicator woke up again. Waiting for its flashing light was
now like waiting for that vital text message from someone
important. Every five minutes they would keep looking at the
machine. Look at it and then look again, just to make sure they
hadn’t missed anything? They didn’t have to look twice this time.
The machine lit up with a bright green flash that sent its rays
flooding across the kitchen. Putting his knife back onto the plate,
Mike reached over and turned the device so that he could operate
the key pad properly. “This looks serious; I’ve not seen it that
bright before.” The screen did its magic and then, over their
cheese and tomato sandwiches, George gave them their latest
task.

His tone was curt: “Good afternoon, my
apologies for interrupting your meal. A situation has arisen rather
unexpectedly. A small child will die in the near future. The
child’s parents will, magnanimously, donate his organs to be
transplanted. He is an exact match to one of our subjects, someone
who very important for the future. Vital, one could say?”

The look on his face was perhaps the most
sincere that Ken had ever seen on the old man. “He’s having a
problem with all of this too?” He guessed, as he returned George’s
gaze and listened to their mentor continue in sombre tones.

“It’s rather an unpleasant one this time, I
am afraid – one child dies and we cannot prevent it, that’s never
good, I know, but we have to ensure his organs reach the correct
person. That should be the focus for all of us here, use it to help
you.” He looked down at something on his desk and then, looking up
again, he gave his final instructions. “There is a certain
individual who, through his previous actions, will cause the organs
to miss their intended recipient. We need to persuade him
otherwise, and we need to do it in a hurry! All the information you
require is being transferred as we speak – it will also be on the
disc as per normal?” As he spoke, the data began its long trip to
reach them, its arrival in the Lodge causing the small lights on
the front of Mike’s machine to star their illuminated parade once
again.

None of George’s audience had spoken, the
information he had imparted was still seeping into their heads.
Jane was tapping the floor with her heels – eyes focused on some
far away spot. Mike was looking at the machine with a blank
expression on his face. Ken was kind of wishing he still smoked. “I
could murder one right about now. Bloody dead kids and organ
donors…” He wasn’t too sure he’d made the right choice after all.
In fact, he couldn’t actually remember saying ‘yes’ to any of this?
His thoughts were interrupted by George’s closing sentence.

“Yes, well then… have a good look and make
your decision as soon as possible, please. I am afraid there won’t
be much time for reconnaissance and things. So, if you decide to
help then your decision will be needed immediately, we have no time
to waste.” With a shimmer, the screen did its disappearing act once
more. They sat in silence for a while, each contemplating the words
they had just heard, and also the look on the old man’s face. He
had looked worried, somehow.

Jane suddenly said, “We didn’t ask him about
Peters… I guess this has taken priority?” Ken nodded and the
silence continued for a while. As soon as the lights on the
Communicator had stopped their flashing, Mike instructed the
machine to play the information, which George had embedded into its
data banks. It took fifteen minutes for them to receive the story
of a certain James McBride. Fifteen minutes to watch the selfish
actions that would see one of the Council’s ‘Chosen Ones’ fail to
cross the starting line, never mind step up onto the victory
podium. They watched as an array of images paraded across the
screen in front of them again: McBride’s habits, places of
residence, favourite haunts and even the colour of his office
chair, were all shown to them. Everything about the dark haired
city slicker was laid bare before their eyes. Ken reckoned that
George and his friends would have been an irreplaceable asset to
any Private Investigator here on Earth. If only their number were
in the Yellow Pages. When the trio had finally been shown
everything about McBride, they were then given an insight into the
small boy, one on whose behalf they would all soon have to make
some serious decisions. The child smiled up at the camera. His gaze
almost looked through them with its grey eyed intensity. His was a
look that could see for miles.

“Joseph Johnson. Aged two years and seven
months: Future Chief Executive of United World Power. Deceased in
forty three day, cause: Heart and lung failure. Johnson will be
responsible for uniting World Superpowers in the fight against
power poverty. He will become Chief Executive of ‘Trans-Global
Hydro-Transmitters’ aged thirty four.”

Ken waited until the show had stopped before
speaking. “They don’t miss much, do they?” He turned to the others
and said, “Well, what do you reckon then, are we a goer on this or
what?” Really, Ken had already made up his mind: “McBride was a
bastard.” As it turned out, he wasn’t alone in his opinions. Jane
and Mike both agreed when Ken said that it was unfortunate, but it
looked as though the donor child was going to die anyway? Of that
George had been certain, and there would be nothing they could do
about it. However, they could help to ensure young Joseph
got the start he deserved. Ken also said, “Basically, if it wasn’t
for McBride then Joe would be getting this help anyway, that’s the
way I’m reading it, and to be honest, I think we need to be careful
here, it’s like Mike said at the start of all this: we’re either in
or we’re not? If we start getting involved in every angle and
looking at ethics and stuff, well then, we’re gonna end up in a
world of shit!” Ken shrugged and looked at them. “Trust me – I just
had some of my own serious doubts about five minutes ago.” His
words made sense.

“I vote that we just get on with it, I don’t
know about you, but I trust George, I don’t really know why, but I
just do?” Jane said as she stood up, walked over to the window and
looked out into the garden.

Mike concurred. Five minutes later they
watched as he sent a message to George via the keypad that slid out
of his machine. George’s written reply was even shorter than the
previous, verbal briefing. “Go immediately. Ensure you use the
aerosol device. He must inhale it. Read the instructions on your
mission carefully as you travel.” The message ended with: “Good
luck! George.”

With nothing further to discuss, they
disappeared to their rooms and quickly slipped the black suits
under their clothes. Once back in the kitchen, they swallowed a
bluey and then picked up their gear. After they locked the house
the three of them briskly walked over to the barn. Ken had the case
in his hand and as soon as they had slid the barn door closed, he
placed the red container on the floor, zapped the case and when it
had enlarged, bent forward to undo it. He took the Spear out and
laid it on the floor before handing out the other equipment to Jane
and Mike. The aerosols were given a good shake and left to one side
for the time being. Gathering everything up, they waited until Ken
had zapped the Spear and then hurriedly loaded their equipment into
the large vehicle. Checking they had not forgotten anything, Ken
picked up the spray cans, climbed into the Spear and closed the
door behind him. Just before they set off, Ken leaned over and gave
Mike a pair of his old leather combat gloves and slipped a second
pair over his own hands. “Just in case, you know… I don’t want my
fingerprints all over the place, I meant to bring the gloves the
other day, but I forgot?”

Mike nodded. “I’ll put mine on when I’ve
finished messing about with this thing?” He said, looking at the
dashboard in front of him. He passed the latest disc to Jane and
she slid it into the reader before calling for her seatbelts. Once
buckled up, they waited in silence whilst the information on the
disc was processed and then sat back to watch as it streamed onto
the screen in front of them. Ken figured out the controls in the
rear and managed to get the picture to play on a small screen that
lay on the back of the headrest behind Jane. He sat back and waited
for Mike to do his magic with all the wizardry in the front. His
friend tapped busily away at some buttons and before long they had
all the information they needed: timings, location, a good idea of
where their target would be and, more importantly, when he would be
there. Looking at the map they decided upon their destination.

There was an old railway embankment, but it
lay over ten miles away from McBride’s home address. Mike,
unsuccessfully, spent some time in searching for somewhere else
nearer to their target. “Sorry guys, but we’re not picking up
anything closer, we’ve got to make sure we have a good arrival
point and this is the one the Navigator refers us to.” In the
search for more information, he leaned forward and tapped the
screen with his finger. Without any hesitation the machine gave him
what he requested and as they watched, an immaculately detailed
view of the area flooded onto the screen, it was as though their
own personal camera crew were already on the ground, beaming back
the shots they required. The railway, which had long since become
derelict, snaked its way through countryside on top of the raised
embankment alongside a canal; most of the old line looked to be
overgrown and the toothless gaps where the wooden sleepers had been
stolen, stood out in perfect clarity on the screen in front of the
trio. There was also a convenient underpass that opened onto
another small dirt track leading away from the main road, to the
east, and then coming to a dead end by the side of, what appeared
to be, a small fishing pond, its shiny pool of water laying about
four hundred yards to the west. Making the screen zoom in, Mike
adjusted the view so they were able see into the disused underpass.
Apart from the remains of an old fire, the pre-war brick structure
was deserted. Panning the view out and then rotating it through a
complete circle, Mike’s actions gave them a good overview of the
surrounding area. The three cows that stood grazing in a
neighbouring field were the only living beings that could be seen
within the immediate vicinity.

“OK, that looks good enough to me, let’s
just get there and see what happens next, yeah?” Ken said, then sat
back and closed his eyes. In agreement, Jane started the engine
whilst Mike waited for the black tray to emerge. As it did so, the
display flashed and they watched as the standard question jumped
onto the screen. ‘Transfer to destination. Are you...’ Mike never
waited for the question to finish before he pushed the button.
Shortly afterwards, when they had finished marvelling at the size
of the underpass, they resumed their preferred size and then waited
whilst the uncomfortable wooziness in their heads had subsided. The
Heifers in the field across the way were the only living things
that paid any attention to them, and that was only in the form of a
lazy, cud chewing stare.

“OK, ready when you are, Jane.” Mike pointed
to the blue arrow, “Follow the leader please…” He smiled and
watched the screen as she manoeuvred forward between the walls of
the underpass. Jane gently eased the Spear out from the small
tunnel and turned left. Ken checked their surroundings as they
passed under the trees growing on the crest of the old embankment.
They were alone and unseen as they progressed towards the main road
to their east. Once properly underway on that road, they listened
as Mike read out the detailed instructions from the smaller screen:
“McBride is to be sprayed in the face and kidnapped. Just here,
outside this shop, we’re to ensure he is unconscious and then drive
him to this place.” He looked at the screen and pointed to the
spot. A small red triangle blinked in the recess of a wood.
Continuing, he said, “Once there, we are to leave him in the car.
The contents of the aerosol will take care of the rest…”

“What then?” Ken said, as he looked at the
scenery rushing by. Jane had turned on to the motorway and was now
pushing on at a good pace. “Do we just leave him to it?”

The Australian shook his head. “Not quite,
we are to stay and observe him until he regains consciousness, and
then follow him to the office block. It says here that he usually
parks in the underground car park.” Mike scrolled through the
notes. “I’m just looking for any back up plans. What happens if the
spray doesn’t do what it’s meant to?” After a while he gave up and
said, “Nothing there at all, they must be pretty confident in the
stuff?” He shrugged and quickly read through the rest of the notes.
Closing the small screen, he finally said, “Yeah, basically folks,
that’s it. We just have to wait outside until we get a shout from
George. I don’t know what McBride will do, but whatever it is, they
seem pretty sure that it will be enough?” He turned to watch the
navigator’s instructions.

They flowed through the heavy traffic for a
while and made small talk whilst Jane kept them moving serenely in
amongst the other vehicles. Ken reminded her: “Keep us nice and
anonymous, we don’t really want to get pulled by the Cops if we can
help it, hun.” He looked at his watch. “What time are we going to
meet this guy?”

“According to this, we have thirty eight
minutes?” Mike said and pointed to the blue digits busily counting
down under the symbol indicating McBride’s residence. “I reckon we
will just about make it on time?” Sure enough, there was slightly
over five minutes showing on the timer when they finally pulled up
across the street. The tall block of apartments, which housed
McBride in luxury, stood proudly amongst its equally expensive
neighbours. They stayed in the vehicle and Ken made sure they kept
an eye out for any traffic wardens.

“If one comes along, then pull out and we’ll
find somewhere else, OK Jane? We don’t want a ticket and I don’t
want to get my mug on any CCTV cameras, either.” He couldn’t see
any wardens on their particular street and ultimately his concerns
were proved to be unfounded – within minutes the warning buzzer
sounded and another red icon flashed up on the screen.

Mike spoke on the machine’s behalf. “Target
approaching…”

Jane put the car in gear and they watched as
James McBride walked out of the door, crossed the pavement, and
waited by the kerb as the silver Mercedes pulled up. Stepping out,
the burly driver opened the rear door. “He’s a big fella isn’t he –
we don’t have to worry about him I hope?” Ken said. He didn’t fancy
rolling around the streets of London with the stocky, flat nosed
chauffeur.

Mike grinned at him. “There’s nothing in the
notes about it, but I’ll let you do the honours if it comes to
that. I’ve much more to lose than you anyway?” He said, and then
jokingly preened himself.

“Yeah, dream on pal…”

Ken’s sarcastic reply was cut short by Jane.
“Will you two pack it in please, I’m nearly peeing here and you’re
messing about! You bloody men!” She wasn’t joking and they got the
message.

Ken saw the silver car pull away from the
kerb. “He’s moving, let’s go! You got your spray ready, Mike?” He
said in a tone that bore no trace of his previous jocularity. Mike
raised his left hand and gave the can, which it held, a good shake.
They were now three cars behind the Mercedes and Jane hung back
slightly, leaving herself enough room to react to any sudden turns
their target may make.

“OK, as soon as he pulls over at the store,
try and get in behind him if you can, but not too close. If you
can’t, then drop us off, cruise past and wait for us up the street
a bit?” Mike instructed her, and then turned to Ken. “You get the
driver’s door and I’ll take the front passenger one, OK? I’ll hit
him with the spray, but make sure yours is handy too, in case I
mess it up!”

“Roger that – it’s right here in my pocket.
Just don’t spray any of that shit on me, Mike!” Ken pulled a face,
and then cursed as another thought hit him. “Shit! What do we do if
the driver doesn’t leave the keys in the ignition?” He suddenly
realised they may well have a major drama on their hands. Mike
turned calmly to him and asked for the zapper, which Ken had used
for the Spears. Ken passed it to him with a bemused look upon his
face. The look soon changed to one of amazement as Mike flicked
open the front cover on the key fob. Ken undid his seatbelt and
leaned forward to watch as Mike pushed down on the small arrow.
Normally the operation of that particular button would see the
Spear doing its amazing Shrink Down trick. However, with the cover
removed all that happened was a thin wedge of green light started
to project by about three inches from the end of the device. Ken
reached forward and touched it with his finger tip. It wasn’t
contained in anything and all he felt was a faint tingle as the
strange light shone onto his skin. “What the hell is that?” He
looked at Mike in bafflement.

Mike grinned like a madman. “This, my old
friend, is a master key. The master key, apparently…” He was
about to explain the intricacies of the key to Ken, when Jane spoke
again, and her tone was urgent. She had been watching the Mercedes
carefully and noticed its left indicator starting to flash.

“Guys… it looks like he’s pulling over!” She
saw the car starting to manoeuvre its way through the traffic.
Looking ahead for its possible destination, Jane glimpsed the
flashing shop sign. “This is definitely it, there’s the shop! It’s
the one from George’s briefing.” She pre-empted the other car’s
movements and pushed over to the left side of the road. The
movement caused a black taxi to honk irritably behind her. Ignoring
it, she gained access to the left lane and pulled up behind a
delivery van. The driver was in the process of sliding its side
door shut and he waved at her in a gesture which said he was about
to leave. Jane waited until he pulled out and then parallel parked
next to the pavement.

“Perfect, they’re just parking now – nicely
done!” Ken said, as he squeezed her upper arm and then stepped out
of the Spear.

Mike followed him, turning to Jane before he
shut the door, he said: “Keep an eye on us, if anything starts to
go wrong then just give the horn a blast, OK? Otherwise wait until
we move off and then overtake us as soon as you can, we need to
follow you to the next point.” As she nodded he closed the door and
walked around the front of the X6 to join Ken, who was waiting on
the pavement.

He looked at Mike, then turned and walked
slowly towards the silver car. He saw a group of youths eyeing up
Charlie as he entered the store. “I wouldn’t bother, boys,” he
thought, as he looked at the chauffeur towering over them. “He’ll
tear your weedy little arms off!” As if in acknowledgement of Ken’s
thoughts, the gang turned and wandered off up the street - one of
them kicking an empty can that clanked loudly as it bounced off the
iron fence railings. Ken heard their laughter float down towards
him. He also noticed the steam wafting from the cars exhaust pipe.
It was the only thing he needed to see. The last doubt was gone.
Ice-cold adrenaline filled his chest and knowing the time was
right, he hissed: “Now, Mike – let’s go!”

They both opened their pace and strode
towards the Mercedes. Ken crossed behind the car and headed for the
driver’s side. After a quick glance at the shop doorway, he reached
down and opened the door and glanced into the back seat area.
McBride looked up at him and then jumped in surprise when the
expected Charlie was nowhere to be seen. Eyes wide with anger he
sat forward and said, “Excuse me but what the f...” Mike opened the
passenger door, his movement caused the angry McBride to swivel his
eyes away from Ken. Just as McBride was about to say something
else, Mike sprayed him with the silver can. The practice they had
done paid dividends – Mike’s aim and timing were impeccable. The
smallest of squirts was all it took, a fine carpet of the vapour
landed straight on McBride’s upturned face, Ken watched as the
tiny, energy filled droplets began igniting on his skin. As the
spray made contact with him, McBride gasped loudly and his eyes
widened alarmingly, as they watched, his attackers saw a trail of
the deadly droplets waft straight into his open mouth. Ken would
never forget the weird sight of the miniscule lightning flashes as
they erupted on the surface of the man’s tongue, their ignition
illuminating his white teeth like tiny strobe lights firing inside
his mouth. McBride went rigid for a second or two, fear and
realisation rolled across his face, and then with his eyes wide
open he stiffened and toppled sideways onto the armrest next to
him. It took only seconds and the job was complete. Ken slid into
the driver’s seat, snicked the car into gear and pulled out into
the evening rush hour traffic.

Mike closed the passenger door as they
pulled away and then turned to look at their victim. He lay across
the armrest with his eyes closed and hands clenched. Mike turned
back to the front, sniffed, and said, “Open the window a bit, will
you, that stuff fucking stinks!” Ken obliged and then checked his
mirrors, smiling when he saw the BMW three cars behind them. Its
high level xenon lights gave him a nice view of where Jane was
situated. He slowed to let the other cars pass him and then as soon
as Jane overtook the Mercedes, Ken speeded up and tagged onto the
back of her.

Following her blue navigator’s arrow, Jane
led them to the remote spot where they were to leave McBride. She
stopped short and let the Mercedes go past and onto the grass. Ken
parked the Mercedes underneath some trees. Mike jumped out of the
Merc and ran across to the Spear, as Jane opened the door he asked
her to check the scanner. As soon as she reported the all clear, he
turned and went back to give his friend a hand. They opened the
rear doors and laid McBride comfortably across the back seat.
Anyone passing would assume the well dressed businessman was simply
having forty winks after a hard day’s work. They weren’t sure how
long he would be unconscious, and even if the area was clear at
that moment it didn’t mean someone wouldn’t come around the corner
unexpectedly. The Spear was parked at the end of the small track
behind them and they hurriedly made their way over to it. Climbing
in to their seats, the two men were greeted by Jane’s questions:
“How did it go, you were in there pretty quick! I’m almost sure
nobody saw you. His driver came out just as I was passing. I saw
him looking down the road but I don’t think he saw you?” As she
listened to their answers, she turned the Spear around and parked
it at an angle where they could watch the McBride’s car in their
mirrors. Ken turned in his seat and observed the Mercedes through
the rear window. They didn’t have long to wait.

Within minutes, McBride stumbled out of the
car and immediately vomited into the bushes that grew in front of
the Mercedes. Standing in the darkness, he wiped his mouth and
looked dazedly around at his surroundings. After a few minutes he
then proceeded to walk in circles for a while – they could see him
talking rapidly, and watched as he seemed to be engaged in a
vehement argument with himself. It was bizarre and every now and
then he would shake his hands in front of his own face, his actions
were that of a very angry and very distraught man. “The guy’s gone
fucking nuts, what the hell is in that stuff?” Ken whispered, he
felt quite sorry for McBride but fell back on the memory of young
Joe and used the thoughts in order to avoid the slight feeling of
guilt, which he was starting to have. Mike and Jane sat in silence
and watched the screen as it flickered with some incoming data.

After about ten minutes of this performance,
McBride suddenly stopped, stood absolutely still for a few seconds,
as if listening to some inner voice, and then turned and climbed
into his car. Seconds later he accelerated past the darkened Spear,
leaving them with a glimpse of his faintly illuminated features as
he headed towards his destiny. Jane followed at a distance, keeping
the tail lights of their quarry in sight. Mike traced his progress
on the screen and occasionally glanced up at the blue arrow. “He’s
heading for the office.” He said as the screen flashed with the
destination logo. “Keep following him, according to the briefing he
will break off and head into the underground parking. That’s when
we lose him?”

Jane turned and looked at him. “What
then?”

“I have no idea – it just says to wait
outside. So I guess that’s what we should do, yeah?” Mike scoured
his digital notes, flicking through the screened pages with his
finger. “No, that’s it. We just wait outside.” Suddenly he said,
“There’s the place – do a left there, by that takeaway!” He pointed
to a yellow and red sign that said: ‘Hot & Spicy Takeaway
Heaven.’ Jane turned down the narrow street and followed the
Navigator’s arrow, her route allowing the rich smell of Eastern
spices to ooze into the car as they passed the restaurant. The
Target icon had stopped blinking now and all she had to do was to
follow the Spears’ directions to the parking place opposite
McBride’s office. Pulling over, she turned the lights off and
watched the windscreen as Mike switched it over to Scanner
mode.

The interior of the building could be seen
in graphic detail. Hot spots stood out brilliantly, three security
guards on the ground floor stood leaning against the reception
counter with their warm drinks shining brightly on the blue screen.
Even the warm water in the building’s central heating system could
be seen as it flowed around the rooms. “That really is quite
something else, isn’t it?” Jane said as she looked at Mike.

He grinned at her, the dim blue interior of
the cab making his teeth stand out in sharp contrast to his
darkened face. “You should have seen us the first time old George
told us that we were on a Ship, I nearly shit myself!” He laughed
gently.

Ken joined in. “This whole scenario is mind
blowing isn’t it, I mean look at – hold on… McBride’s in his
office, look!” He pointed to the screen and they all turned to
watch the fatal events as they began to unfold before their
eyes.

For quite a long while McBride strode around
the office, bending down and collecting things, then stacking the
items on his desk. Fiddling with his computer, its screen flaring
with white light on the Spears’ Scanner, then, once he had gathered
everything, McBride sat down in front of the computer and began to
work on some document or another. With his fingers flashing across
the keys, head bent forward and a slight heat haze lifting up from
his body, they watched as he furiously tapped away at the keypad.
Finally, he sat upright in his chair and began talking again, the
outline of his jaw moving rapidly as he spoke to some invisible
audience. As there wasn’t anyone else in the room, the onlookers
assumed he was still having a rant with himself; the whole thing
was bizarre – what was it the man was doing? Watching in
fascination, they saw McBride stretch across the desk, pick
something up, and then sit back down in his seat again. Reaching up
to his face, he paused and, to their utter disbelief, they watched
as a sudden, unexpected spray of warm liquid erupted from the back
of his head, it flared briefly on the Scanner and they watched in
horror as the hot fluid blasted across the wall and furnishings of
his office. McBride slumped lifelessly in his chair, his suicidal
action in complete contrast to the calm way in which their man had
been sitting at his desk for the last twenty minutes.

“Shit! The stupid idiot has gone and bloody
shot himself!” Ken growled as he looked at the other two in
surprise. Before they had a chance to say anything else, the
scanner blinked unemotionally – all three leaned forward to look.
As they stared at its screen, still in shock from the terrible
scene they had only just witnessed, they saw two emotionless words
appear upon its unblinking blue surface: ‘Mission complete.’ They
sat in silence for a while, each wrapped in their own thoughts.
Avoiding each other’s eyes, all three allowed themselves to remain
motionless whilst the reality of McBride’s act, and their part in
it, dawned upon them.

The true cost of George’s Gift had finally
begun to reveal itself.

Jane ended the sombre moment by leaning
forward to push the starter button. “Let’s go home the normal way,
I feel like a nice long drive anyway?” Dropping the hand brake, she
pulled away from the kerb and accelerated towards the blue motorway
sign that lay shining in the distance.








Chapter 14 - A Problem Shared



Part Two






It was the following morning when the
Chancellor of the Exchequer received an email from the notorious
James McBride. The email was headed: ‘My Problem’ and contained a
link that, upon clicking, led the viewer to a website where
important businessmen could upload live footage of themselves to be
saved and used during international conference calls and the
suchlike. Within an hour the Chancellor had all the facts about the
deceitful financial trap which James McBride had constructed, there
was no question it was genuine, the man himself had sat calmly in
front of the web camera and told of what he had done. He explained
the papers, the graphs and all the emails that were piled on the
opulent desk next to him. He spoke to the camera for fifteen
minutes, never faltering and very business-like in his manner. Once
finished, he said, “In conclusion, I am guilty and I am returning
all the missing funds, with interest.” Looking down at his laptop
he pushed some buttons, then glanced back up to the camera and gave
a set of numbers to the lens. “You will find all the funds in that
particular account, only you may access them – a copy of this link
has been sent to Inspector Gregory at Scotland Yard.” He paused,
took a single deep breath and then said, “This is no longer my
problem.” Without faltering, he leant forward, past the lens, and
then returned with a pistol in his hand. He nodded once at his
electronic audience, placed the muzzle of the weapon in his mouth
and pulled the trigger.

The only things the Police found in his
office were the nearly headless body of the former James McBride,
which lay slumped in the chair alongside his laptop, and a stack of
papers. The top sheaf of the pile was liberally spattered with some
indescribable liquid, as were several of the walls, the water
machine and also a large portion of the carpet. There was not one
single trace of any other person and the front desk had no video
evidence of anyone, other than him, entering or leaving the
building. The only anomalies were two small patches of static on
the security video, no big deal; just a couple of fuzzy green lines
blurring the screen were all they saw. McBride’s Mercedes was
parked in the basement garage and it, too, was void of anything
unusual. Their conclusions were unanimous: he was obviously
overcome by guilt and had taken the only honourable way out – the
lead detective felt no remorse at having such an easy case to wrap
up.

Within five weeks, Joseph Johnson, a
beautiful, pale faced boy, was rushed to hospital. A donor had been
found and with the snap of a finger, someone else’s tragedy had
been turned into hope for Joe and his troubled parents. The charity
had contacted them – all the finances were in place and they could
proceed at once. The waiting list for heart and lung transplants on
the NHS would have seen tiny Joseph dead and buried long before he
reached the top of the queue.

His parents were filled with a terrible
mixture of emotions: joy at the news, and dread at the thought of
the huge hurdle their two year old would have to face. They clung
to each other in the back of the swaying ambulance. Joseph’s mother
held his hand tightly; she would never let him go, never.
However, their fears were unfounded and Joseph flew through the
operation, within days he was trying to get out of bed. His
recovery accelerated way past what was expected, and he suffered
very little rejection whatsoever to the transplant he had received.
He also became a firm favourite with the nurses and his clear eyed
honesty was astonishing. The child seemed to look at everything in
a completely different way to everyone else. On the day Joseph
finally left the hospital, the Chief Surgeon, who had come to say
goodbye, was standing on the steps above the family as they loaded
young Master Joe into the car.

Turning to his PA the surgeon said: “That
child is something else isn’t he, Carol? Quite something else –
thank God we had the privilege of saving him!” Taking one last look
at the auburn headed child, he smiled and raised his hand. Joseph
nodded once, his clear grey eyes met the surgeons gaze and with the
calmest of looks, he raised a small pink hand in solemn return
salute.








Chapter 15 - Goodbye Mister Peters



Part One






It was on the news the next morning. As they
sat and had endless cups of hot tea – none of them were quite up
for breakfast – the TV in the kitchen blurting out its headlines
about the demise of the infamous James McBride.

‘Notorious banker commits suicide,
millions in hidden funds returned. Charities rejoice!’

The Newspaper headlines were being discussed
by the morning guest panel. Pictures of McBride from his prior
courthouse appearance were rolled again, his white teeth gleaming
as he smiled for the cameras outside the courthouse.

Mike stood, picked up the remote and hit the
‘Off’ button. The TV darkened with a slight hiss of static. “I
dunno about you, but I don’t really want to watch too much more of
that?” He sat back down heavily and lifted his mug from the table.
He looked at his friends for a moment, before finding something
else of imaginary interest that steered his gaze away. Ken had seen
Mike like this before and guessed it was just the way his friend
was dealing with his inner conflicts. He wasn’t too keen about what
McBride had done to himself, either. But there wasn’t a lot they
could do about it.

Mike looked tired and Ken sympathised, it
had been gone five in the morning when they had finally rolled onto
the drive at the Lodge. Jane had driven most of the way until Ken
had finally persuaded her to relinquish the controls. “I just hope
the kid gets his transplant, at least then there will have been
some sense all to this?” With that thought, he rose and made his
way across to the cupboard. “Right, I’m having some toast, it’s no
use us sitting here and feeling sorry for ourselves. Things move on
and we knew what we were getting into. Anybody else want a slice or
two?” He delved into the bread bin and then popped a couple of
pieces of bread into the toaster. Jane and Mike looked at him and
then agreed. “That’s better folks,” he said, “Lets get another brew
and a wedge of toast down our necks shall we, then we’ll all feel a
lot better? Trust me, I’m a Doctor…” He winked at them and they
couldn’t help but smile.

Jane agreed. “Yeah, you’re right, I really
didn’t expect him to do that you know? I’m just glad that we
only saw the outline, I wouldn’t have wanted to actually be there…”
Ken made a mental promise to himself, and he would try his
damnedest to ensure that she wasn’t around if it did come down to
any proper blood letting. Hearing the toast popping up, he reached
for the butter and some plates. Mike stayed quiet, but even so he
still managed to chomp his way through several rounds of the crusty
farmhouse toast. Ken kept re-supplying the table until they were
done. After their impromptu breakfast they sat with a fresh drink
and mulled over the events of the previous day.

“I guess we can get out of this anytime we
want?” Mike said, as he finally broke his self-imposed silence.
“Sorry I’ve been a bit moody but, well, you know?”

“Yeah we do, Mike. It’s cool, this ain’t
easy for anyone, but we made the decision, so I vote that we stick
with it for a while. After all, we are supposed to be doing some
good, aren’t we?” Ken said, as he looked at them. “Listen, we just
have to stay focused here, its bad shit I know, but let’s just get
on with it, maybe there’ll just be a couple of these jobs and then
it will all be over?” He didn’t really think they could turn back
now anyway, it was just something within him, a feeling of absolute
calmness that pulled on his mind. They had to see this through, he
knew that with certainty. “Without wanting to make things worse,
just remember that it was George, via Mike, who told us that we may
well have to kill people. All three of us had that talk and all of
us agreed, didn’t we? What I’m saying is: McBride wasn’t really a
kill, as such. You know, we may well have to actually top someone,
face to face?” He rose from the table and stood above them. “Just
think about it OK, it’s what we signed up for here so…” he finished
there, letting the unspoken words have their own say.

The blue’s soon passed, however. Ken made
them check the equipment and then pack everything in its correct
place. The activity helped them refocus and soon they were back on
a more even keel. Mike powered up the Communicator in the hope
there would be some information waiting for them. The screen
illuminated as normal, but there was no sign of George and no
messages waiting for them, either. So, with nothing better to do,
they decided upon a quick walk and so took to the hills for an
hour. It was a wise choice as the fresh air soon whisked the lead
from their steps and quickly cleansed their clouded minds. An hour
later they were back down at the Lodge and helping Ken get the
firewood ready.

As he watched Jane and Mike larking about
with the dogs, he smiled to himself in relief, but also somewhat
remorsefully, too. “I wish I didn’t have this Devil in me, I wish I
could just tell George to piss-off, then walk away and never look
back. But I can’t, I like this stuff!” He split the last log
with an accurate blow, straightened to his feet, and gave the other
two a shout: “Right, that’s about enough wood to start a fire for a
week. I vote we chill out for the rest of the day, what do you
think – I’m bloody knackered after last night?” Grabbing an armful
of logs, he headed into the house with the other two close behind.
They didn’t get the chance for too long a rest.

It was at about eight o’clock that evening
when the communicator’s light started flashing again, its greenness
radiating into the lounge where the trio were laying, sprawled
across the large couches. Mike was on the long three-seater, shoes
off and apparently dead to the world. Ken and Jane were top ‘n
tailed on the four-seater. She was also half asleep whilst Ken, who
was more than wide-awake, lay staring at the ceiling with the drone
of the TV a distant hum in the back of his mind. He could feel the
Dragon within, it had been awoken and the fire it breathed
illuminated that terrible corner of Ken’s mind, which raced with
the thought of their next task. He hoped it would be that prick,
Peters…

As the green light hit the walls of their
warm room, he sat up, slid his legs over Jane’s and swivelled until
he could put his feet on the floor. Ken rose slowly, so as not to
disturb her, and then reached over to Mike. Shaking him, he
whispered: “Mike, something’s happening with your gizmo, it’s
flashing again?”

Mike opened his eyes and then rubbed both
hands across his face, before sitting up and yawning. “Yep, I saw
it – I was hoping it was just my imagination.” He stood up and made
his way into the kitchen.

Ken turned to see if Jane was awake, smiling
when he saw she was already on her feet. “What is it, what’s
happening – is there some news?” She said and then yawned loudly.
He grinned at her and nodded towards the kitchen. She rubbed her
eyes and followed him to where Mike was waiting at the table with
his machine in full flow.

George apologised for the lateness of his
call. “I am terribly sorry to disturb you – I know it’s late. I am
also aware that you have had a very difficult night. Well done on
yesterday, by the way. I didn’t contact you as I know that things
may have become quite traumatic?” He looked sternly through the
screen at them. “However, this time things will be a bit more
personal, I am afraid to say, and isn’t something I would want at
this particular moment, but, unfortunately the subject has killed
once more and…” George paused, “And he has twisted in someway…
inside… his hunger does not seem to be sated and we fear his next
victim will be taken much sooner than was thought?” He shook his
head in annoyance.

Ken spoke. “Is it Peters?” He looked at his
partners and they saw the fire within his eyes. It wasn’t something
Jane had ever seen before.

George gave it to him straight. “Yes, he
will be with his latest victim in the woods at dawn tomorrow.”

“What about Susan, where is she, George… he
hasn’t got her yet has he, please tell me that he hasn’t taken
her?” Ken almost shouted the final question, his hands clenched
into balls, words lancing through the atmosphere.

Their passionate volume caused George to
blink, just the once. He drew a breath and said, “Stay calm,
Kenneth. Peters does not have Susan, not yet. But he is planning on
taking her very soon. We need you now as this one is going to be
difficult. We require your inner strength and your
fire!”

It was Ken’s turn to blink. The reference to
that particular element, the one he had only just been thinking
about, shocked him. “I knew the old bastard could read minds… well,
if you can read minds, George – then hear this: just fucking
shrink-me-down so that I can get to the bastard and then it will be
game over, OK?” He stared at the old man and waited for some sign.
There was to be no acknowledgement of his attempt at telepathy.

Instead, George calmly gave them their
instructions and then began transferring all of the information
into the Communicator. Mike used the same little disc over and over
again, the end of one mission always erasing every piece of data
from the previous. Ken had thought about the implications of that:
what if they made a mistake, how would they prove they were not
simply a random gang of vigilantes, but then again, who in the hell
would believe their tale anyway? No, either way, they were screwed
if they got caught and Ken knew that their only salvation lay in
immaculate planning, and even better execution. He also knew that
in reality it was exactly what they were, random vigilantes, it was
just that they had some really good assistance, out of this world
assistance. He smiled to himself and turned to listen to the old
man’s voice.

The latest briefing was very concise and
almost impersonal in the way in which it was delivered. When it had
ended, and without further ado, George had gone, he’d very politely
said goodnight and wished them well, but he hadn’t hung around.
After he had gone, faded back into the screen and left them with
his latest gift… one which it appeared that only Ken really wanted
to unwrap… they sat and watched the playback. Much to the other’s
relief, it was he, Ken, who suddenly assumed command of the
briefing.

The time to go and take care of Peters had
arrived.

After fifteen minutes, the screen darkened.
Ken stood up and said, “So, by the looks of things, Peters is going
to be there at about three-am, we need to get into his place and
get the things, the evidence that he’s got stashed away. Mike and I
will go onto the property. Jane: you sit up in the lay-by and text
me when you see him on the Scanner, I’ll have my phone on vibrate?”
She nodded and continued to listen to his rapid-fire instructions.
“We’ll use the lay-by up the road from his cottage as our
destination point. You can watch the house from there, as soon as
he’s in, then come and join us. Check the Scanner first and if
there’s anybody else around, then just wait until they’ve gone.” He
turned to Mike. “Is there anything new on the disc, Mike?”

Mike looked up from the machine and said it
was a negative, the download had completed and what they had was
it. No more words. “All we have to do is stick it in the Spear
tomorrow and away we go…” With a touch of his hand he ejected the
disc and then closed the Communicator down. With a practised ease,
the trio checked over their equipment, placed everything neatly
away in the red case and then laid the whole lot on the kitchen
table. Ken made sure Mike had his gloves and then placed a strip of
the blue tablets where they would not be forgotten. After a final
quick discussion, they were done. Ken suggested they get some sleep
as it was going to be a very early start and he needed everyone to
be as fresh as possible. By Mike’s calculations they could have the
job done and be back in the Lodge by six the following morning,
providing it all went well, that is? Mike and Jane agreed, and
after making sure the house was locked, Ken turned off the lights
and headed for bed.

At just gone two o’clock the next morning,
and after a few hours of fitful sleep, he dragged himself from
under the warm quilt to make his way to the shower. Ken cranked up
the heat and stood under the searing needles of hot water, which
soon blasted the weariness away from his body. After finishing with
the shower, and showing his mouth a quick flash of the toothbrush,
Ken climbed into his clothes and headed downstairs for a rendezvous
with the kettle. Walking past Mike’s room on his way to the
kitchen, he was pleased to see the sliver of light shining from
under the Australian’s door. “I’ll get the brews on and take one up
to Jane; she must be shattered with all of this?” Ken felt a pang
of guilt at the thought. He personally was filled with excitement
with any thoughts of his own tiredness having been long since
washed away by hot water and adrenaline.

Thirty minutes later, blue tablets
swallowed, suits on, and gear packed, they were seated in the Spear
and waiting for the information regarding their task, to load. They
made some small-talk but it was too early in the day for much else;
plus, there was also some quiet reflection going on. Jane started
the engine and Mike inserted the disc into the reader. To their
surprise, George himself appeared on the screens, the news he gave
them wasn’t good and included details of how they were going to use
one of the pens on their target. Then, once he had been
immobilised, they were to ensure that Peters’ death appeared to be
suicide. The detailed instructions George gave, made Jane shudder;
Ken saw the movement in her shoulder as he sat in the rear watching
his own mini screen. George’s words penetrated the warm luxury of
the cab: “It is doubtful the aerosol will work on this particular
individual, some part of his mind seems to be void of reality. Just
stun him and then, well… you know what is required?" It was the
first time he had used a visual briefing, preferring to use the
more normal, written method.

His personal appearance made Ken realise
that perhaps this one was a big deal. It was either that, or the
old man was worried?

Watching the data filter onto the dull blue
screen for a while after George had gone, Mike stopped the player,
reached down and strapped himself in: “Buckle-up folks.” He said,
grinning over his shoulder as he caressed the consul and waited
whilst the silver knob to slide into view. He answered the screen’s
usual question, which ended in: ‘…are you sure…’ with a deft
movement of his left thumb, and then, in a blink of an eye, they
disappeared.

Their arrival in the cold, dark lay-by
caused a sleeping Blackbird to leap, chattering with surprise, from
its cosy hedgerow roost. It swooped low across the road to their
left and then stood on the verge with its head cocked, angrily
looking at the strange vehicle, which had appeared as if from
nowhere? Ken looked at his watch. “Let’s do this!” he said, and
reached for the door handle. Stepping into the night, he waited
until Mike was out and then placed his hand on the glass next to
Jane’s head. She reached up and placed her own palm against the
window and smiled at him. Ken nodded once before turning away into
the darkness. Crossing the road, the two men walked down the hill
towards the cottage; the Blackbird, shrieking in anger at the added
inconvenience, flashed past them on his way to find some
alternative place to sleep. Entering the back gate, and using the
overgrown hedge as cover, they moved towards the cottage. Ken
headed for the outhouse, whilst Mike used his mystical key and
entered the cottage through the back door. He slipped from room to
room, gathering items from their clever hiding places and placing
them into the plastic bag, which he had stuffed in his pocket.
Within ten minutes he had rejoined Ken in the outhouse. Placing the
bag down, he whispered: “All good, where’s the rope and the
ladder?”

Ken pointed at the two items he had placed
against the far wall. “Yeah, I got ‘em, but I need to try this pen,
I fucking dropped it and the cap came off. I’ve got it back on but
I still need to test it, OK?” Taking the pen out, he looked at the
cap, twisted it, aimed the device at the wall and then squeezed off
a shot, the pen functioned perfectly and they watched in silence as
its green fire spread across the surface of the old wall. The
liquid appearance of the spreading energy illuminating the darkened
interior of the building, as it dissipated the room darkened once
again, leaving only a strong smell of burning behind. “OK, that
still works, I suppose?” Ken said. ‘If it doesn’t then I’m just
gonna clout him one, either way – he’s coming with us?” He placed
the pen back in his pocket and looked at his watch. According to
the briefing, their target should be with them in eight-minutes.
“I’ve put a roll of plastic over there, too. We should stick him in
it maybe, just in case he’s bleeding or something?” Mike nodded in
agreement. Looking at his watch again, Ken whispered: “Lets get out
of here. Peters will be here in a minute or two.” He pushed the
door open, and with Mike at his shoulder, walked around the side of
the outhouse. As dawn began its lethargic climb towards the new
day, they stood shivering in the shadow of the cottage and waited
for Jane’s text.

The vibration Ken’s his hip pocket wasn’t
long in coming.

‘Target approaching, all clear.’

Ken slid the phone back into his pocket and
tapped Mike’s arm, nodding his head in the darkness in signal of
Peters’ imminent arrival. Together they crouched in the darkness
with their hearts racing, listening intently as the sound of a
gate, scraping against stone, reached their straining ears. There
was moment of silence and then the sound of a man whistling softly
floated through the air; it was followed by the noise of a watery
splash, the sound of which raised them to their feet once more. The
signal for them to move came in the form of a clicking latch,
followed by the sound of the outhouse door rattling shut. They ran
around the side of the building, Ken leading with his pen in hand.
The cap was twisted and his thumb was on the button. Reaching the
door he stepped to one side and allowed Mike to raise the latch,
which he did with all the skill of a cat burglar, not a sound was
made as the door swung inwards, Ken stepped into the dimly lit
room. Peters spun around with his eyes widening in shock. Without
hesitation, Ken shot him with the pen. His action produced a beam
of green light that leaped out of the pen’s nozzle and hit the man
squarely in the face. Peters froze where he had been standing. They
saw the energy reach out and touch every corner of his skull,
staring in horror as it illuminated the blood vessels in his ears
and raced down his throat. He was consumed by it.

“I…” was the only sound to escape his mouth
before he crumpled to the floor. Mike stepped over him reached for
the roll of plastic and a ball of garden string hanging on the back
wall.

Ken swapped the pen for his mobile and rang
Jane. “Come down and reverse onto the drive, keep your eye on the
scanner, we’ll see you in a bit!” Ken pressed the call end button
and turned towards Mike. He was in the process of rolling Peters
onto his back. They pulled his coveralls back on, making sure the
guilt-ridden gloves were in their pocket, and then rolled him onto
a large flat piece of the plastic sheet before bundling him up and
unceremoniously trussing the package like a giant, Christmas
turkey. Within fifteen minutes he was dumped into the rear of the
gleaming Spear, which Jane had rolled onto the gravel track at the
side of the beautiful old cottage. A black plastic bag containing,
amongst other things, his over-shoes, was put into the boot next to
him. The final thing they did was to lay the man’s rusty old
step-ladder across the top of his quivering form. After shutting
the boot, Mike and Ken ran around and slid into the leather bound
interior of the vehicle. Ken leaned forward and said, “Let’s go!”
With its sweet engine purring softly, the Spear slipped away into
the dripping dawn light. The only sound was a slight crushing of
gravel beneath the tyres as it turned left and headed for the
woods.

They left not a trace of their presence.

Jane looked across at Mike. “No worries, it
all went to plan – well done!” He said, in confirmation of her
unasked question. Without any need for further talk, Jane took them
back to the wood, back to Peters’ abhorrent place. The place where
he kept his secrets, his rights…

Within ten minutes they had arrived in the
wood, tiny beads of moisture began to settle on the windscreen as
they rolled into the darkened cave of its dark interior. Jane
quickly swished them away with the wipers. The mist was much
thicker now, draping itself like some ghostly veil across the
dripping branches of the trees, its long, white fingers reaching
down into the very heart of the place. The dampness of its presence
released the odours long hidden within the ancient wood’s ever
rotting, yet ever growing, soul. It was a fitting place for such a
secretive monster to meet his maker.

After rolling to a stop in the
pre-determined place, the two men exited the Spear and walked
around to the rear. Having waited for the boot lid to rise, they
reached inside and removed the various items that would be needed
for the unpleasant task ahead. Then they turned back to Peters,
dragging him roughly from the boot and dumping him on the ground
before removing his tightly wrapped plastic sheet. They prepared
him in such a way that his secret would be no more, the awful truth
of who he was and what he had done would be revealed for all to
see. Yanking him into a sitting position, they propped him up and
tied the thick rope around his neck. The loose-end was expertly
looped over the bough of a tall chestnut tree that rose above them,
the old tree had borne silent witness to all of his actions
beforehand, and it would, ironically, become his judge and
executioner, too. Mike rolled the plastic into a bundle and stuffed
the long piece of string in-between the folds. Ken stepped over to
the car and spoke to Jane: “Take the car to the end of these trees,
face it the other way and keep an eye on the scanner will you,
love?” He wasn’t really worried too much about any intruders but
did need an excuse to keep her from seeing what he and Mike had to
do next. He shut the door and turned to the task at hand. The Spear
rolled away and with a slight flash of its brake lights, came to a
halt near the edge of the wood.

Ken grunted as he carried Peters in a
fireman’s-lift to the top of the now erect step-ladder. Mike
steadied the ladder and took up the slack on the rope as Ken
climbed. Ken held their victim’s body up until the rope took over
the task, eventually leaving Peters sagging but upright, with the
tension in the rope preventing him from falling, but only just. The
stricken man’s arms flopped by his side, swinging like an
unattended puppet whose master was on a tea break. As he sagged,
ten feet above the ground, Peters was already starting to choke.
The rope was tied to a nearby fence post and then securely looped
around a second. The friction gained by being wrapped around the
bough of the tree would prevent it from slipping, but they made
doubly sure. Peters stared down in abject horror as Ken and Mike
prepared their deadly apparatus. The rope, which cut into his
throat, prevented any sound from escaping his writhing lips. His
horrified eyes looked down at them. They never acknowledged him in
the slightest and were extremely efficient in their actions,
wasting not a single movement.

At last they were done, if Peters was
expecting some kind of a sermon, or a last wish, perhaps, then he
was sadly mistaken. Stepping back from the ladder, Ken looked up at
him, shook his head in a gesture of chastisement, and then kicked
the ladder away. Peters plummeted into the abyss, his neck
dislocating with a sickening crunch. The fall never killed him
outright and unluckily for him he spent his final moments being
strangulated by his own weight. The spattering sound of his own
piss was the only eulogy he received, the release of his bladder
allowing a long stream of warm yellow fluid to run freely from the
bottom of his trouser legs.

Reaching into the plastic bag, Mike, who had
been looking away for the final act, extracted the thick roll of
garden string and the galoshes. Slipping the over-boots on, he
reached up and proceeded to tie one end of the string to the dying
man’s wrist, he turned and followed the dreadful route to the
children’s horrific hidden resting place. As he walked he let the
string roll out behind him, finally laying it in a circle around
the small plot their killer had chosen for the children’s burial
place. Taking a twig, he pegged the end of the string into the
earth above their tombs. Mike reached into the bag once more and
pulled out the pieces of clothing, which their killer had kept as
trophies. He scattered them within the circle of string, grimacing
as the cleanliness of their innocence stood accusingly in the
darkness of the wood. Rising to his feet, he stood with head bowed
for a few seconds. “Sorry we weren’t here before,” he said. “We
didn’t know about any of this… I’m so sorry, there wasn’t any need
for you to be hurt, I’m afraid that the world is filled with
darkness… but you can sleep now,” he paused to gather himself.
“It’s over, rest in peace. Susan will be fine, just fine, don’t you
worry.” With tears in his eyes, Mike turned away and walked back to
where his partner waited in the mist.

Ken had already placed the shovel, which he
had retrieved from the hidden pipe, by the side of the fallen
step-ladder. Mike carried out their penultimate act and slid the
galoshes off his feet before placing them beneath the
still-twitching training shoes hanging above. The last thing they
did was to scatter a handful of photographs, ones their victim had
kept in his secret drawer back at the cottage, onto the unfeeling
ground below him. Every single one of them landed face-up. Their
dreadful story too painful to tell, a picture paints a thousand
words, so the saying goes. The children would be found and their
parents would get to know the truth.

After all it was their right to
know.

Without a word, the two men gathered the
plastic sheeting and then checked to see if they had left anything
else behind. Satisfied, they turned and walked towards the car.
Once again their passing left not one trace, even the hard gravel
underfoot seemed willing to protect their identity. Climbing into
the Spear, Ken said: “Let’s go home and get a brew, eh?” There were
no other words required. Jane engaged drive, touched the throttle
and they sat back as the BMW surged forward with an urgent growl.
As they left the village the ‘Mission Complete…’ signal slid onto
the screen, Mike touched the panel and then waited for the
Shrink-Down button to appear.

“I wonder if this thing works on the move,
huh?” Hearing no descent from the others, he pushed the button and
sat back in his seat. The horizon suddenly leapt towards them and
their world disappeared in a rush of swirling greenness. If you had
been watching, the faint green shimmer, which suddenly embraced
their vehicle, would have made you blink. Perhaps it was just the
light?













Chapter 16 - Goodbye Mister Peters



Part Two






It was Susan who alerted the teachers to the
caretaker’s absence. The little girl had been around to his hut
with the cakes that she had taken from her mother’s ‘treats only’
tin. Mum hadn’t been looking, and besides, Mr Peters had said she
mustn’t tell. “If we are going to be friends then we will need to
have some secrets, Susie, my angel?” He had stroked her head and
promised her an adventure, one which only his ‘special friends’
could have. “But we must be careful or else everyone else will want
to come.” He’d said as he touched her arm. “And then it won’t be an
adventure will it, and you won’t be a special friend then will
you?” He had smiled down at her and Susan had smiled back. Susan
wanted an adventure; she hadn’t had any since Daddy had gone and
she missed him and his adventures terribly, Daddy’s adventures were
just the best – once they’d spent the whole weekend in a tent at
the bottom of the garden and she’d been allowed to eat Heinz-Beans
for every meal, just like it said on the telly, and then they’d
played hide-and-seek at night – that had been so much fun! Until
Mummy got scared and shouted at Daddy for going: “Wooooo…” from
behind the rose bushes. Susan had laughed and laughed. Mum got
crotchety and had gone inside. Although, she couldn’t have been too
cross, because she had soon came back out to the tent with some hot
chocolate for Susan. And then Mummy and Daddy sat and drank dirty
beer all night long. Mummy had ended up running around the garden
with a flower pot on her head… Mummy was really funny when she
drank beer… Susan wondered how long it was going to be before her
father came back from work, he’d been away for weeks and weeks.
“That stupid work – stupid Army!”

She looked up at the door with the shiny
‘Caretaker’ sign neatly painted in red on its varnished face. “But
Mr Peters wasn’t here and he said he would be, he was always here,
even when he had the door locked, he was here?” She had heard him
humming inside, sometimes it sounded like he was moaning, but not
in a sad way, he sounded sort of happy. “Mr Peters was such a happy
man!” She turned away from the door and ran towards the main
building, her tiny grey skirt flicking and bouncing as she raced
across the sports pitch. Susan almost flew across the tarmac, long
blonde hair flying out behind her as she ran like the wind into the
main entrance of the school. Once there, she went and told the duty
teacher that the Caretaker wasn’t in his hut, and even though she
had bought the cakes he had asked for, she still couldn’t find him.
Susan knew it was supposed to be a secret: “But what must I do with
the cakes he asked me to bring?” She stood looking up at the
teacher with her wide blue eyes beaming.

The teacher’s face suddenly registered the
reality. Peters had been interviewed several times, but had always
made sure his ducks were in line and no one had ever seen him so
much as near the kids who had previously gone missing – the
thoughts slammed into the woman: “But Susie! My God, if she had
been tricked then, well, goodness knows…” Terrible realisation
dawned upon her. “The child was the brightest pupil they had ever
had the pleasure of teaching… Oh Lord!” Scooping Susan into her
caring arms, the teacher turned and strode towards the Head
Master’s office.

At approximately the same time, Gladstone
Police Station received a telephone call from the local Forestry
Commission. Apparently they had just started a new project in Windy
Woods …













Chapter 17 - Sting in the Tail



Part One






They received a message on the Communicator
three days later, in it George had said they should take a break
for a few days and that he would inform them of any new missions –
if and when they arose. Mike had decided to head off for London to
see his latest girlfriend. “I’ll be surprised if she’s still
talking to me,” he said, with a wicked grin. “I haven’t answered
her calls for nearly a week now…” Hefting his bag onto his
shoulder, he headed for the door where Ken and Jane waited for
him.

“Yeah well, you can hardly tell her what
you’ve been doing can you. ‘Hold the line love, I’ve just gotta use
the Shrink Down’… can you imagine it?” Ken winked at Mike and
opened the door. Together they stepped out into the bright
sunshine, which had been gracing the Highlands for more than two
days now. Its warmth bolstered their spirits and had helped in
dispelling some of the doom that seemed to have settled upon them.
Ken fully expected George to have had a hand in the improved
weather conditions, too. In fact, he was beginning to wonder if
‘that lot up there’ didn’t control a whole lot more than they owned
up to. And so, after some fond farewells, they had seen Mike off,
standing and listening to the howling reverberations of the
Porsche’s engine echoing of the hills around them as Mike raced
away. “He’s a mad bastard!” Ken said, putting his arm around Jane
and turning back into the house.

Two weeks later Ken had received a text from
the Australian: ‘Be with you tomorrow. Put the kettle on.’ Mike had
returned to the Lodge the next day, rolling onto the drive at about
three in the afternoon. They could still hear engine ticking and
pinging with heat as they wandered across to help Mike with his
bags. Ken laughed and said, “Still taking part in the ‘safe driver
of the year award’ I see, eh Mikey?” Mike smiled and handed him his
bag.

“Just shaddup and show me to my room,
bellboy!” He looked a lot happier and his demeanour immediately
rubbed off on the other two. Grabbing his things they all went
inside with a spring in their step, it was good to have him back
and Jane didn’t hesitate in quizzing Mike about his lady friend
down in London.

“How’s she coping with you being away, did
you make your excuses for not keeping in touch?” She gave him a
knowing look, which proved to be well founded, as usual.

Mike shook his head sheepishly. “Ahh, I
didn’t have to, when I got back the flat was empty, so I guess
that’s another one who’s flown the coop!” He laughed and then said,
“So I went down South and saw Carol, it’s been a while and we had
lots to catch up on?” He winked at Jane and then pretended to
cringe in anticipation of the berating he knew would be
delivered.

Jane gladly obliged him. “Honestly, Mikey…
one of these days you will make a commitment to some poor girl! You
can’t just keep leaving people in your wake, you know?” It was
their standing joke and the argument continued as they made their
way into the sitting room.

An hour later, sitting crouched around
Mike’s machine, they learned the details of George’s next little
task. After Mike had flicked the lid open and tapped in a set of
numbers, the Communicator, with its usual glow of green lights, had
summoned their master to appear once more.

Taking a brief moment to ask if they had
enjoyed their break, George paused and then started his latest
tale. “There is a child, one who will be taken by a man, but not in
the way Peters took the others. No, this child will be taken by the
substances that a certain person sells, this man is responsible for
the deaths and misery of many people, young and old, willing and
unwilling alike. He has changed some of them forever and it has
come to our attention that he will shortly have an influence over
this particular child, an influence we cannot allow to perpetuate!”
George fiddled with something on his desk. The face of a young boy
floated onto the Communicator’s ghostly screen. The child sat
before a bank of computer screens, as they watched his fingers
flashing across the keyboards like a demented organ-player, they
also saw the ‘Bad News’ information box, as it glowed menacingly
beneath his figure.

‘Phillip John Rogers. Ultra Physician –
at twenty-three years of age he will single-handedly develop the
world’s first Reactive-Synapse-Computer. His design will reshape
the way in which the entire globe operates. Rogers’ future work is
crucially important to the advancement of
Hydro-Technologies.’

The screen flashed once, and there before
them they saw PJ Rogers in the future he was not currently destined
to have. The tall, bespectacled young man stood before a row of
shining metal objects, they were obviously machines of some sort,
computers perhaps, but like none Ken and his fellow onlookers had
ever seen. A huge screen hovered above the bank of machines, it
flashed and shimmered as a stream of technical diagrams pulsed and
twisted across its face. Three-dimensional objects, which seemingly
formed themselves, whirled onto the screen. Numbers and letters
flashed incessantly across the display, one by one each piece of
information flashed with the word ‘Complete’ and slid into
the ever growing line of similar equations that lay in perfect
symmetry on the left side of the floating screen. Instantly another
line of data would be fed into the calculations. Phillip Rogers
stood before the screen with a remote control in his hand. Any time
there was a pause from the machine he would immediately flash the
remote at the screen and then, using the laser, drag the numbers
and lines into the correct place. He seemed to be able to calculate
faster than the machine. “And you think I’ve got the ‘Magic’ huh,
Jesus Christ, look at this kid!” Mike breathed the words out in
awe.

PJ’s actions were indeed mesmerising, he
looked like a conductor in full flow, almost as though he was
dancing, the numbers and symbols of his electronic orchestra
skipped effortlessly into their immaculate symphony. The tiny
earpiece he was wearing glowed in rhythm to his hand movements. It
looked as though whatever he was thinking was being instantly
transmitted to the machine via the remote control device held in
his waving hand. By any standards it was an impressive sight,
however, the little digital box glowing on the screen beneath his
flowing figure, totally ruined the moment.

‘Breaking News’ Bad News…






‘Phillip John Rogers. Aged eleven-years;
enticed by one Steven O’Hara and introduced to addictive
substances. Rogers will be using Crack Cocaine by age fifteen and
will die from a drug induced heart-attack at seventeen-years and
three-months of age.’

The scene changed once again and this time
they were shown Steven O’Hara in all his glory. A long list of
names rolled under the images of O’Hara and his friends, names of
people who had become customers of the blonde headed dealer. There
were a lot of them, too, probably in their hundreds, Ken guessed.
Their names were interspersed with several scenes of the police and
also numerous funeral corteges, with the distraught faces of
relatives appearing briefly on some TV show or another. All the
time the grinning face of the skinny blonde man would be shown as
he and his friends went about their daily business.

“They’ve got a lot of guns these bastards,
haven’t they?” Mike said, and shot a quick glance across at Ken
just as O’Hara was shown to be shoving a machine-pistol into the
bottom of a cupboard.

“Yeah I reckon so, that’s a bloody MAC-10,
isn’t it? I just can’t believe these idiots have access to gear
like that!” Ken shook his head and looked across at Jane in
disbelief.

Finally the briefing, as it were, came to an
end. All of the information began its transfer onto the disc, and
whilst they waited, George summed up. “So, there you have it, a
rather nasty little man, I would say. Fortunately his wellbeing is
of no concern to us whatsoever, but his influence over young Master
Rogers is of critical importance! We actually thought for a while
we would be clear of this, Rogers was scheduled to move away but
those plans seem to have faltered for now. We cannot allow O’Hara
to influence this young man, not at all!” They nodded in agreement.
George spoke again. “I know this is difficult for you and you
should be aware that we are eternally grateful for the way in which
you have all conducted yourselves. Many of these people are going
to be doing great things in the future, some of the results neither
you nor I will ever see, unfortunately. Time passes for us all I am
afraid.” Turning away from them, he reached across and they heard
the tapping of a keypad before he looked back up at the screen. “I
have transmitted further instructions for you to read. All we need
for you to do is use to the aerosol on him, and then take O’Hara to
the warehouse. There are others involved in this and we cannot be
sure as to how they will behave? Just take him to the location as
per the briefing and then observe the Scanner from a safe
distance.” He paused and then said, “One other thing: be careful
with this person, he is very wily and has managed to survive on his
wits thus far. I doubt very much if you will simply be able to
barge in on him? This may call for some ‘special tactics’.” He
looked pointedly a Jane, said his goodbyes, and with a flick of
some hidden switch, disappeared from the screen.

For two days they studied the information
George had sent them. O’Hara was indeed a slippery character, and
one who never seemed to be in the same place for very long. The
views of his terraced council house never gave much away, either.
The dirty net curtains were always closed and even the advanced
methods, which George had used to gather information on him, they
only ever caught fleeting glimpses of the man as he slunk
to-and-fro between his various haunts. However, with a lot of close
study it wasn’t too long before they began to establish patterns in
his behaviour, the main one being on Thursdays. It was on this day
when O’Hara seemed to be less careful and they guessed it was the
lure of the betting shop and his social payments, which, unluckily
for him, lowered his guard on this day.

“This guy is nearly always pissed or stoned,
I mean, how the hell does he get away with it – he’s dealing like
nobody’s business, up to his neck in all sorts of shit, and yet the
cops have never lifted him?” Ken shook his head and then reached
over for the pad of A4 paper. They had used it several times before
and always burnt the top three sheets afterwards. Grabbing the
pencil, he sketched out all of the routes O’Hara used with some
regularity. “We need to go down there and have a quick look, just
to see how it feels on the ground… I think that if we can get him
in the underpass, well, then we should be able to lift him without
too much grief.” He murmured as he did a quick sketch of the old
tunnel.

The Australian said, “Yeah, it looks good,
but as you say: we should definitely get down there first?” Looking
at them, Mike then asked if they were doing anything that evening…
Without a word they rose to their feet and went to get the suits
on.

If the pair of drunken teenagers had been
two minutes later they probably would have given up on alcohol for
ever. The swirling dervish of green light, accompanied by the sound
of ripping fluid, would have made sure of that. The intoxicated
youths had just left the old underpass when the Spear jumped into
its proper size behind them. Only minutes before, the three
occupants, of a much smaller Spear, had sat in miniature
silence as the stumbling duo unexpectedly wobbled through the
underpass. The giant training shoe, belonging to the kid on the
right, slammed down inches away from Jane’s side window, the tremor
of its impact shuddering through the suspension. Mike frantically
looked at the Scanner. “Where in the hell did they come from?” He
pushed some buttons and the machine showed them nothing. Only the
two forms of the giants, whom had so recently passed by, glowed on
its surface

“Fuck! We very nearly got trodden on there…”
Ken exclaimed in surprise as he leaned forward and stared at his
partners sitting imprisoned within the darkness of the cab.

“Do you think we could be crushed by
something like that?” Jane asked, as she turned and looked at the
men in horror.

Mike said: “Well… I’m not sure really, it’s
not something I asked George to be honest, Shit… sorry guys, I only
had the Scanner on front view – what a bloody idiot!” He looked at
them aghast, knowing full well that his mistake could have cost
them dearly.

Ken tried to reassure them. “Relax Mikey,
it’s not a drama, at the end of the day we didn’t get stepped on,
and you know what, I reckon it wouldn’t make a difference anyway.
Just remember when Red shot at me with the grenade launcher – it
never even scratched that wagon did it, and George says these new
ones are even better…” He grinned at them. “Right, now then Mister
Wyppen, can we get back to the real world please, let’s just put
that one down to experience, huh?” He leaned forward and patted
Mike reassuringly on the shoulder.

Mike nodded and then rechecked the Scanner,
this time it was on three sixty and showing no life forms. He hit
the lever and they whirled their way back into reality. With
stomachs lurching, they sat in the dark underpass and waited until
the dust, dizziness, and drunken youths, had disappeared. Ken told
them to sit tight and watch the Scanner whilst he got out and had a
quick check of their intended rendezvous with O’Hara. He was only
gone for five minutes before he climbed back into the rear of the
vehicle and shut the door behind him. “OK, it looks good, let’s get
out of here, I reckon this motor is a bit too conspicuous around
here, let’s take a drive past the betting shop and then the guy’s
house – don’t stop outside. We’ll just have a good look at where he
hangs out and what the area looks like. I also want to have a
cruise down to the warehouse as well, yeah?” Mike nodded and began
putting the data into the Navigator. Jane moved off and drove them
up the sloping road towards the new bypass. Mike checked the notes
and watched the Navigator as they drove through the night. The
sodium lamps above them bathed the streets with their orange light.
Even with this disguise the rundown condition of the neighbourhood
was obvious. Her words were the only sound they made. “It’s hard to
imagine that someone who is going to be so important is being
raised around here?” She said as they looked at the shell of a
burnt out car lying in the centre of the park to their left

“Yeah, it’s a dump for sure, why do people
live in slums like this?” Mike said as he looked back from the
litter strewn streets and followed the blue arrow with his finger
tip. The trio sat in silence as they drove through the town. In the
distance they could see the flashing reflection of blue emergency
lights, their glow flaring up the walls on some houses two streets
away, the display making the area seem even more menacing that it
had before. “OK, take the next left...” He said and pointed at the
screen; Jane nodded and then obeyed the Navigator’s directions.
They cruised past O’Hara’s house, which sat in darkness with only a
faint glimmer of a TV flickering in one of the back rooms hinting
at the presence of someone within.

“No way can we pick him off the street here,
you can be seen by about fifty houses, plus there’s a camera on the
big pole over there?” Ken pointed and sure enough, there at the end
of the street stood a thick black pole standing about fifty feet
tall. Mounted at the top of it were at least three cameras. He
laughed. ‘I tell you what – let’s use the Shrink-Down here, that’ll
give those camera operators something to think about, won’t it?”
Jane shook her head in amusement and drove them off the housing
estate. Mike tapped the controls and set her a new course to
follow. Crossing the new flyover, she headed down into the large
industrial estate. It was mostly derelict with boarded-up windows
and ‘For Sale’ signs littering almost every corner. Turning off the
main thoroughfare, she led them down a small road, which led to a
dead end. ‘Destination reached’. The Navigators message blinked
once. Pulling the Spear in a tight U-turn, Jane slowed to a halt
whilst Ken had a good look at the deserted warehouse.

Opening the door, he stepped out and said,
“Two minutes, I just want to check this out quickly, hit the horn
if anyone comes…” His tall figure glided through the shadows as he
crossed the concrete parking space in front of the large
prefabricated building. After a good look around, he decided it was
about as good as it was going to get. Ken had a bad feeling in his
gut about this one, but felt slightly reassured by the fact George
had said they only had to drop their target at the warehouse and
then sit back and watch. He walked back over to the Spear, climbed
into the rear and asked Jane to take them to where they would be
able to watch the building from a distance. “We’ll use the Scanner
so that we don’t have to be too close – over there, look…” He
pointed at a small parking place that lay about two hundred yards
away. It was ideal and lay behind the cover of some overgrown
bushes that had a large amount of rubbish and old wood stacked up
against them.

Jane reversed the vehicle into the spot and
Mike flicked the Scanner on. Its cold blue gaze peered into the
warehouse with ease. “Perfect spot people… perfect!” He said. Ken
asked him if there was anything else they needed. Mike’s reply was
immediate. “Just one thing: I ain’t happy about trying to get
O’Hara into the back of this car, it’s too flash for one thing, and
secondly, it could turn into a right nightmare if he kicks off?”
Mike had obviously been thinking about this since their near
disaster in the underpass earlier on.

The point had been bothering Ken, too. The
fact that their man was known to be violent was a minor problem,
but there wasn’t a lot they could do as there was only had a
limited choice of places where they would be able to lure him into
a trap. To Ken there was only one logical solution: “We need
another vehicle, a van or something… one that’s a bit battered and
with plenty of room inside.” They agreed and decided to sort that
problem out when they were back in the Lodge. Checking the Scanner,
Mike suggested that now would be a good time for them to get back
as there was no one on the horizon and dawn would shortly be upon
them. Hearing their agreement, he set a course for home and did his
work with the buttons on the control panel.

Once back at the Lodge they disembarked from
the Spear and waited whilst Mike prepared the vehicle for its
hidden resting place. Gathering their gear and the suitcase, they
headed for the house. Once back inside, they had a drink and then
discussed the results of their practice run. Ken agreed with Mike
when it came to the Spear – they needed another vehicle for sure.
Mike sent a message to George stating their problems, and then the
three of them sat and discussed Ken’s plan. He had been thinking
about it for a while and, providing they used another car, he
reckoned they could pull a deception on their target. Ken asked
them what they thought about using Jane as bait. Mike and Jane
thought it was a probably a good idea, but with some provisos.
“Just as long as I don’t have to kill anyone, I don’t think I would
be up for that, to be honest…” She said, looking worriedly between
the two men.

Ken shook his head and said, “No, that
shouldn’t be necessary, you just get his attention and then as soon
as he’s off-guard, you spray him with the aerosol.” He grinned.
“It’s an old trick: a nice looking woman gets the target distracted
and then he gets whacked, it works every time. So, all we need now
is a nice looking woman…” Ken howled as Jane gave his upper arm a
cruel pinch. The moment of light relief was a welcome one and after
a further discussion it was agreed to give it a go. Ken also
decided on some extra practice with the spray cans for Jane. “We’ll
do it in the morning, I mean… George might not be able to help us
and then we’ll need a new plan. So, let’s just see what happens
overnight, shall we?” He said, before standing and making his way
towards the kettle. Over another hot drink they sat and discussed
their plans some more and then Ken made sure all the notes were
burnt in the sitting room hearth. It looked as though they wouldn’t
be hearing from George just yet, so, after a while longer they
decided to call it a day. It had been a long night and Ken still
had the feeling of unease in his stomach. There were too many loose
ends at the moment and he really hoped that George would be able to
help them. Grabbing his mug of tea he killed the lights and headed
upstairs to be with Jane.

It was over a late breakfast the next
morning when they received a reply from George; it was a simple
message: ‘Send information on the type of vehicle required.’ Ken
connected to the internet and found some pictures of various vans
he thought would be suitable. He gave the printed pictures to Mike.
As he handed them over, Mike looked at him and smiled. “Nah, all we
need is the web address, they’ll get the information from up there
– just give me a few places for them to look?” He laughed at the
stupid look Ken gave him and said, “Come on buddy, keep up!” It
wasn’t long before the communicator flashed again and Mike called
the other two over. “Here we go, I reckon this type of thing will
probably do, yeah?” George had sent them some pictures and
information on the type of van in question. After a quick browse
through the specifications, they selected a fairly old Volkswagen
with sliding side doors and a few knocks and dents visible on the
red paintwork.

“Yeah, that looks perfect, how do we get it
and what’s it gonna cost?” Ken said, with a questioning look upon
his face.

He wasn’t expecting the reply, which Mike
gave him.

“George will supply it, all I have to do is
to plug one of the zappers into this machine and he will do the
rest.” He looked up at them and could see by their reaction he was
going to have to explain further. He also knew that a demonstration
would be better. “Right, just give me five minutes and I’ll show
you what I mean?”

Jane turned to Ken with a baffled look.
“Sometimes I feel like a complete dummy, you know?” She said.

Her husband laughed and agreed. “That makes
at least two of us, my love!” They grinned at each other – after
all, even being in a gang of two tended to make a person feel
better. A very short time later, whilst standing in the old barn,
they had what could only be described as another, rather surreal
experience.

Mike, who had placed one of the Spears on
the floor, unplugged the zapper from his communicator, gave the
little fob to Jane and instructed her to: “Zap away!” After a
slight pause, during which she wondered what came next, Jane hit
the big arrow. The normal routine occurred, swirling green energy
and that strange sound, arrived as per usual. Only this time, once
the show had ended, there stood before them a totally innocent
looking VW van. Even the dents and scratches were in the right
places, just as they had been on the advert Ken had chosen.

“Jesus H Christ! How in the hell have they
done that?” Ken had to blink – some things around here would never
cease to blow his mind!

Mike explained that the van was, for all
intents and purposes, just a ‘normal’ Spear. Only this one was in
disguise… They spent a few moments getting used to the layout,
whilst Jane sat behind the wheel and checked out the controls. The
men looked at the doors and into the rear of the van. It was able
to carry three people on the long front seat and was in every
aspect, identical to a normal van. The two rear windows were
darkened and the scanner worked as per usual with its blue haze
glowing in the cab. After ten minutes they decided that George had
done them proud. Ken went over the plan again and Jane had quick
bit of revision with the aerosol spray: they all stood and watched
again as the tiny flecks of electricity flickered across the barn
floor, like miniature napalm bombs, it was an awful sight, awful
but entrancing.

Once they had finished, Mike zapped the van,
Ken picked up their gear, and together made their way back across
the drive to the Lodge. George contacted them later in the evening
with the details of the job he wanted them to do against O’Hara. He
sent them the final instructions along with the timings and wished
them luck. He also asked them a strange question. “Would you mind
terribly if we asked you to do another job, only this time you will
be abroad for a while?” They all agreed but without spending too
much time thinking about the reasons of his question – Steven
O’Hara was too busy occupying their thoughts at that precise
moment. Seeing their rushed answer, George bade them farewell and
left them with a parting comment: “Be careful, all of you. Jane,
you will be fine, my dear. We will all take care of you!” They
didn’t see the strange look, which crossed his face as the screen
faded into itself.

It was the next afternoon when they were
parked up by the entrance to the disused underpass. Ken and Mike
were hidden in the rear of the van and Jane was outside and
standing by the side door. They had slid the door half open and
placed a map on the floor. The Scanner warned them of the impending
arrival of their target, he was less than one-hundred yards away
and heading away from them.

“Shit! He’s heading the wrong way! No, wait…
he’s turned. Jane, get ready, he’s about ten seconds away?” Mike
lowered his voice, “Just stay calm and spray him as soon as he
looks at you!”

She looked at them through the open door,
Ken noticed how composed she was and said, “Don’t worry Mikey, it
looks as though it’s us whose gonna need to stay calm, mate!” He
turned back and watched his wife.

“Ssshhh… he’s here!” Jane said, and turned
her back towards the direction O’Hara was approaching from. She
bent forward as if to study the map. They never heard him reach her
but the blue flashing ‘Target Approaching’ icon was now right on
them.

“Are you lost, love?” O’Hara’s voice
filtered into the half open door. Ken tensed in readiness to lean
forward and grab the man; he knew that once Jane pushed him into
the back of the van they would have to act quickly. Jane looked up
and turned towards the man outside the van. They heard her say
something to him and then, after a slight pause, the strong smell
of the aerosol oozed into their nostrils. There was the noise of a
scuffle followed by a muffled ‘crack’ outside the van. O’Hara cried
out and then toppled into the vehicle with Jane clinging to him
like a demented limpet. As his shins hit the door sill, he and Jane
tipped over and fell headfirst into Ken and Mike’s waiting arms.
Jane was holding on for dear life – gasping sharply as she and
O’Hara crashed into the rear of the van together.

“Good girl, well done, love!”
Ken said as he grabbed O’Hara and tried to lever him from his
wife’s grasp. “Let him go, we’ve got him now!” She looked up at him
and he saw the fear in her eyes. “Jane! What’s the matter?”

Mike grabbed O’Hara and dragged him from
under her. “We need to get out of here, I’ll drive, you sort Jane
out – c’mon lets move!” He clambered over the half bulkhead and
fell into the driver’s seat. Ken reached outside and grabbed
O’Hara’s bag before he slid the side door closed and snapped the
lock downwards. As the van began to move he turned back to
Jane.

She had sat up against the small bulkhead
and was clasping her side. “What’s happened, did he hit you or
something, where does it hurt?” Ken prised her fingers away and
then looked in horror as he saw the blood seeping down his wife’s
hip.

“He shot me… Ken, I think I’ve been shot!”
Her face was a horrible white and it made her green eyes stand out
against its ashen background. The blood was spreading across the
lower half of her white blouse – it looked like a flower, a bright
red poppy.

His experience took over automatically.
“Right, sit up straight and bring your knees up. OK… gently does
it, don’t worry about a thing, baby, just let me take a little
look?” He rolled her top upwards and tried to pull the flight suit
apart with his fingers so he could look at the wound. The material
had a tiny hole in it but would not tear. Ken spent about five
seconds trying and then said, “We gotta get this top off you, hold
on, stay calm, you’re gonna be fine.” He undressed her top half and
rolled the suit down from her shoulders before draping the blouse
back over them. Jane was already starting to shiver with shock as
Ken explored her wound. There was a small hole above her left hip
and it was seeping bright red blood onto her waistband. Running his
hand around her side, Ken could feel the small flower of torn flesh
where the bullet had exited her back – it lay about half an inch to
the outside of her spine. “OK. I’ve found it, don’t worry, it’s
only a little hole,” he lied to her, trying to keep his voce
reassuringly calm. “Mike, we need to get some help, I don’t have my
kit with me.” It wasn’t something they had even thought about.
George hadn’t mentioned anything about getting shot, Ken had never
considered that he may need a medic pack; he cursed himself and his
own complete lack of foresight.

The scanner suddenly made a loud buzzing
noise and then went blank for a second. Suddenly, George appeared
and the picture was so clear that the hairs on his ears could be
seen. Without wasting any time, he said, “Take the vehicle to this
place,” he pointed at an arrow that had appeared on the screen.
“Follow that immediately please! Kenneth, I need you to gather your
equipment, and make sure that you have the second Spear ready.

Ken looked at the screen and then back to
Jane. “Then what, Jane’s hurt we need to…” George cut him short
before he could finish.

“Yes, we know, take this vehicle to the
destination as shown. Get yourselves, O’Hara, and all of your
equipment out. Leave Jane in the van and continue with your mission
in the second Spear. We will take care of your wife. Please ensure
that you put her suit back on.”

His manner denied any argument and Ken
immediately turned back to Jane, she was conscious, but only just.
“It’s going to be all right, love… George and the gang are gonna
fix you right up. Don’t worry!” She grasped his hand and closed her
eyes. Ken kissed her hand and then looked down at her wound again,
the bright blood had stopped flowing and it was now leaking a
darker coloured fluid. He didn’t pause to think about it as there
was nothing he could have done anyway. Ken rolled Jane’s suit back
over her shoulders, and after jiggling the sleeves over her arms he
draped the blouse back over her shoulders and then wedged her into
the corner between the seats, making sure that she stayed in the
sitting position. Steadying himself against the motion of the
swaying van, he reached for the case and began doing as George had
ordered. Fortunately he didn’t have a lot to do as within three
minutes the van came to a halt.

“Right we’re here – I’ll come round the back
and help you!” Mike left the diver’s seat and ran around to the
side door. He banged on it and the noise jarred Ken into reaching
across and undoing the lock. As he looked out, he saw that they
were in some kind of park. Tall beech trees overhung the van and he
could see the corner of an old wooden hut in the distance. Ken
handed Mike the second Spear and its zapper, Mike ran a short
distance before placing the vehicle on the grass, fumbling with the
fob before he managed to zap it. With the Spear doing its magic act
behind him, he turned back to help Ken again. They lifted O’Hara
out of the van and dumped him across the back seats of the new
Spear. His eyes were wide open and a tiny fleck of green saliva
stuck to his bottom lip. There was a slight damp patch in his
crotch, just at the top of his left thigh. Ken felt like beating
his face in. They placed his bag on the floor next to him and then
transferred their own gear into the rear of the vehicle. Ken ran
back to the van and sat with Jane who was now unconscious. Mike did
a quick check to make sure he had everything. Nearly forgetting, he
leant into the front of the van and ejected the information disc.
As he did so the scanner flashed: ‘Standby incoming personnel –
wait!’ Just as Mike turned to warn Ken, the air suddenly began to
thicken, Ken shouted from the rear: “What the fuck is going on, I
need to move her now, Mike!” His voice cracked.

Mike said, “Wait, they’re sending someone,
wait Kenny!” The air in the van suddenly wobbled, they could see it
distort and then shimmer, Ken remembered looking into one of those
strange mirrors at the fairground, as they watched in amazement,
the men heard a familiar ripping sound. Out of nowhere a man
appeared, he simply plopped into the back of the van, it was like
watching ice-cream drip from the bottom of a soggy cone just before
it collapses altogether and drops the whole lot into your lap. The
man dripped into their world and then, with a rush, was
suddenly there amongst them.

“Oh deary me, that is no damned good, no
damned good at all, I tell you!” White teeth gleaming against his
ebony skin, he raised a chubby hand to his face and repeated the:
“Deary-me!” Focusing on Ken’s face, he said, “Pleased to meetcha,
Kenneth, I’m Melias Sturman but most people call me ‘Doc’.” Without
waiting for a reply, he crawled up towards Jane and took her hand
in his. Taking a small metal object from his pocket, he waved it
over Jane’s stomach and then held it against her forehead. A dim
pulse of light came from the front of the object and appeared to be
scanning her body. After a slight pause, a set of numbers flashed
on the rear of the device – some of them were in red. Within
seconds, Melias had injected Jane with another object, a long flat
shiny object, which he withdrew from the pouch on his belt, as he
held the thing against her arm it hissed. Jane immediately began to
regain some colour to her cheeks, and also started to breathe more
easily. Turning to his stunned audience, Melias said: “This young
lady is in dire need of some attention, if you will excuse us but
I’m afraid that we have to go, I believe you have a mission to
complete? I am so terribly sorry about the introduction…” He turned
to Mike, said it was nice to see him again and hoped they may meet
later? “Don’t worry about Jane, my friends, she will be in the best
of care, I promise you.” He almost pushed Ken out of the van.
Taking the hint, Mike also stepped out from the cab. The side door
slid shut and as the two men stood looking on with jaws open wide,
Melias did the reverse of his amazing appearance trick. With a
liquid whisper, he disappeared right before their eyes, only this
time taking the van, and Jane, with him.

As their departing gurgle faded, Ken turned
to Mike and said, “Now I’ve seen every-bloody-thing; Jesus Christ…
I hope she is gonna be all right! Who the fuck was that guy, how do
you know him?”

His friend said, “Let’s just say that it’s a
long story? C’mon… we’d best go and drop this guy at the warehouse,
you need to keep low, look at you – you’re covered in blood, Ken!”
Mike pointed at his arms and legs.

Taking a look down at himself, Ken was
surprised by the amount of it, which covered him. “Shit, that’s not
good… I couldn’t see properly when I was in the back of the van,
she’s bleeding like crazy!” He turned as if to get back in the van,
a van that was no longer there, and then stopped. Mike saw him take
a deep breath. After a few seconds he turned around and said:
“Right, I’m good. She’ll be fine, let’s get this cretin to his
destination, yeah?”

“Are you OK, Kenny?” Mike looked at him.
Ken’s ability to cope with bad situations was the one thing about
his friend that Mike had always admired; he had never seen Ken lose
his cool, not once, but this was a slightly different set of
circumstances.

“Yeah, I’m good, man – what the hell was I
gonna do anyway, rock up at casualty and tell them that the guy we
just kidnapped has shot my wife – fuck!” He turned back to the
Spear and got into the passenger side. Mike climbed in the driver’s
seat and started the engine. Caressing the display button, he
waited for a second and then inserted the disc. As soon as the data
streamed onto the screen, he spun the wheel and followed the
Navigator’s commands. Less than ten minutes later they arrived at
their destination. The Scanner showed there to be four life forms
present: three inside the warehouse and one on outside. Parked in
the corner, almost out of sight, they saw the nose of a black
Jaguar. Zooming in, Mike was able to show them a nice clear view of
the driver as he sat dozing behind the steering wheel.

“Right, just cruise past and get to that
observation spot we picked the other day.” Ken said, as he looked
over the seat at O’Hara. The man seemed to be having some really
bad dreams, his hands were clenching and unclenching and he kept
grinding his teeth. “This guy is gonna wake up in a minute, let’s
get him out of the car, sharpish!”

Mike pulled up near their chosen spot and
then reversed into it. The bushes and the rubbish concealed them
nicely as he manoeuvred into his final position overlooking the
warehouse. “OK, that’s it, there’s nobody on the Scanner – get him
out. Do you need a hand?” Ken declined, so Mike adjusted the
controls until he had the best view of the warehouse as was
possible. Ken got out and opened the passenger door. He pulled
O’Hara’s scrawny frame out by the armpits and then continued to
drag him around the bushes to their front. Taking the man about
twenty yards away, he dumped him uncaringly onto the soft verge
before making his way back to the Spear to collect the black
holdall. He had only just placed it by his side when O’Hara started
to stir. Hearing the gibberish the man began to emit, Ken quickly
turned and ran back to the Spear. Mike was checking the back seat
to make sure nothing had fallen out of their victims pockets.

“Are we all clear?” Ken asked as he rejoined
his friend.

“Yeah, its fine, is he coming around yet?”
Seeing Ken’s nod of affirmation, Mike shut the back door and then
both men returned to their seats in the Spear where they sat and
watched the whole scene on the screen to their front. Within
seconds, O’Hara was on his feet and doing a damned fine impression
of a madman. The argument he had with himself seemed as though it
may even end in violence. “What are we gonna to do if he shoots
himself…” said Mike, as he watched the man angrily wave his arms
about.

“Yeah, well, that would still be mission
complete, wouldn’t it?” Ken didn’t really care about O’Hara as he
was currently more concerned about Jane. If the truth be known, he
would have quite happily gone out there and shot the skinny little
prick himself. Ken need not have worried though. O’Hara stopped,
looked at his watch and then, leaning towards them, puked long and
hard into the other side of the bushes that lay between him and the
Spear. Wiping a hand across his mouth, he stooped towards his bag
and undid the zip. When he stood again they could see the weapon in
his hand. Ken, feeling Mike stiffen beside him, said: “Don’t worry
about it, that peashooter could never get through this thing!”

Mike looked at him and smiled. “Yeah, you’re
right. It’s just weird seeing people carrying guns around the
streets in broad daylight, especially over here, it’s like being in
fucking Kabul!” He turned back to the screen and watched as O’Hara
walked across the road and into the car park beyond. He had the
holdall over one shoulder and the weapon in his right hand. He
never acknowledged the driver of the Jag and instead walked
straight into the warehouse. The other three men were gathered at
the far end, their bodies glowing on the scanner as they stood next
to a table. As they heard him enter, one of the men reached up and
pulled something to one side, Ken couldn’t see what it was, but
Stevo ducked under it and made his way over to them. All four men
gathered around the table and waited whilst he unloaded some items
from the bag. They stood around for a while and it appeared as
though they were listening to the biggest man: he lifted something
from the table into the air and then pointed at the other three.
Throwing it back down, he walked over and they could see him
slapping one of the other men around the face. There seemed to be a
lot of shouting and arm waving going on. The big man looked as
though he was getting annoyed – he pointed at the others and then
kicked the wall behind him. Suddenly, Stevo reached forward and
picked up something from the table. It must have been a weapon as
Ken and Mike saw the other three men step backwards. Without
warning, a long snake of bright light poured from the end of
Stevo’s hand. The heat from the fired weapon glowed on the screen
and they watched in silence as O’Hara gunned down the two men who
were trying to escape through an interior door. Their blood flared
on the screen and then darkened as it sprayed onto the cold walls
and concrete floor of the warehouse. The red-hot, empty shell cases
spun merrily through the air, bouncing like fireflies as their heat
traces zigzagged across the screen. After firing one shorter burst
into the fallen men, Stevo then turned to the big man who stood
frozen by the table. Ken saw the man raise his hands in defence. It
was to be of no avail, however. Stevo fired the remains of his
magazine at the man, the final hail of bullets leaving the muzzle
in a long, flashing spray of light. The rounds struck home and the
man went down with a twisting jerk, some of the bullets missed and
ricocheted around the room, sending sparks flying off the walls and
floor. The weapon jammed and they watched as Stevo started fumbling
with it. Ken hissed. “Out of ammo…” He appeared to be right: O’Hara
straightened and made as if to move towards the table, as he did so
the man on the floor moved and they both saw the long blade of
light that leapt from his hand – Stevo‘s head erupted in a spray of
blood and warm bone. He staggered backward for a second and then
collapsed where he had been standing. The last thing, which Ken and
Mike saw, was the black Jaguar roaring out of the car park. Turning
back, they were in time to see the long-awaited words feeding onto
the screen: ‘Mission Complete…’ Without a word, Mike touched the
control panel and waited for the transfer screen. They had
delivered O’Hara and it looked like he had met his end. As they
felt the rush of an incoming Shrink Down, both men’s thoughts were
with Jane.








Chapter 18 - Sting in the Tail



Part Two






It was two days before the gang of kids,
who’d bunked off school for the afternoon, did their usual trick
and broke in to the old warehouse for a game of football. They
always did it, it was fun and the boys enjoyed the on-going war
between themselves and the security firm whose employees spent a
lot of wasted time in trying to catch the kids, currently, the
youngsters were up by about three-to-one. As the boy’s entered the
dusty old building, the first thing they noticed was the smell.
“Nah, don’t worry about it, you pussies… it’ll just be a dead rat
or something?” The gangly leader reassured his friends, and then
said, “Come on, get the footy out – let’s play! Same teams as last
time, yeah boys?” Running to the far end of the room, he pulled the
old tarpaulin to one side… someone had suspended the big canvas
from the roof and the material was taking up half the playing
space… as he tugged on the heavy cloth there was a thick tearing
sound and half of the material came down to hang lopsidedly from
the steel beam above. Behind the tarpaulin laid a sight that made
the boy gasp loudly and then hurriedly turn away, shouting to his
friend as he did so: “Oh Shit! Somebody call the Police, call the
cops!” He grabbed his pals and told them to run. “Leggit, come on,
scarper, there’s dead people back there, lots of dead people –
let’s go, run!” They ran helter-skelter from the building and
didn’t stop until they were two streets away.

Within seconds of receiving the
panic-stricken call, the emergency switchboard had dispatched two
patrol cars, along with an unneeded ambulance. Four minutes later
the racing vehicles swung into the delivery yard of the old
warehouse, sirens and lights bouncing crazily within the confines
of the high brick walls. The young sergeant in the leading car knew
straight away that this one was a bit more than he could deal with.
Leaving the warehouse in a hurry, the officer pushed the transmit
button on his radio. It wasn’t too long before he and his men had
cordoned off the area and then waited for the various other
agencies to arrive.

Within the hour the picture at the crime
scene became much clearer. “Obviously gang related wouldn’t you
say, Harry?” DI Bolderson turned his large frame towards his
partner.

“Yes, you would have thought so, John. We’ll
let SOCO make the final call, but yes, it looks as though someone
has been holding rather a large grudge, don’t you think – there
must’ve been a hell of a fight?” Shouldering the plastic tape out
of the way, the short, grey haired DS pushed into the sealed area
where the bodies of the four men still waited. John Bolderson
followed him through. The smell of death hung like a fog,
decomposition hadn’t quite started and the coolness of the air
within the large building had helped delay things. However, the
thick pool of blood beneath each corpse had started to congeal and
the first few flies were beginning to arrive at their new
watering-hole, it wouldn’t be too long before the need for face
masks arrived.

Initial impressions led them to believe that
there had been a meeting, one which had turned very nasty. It was
obviously drug related as there were two shopping bags and one
black holdall, all sitting in undeniable evidence upon the table.
One carrier bag held a large amount of, what appeared to be,
cocaine. The other bag was stuffed with cannabis resin. Two of the
men were slumped together and looked as though they had been killed
simultaneously, their bodies almost entwined like lovers where they
had fallen after apparently facing the hail of bullets, which had
cut them down. Bolderson looked down at the blood speckled faces of
the corpses as they lay by the door. “Both of those two are from
the Cracker Gang aren’t they, Harry?”

“Actually, I think they all are… look at
Mister Blondie over there by the door, surely you recognise that
bastard?” He pointed at the huddled corpse that lay by the table.
It was difficult to say for sure as the bottom part of the face was
blown away, the lower mandible dangled below the left ear and a
large chunk of the tongue also hung precariously by some tiny
thread of flesh. A single gold tooth glinted below the shattered
top lip. There was a large blood spattered hole on the wall behind
the body, small pieces of flesh, teeth and bone fragments lay
streaked across its white surface. “Well, well, well… it looks as
though Stevo has finally got his comeuppance! It couldn’t have
happened to a nicer guy, either, if you were to ask me?” Bolderson
only just managed to restrain his laughter. “Make sure that
forensics do a proper job on him won’t you, Harry – I’d be really
interested to see where the gun has come from, and more
importantly, where it’s been?” He reached over in typical TV-cop
fashion and used his pen to pull the blood spattered machine-pistol
away from the corpse. Several empty shell cases rolled out of the
way as he slid the weapon towards himself.

Harry Lane nodded and then glanced at the
final body. “John, you’d best come and see this!” The sense of
urgency in his voice stirred Bolderson from his crouching position,
rising to his full six and a half feet, he turned to where Harry
was looking at the last man, and with his leather soled brogues
clicked officially on the concrete floor he stalked over to join
his colleague.

“Bloody hell, that’s Jacko Jackson isn’t it,
what the fuck is he doing here – I thought he’d given all this up
and gone legitimate?” His knees cracked loudly as he crouched and
took a better look at the smartly dressed corpse. The body had been
nearly cut in two by a hail of 9mm bullets, probably dispensed by
the MAC-10, which Stevo appeared to have fired. Jacko’s dead hand
still clutched a .50 Desert Eagle automatic pistol. They could just
make out a wad of money bulging in his jacket pocket. They weren’t
sure of the denomination of the bills as they were covered in
blood, but it looked to be rather a lot. By the looks of things he
had only fired one round from the pistol, the large empty shell
case stood out like a sore thumb amongst the plethora of smaller
9mm casings that littered the floor. “Could be the bullet which
took O’Hara’s face clean off, huh?” John Bolderson could barely
conceal the grin that was starting to widen upon his craggy face.
“I’m sorry, Harry. But I have to laugh because these pricks have
just saved me ten years of work! All of them were involved in that
fucking chip shop killing… especially that skinny bastard, Stevo.
I’ve got witness statements all over my bloody desk and not one of
them dare stand up in court! Without them we don’t have a shred of
evidence – everybody knows that he was there but we just can’t
prove it?” He walked back over to O’Hara’s corpse. “Let’s just hope
this time the evidence has been given to us on a plate, eh?” He
nodded at the machine-pistol accusingly. “Let’s just hope, eh
Harry…” His hopes were undeniably fulfilled, the machine-pistol was
later identified as having been the murder weapon at the chip shop,
three more pistols at the scene were also linked to various other
crimes, and the cocaine was identified as being part of a
particular composition that was currently doing the rounds.
Although there was no history to Jackson’s massive handgun, there
were several calls and texts on his PDA linking him to Steven
O’Hara. The Police were still waiting on the results from the
searches, which had been carried out on the four dead men’s
properties, but first indications were very promising... Several
pieces of graffiti appeared locally, all of them indicating, in
some underground way or another, that Stevo and his cohorts were
grasses.

Enough backstreet talk started to circulate
as well and it easy really: two-and-two makes four. There was no
other information other than the four had met in the warehouse and
it had kicked off with Stevo gunning down his two friends and then
shooting Jackson. But it was, as always, Jacko who seemed to have
had the last laugh… As he lay mortally wounded, he had managed one
final shot from his oversized hand-gun; his last act was enough to
remove most of O’Hara’s face, which in turn, permanently removed
the blond headed man’s presence from the planet.

The only thing missing was any form of
transport, the Police guessed that the driver of Jackson’s car had
high tailed it when the shooting started – they also knew they
would be wasting their time trying to find him. It was an open and
shut case and the Police didn’t spend too much time chasing other
leads as there weren’t any, and besides, they were quite sure that
the demise of the four gang-members would bring peace to many
people.

Ironically, the wild odds bet that Stevo had
placed on the two o’clock race, had been a good one and the books
had been closed at nearly two hundred to one. A beautiful filly
named ‘Angelica’, who was a rank outsider, crossed the winning post
in the lead by less than a nose. Malky took the money and gave it
to Jeanie.

“She’s a good kid and deserves a break now
that useless prick has gone…” He smiled at the though, Malky could
afford to be generous as O’Hara had been the only one who had put
anything on the nag.

‘PeeJay’ Rogers never did buy any ‘sweets’.
He was far too busy doing other things. Other things like studying
under a Scholarship in America, where he had been sent as a guest
of the world’s largest software company. PJ loved life in
Washington, and so did his Mum.













Chapter 19 - Precipice






If you stand near to the edge, very near,
you can look down and see things. Sometimes you can see absolutely
everything. Be careful, though, because on some occasions there are
certain things that you just don’t want to see...






The last thing Jane remembered was the
searing needle of pain through her side, and the sight of Ken’s
worried face blurring in front of her eyes. He had been telling her
not to worry but she knew he was lying, it was all over his face
and that scared her. Fortunately, the amount of blood she was
losing didn’t permit her to remain conscious for too long. She soon
sank into the red mist, which rose slowly in her mind. In her
netherworld, Jane dreamt of her father again – he was pushing her
on a swing, an old metal swing, the one from the caravan park in
Wales where they used to go almost every weekend when they were
children. The rusty chains that suspended the seat, rasped as she
rose and fell like a pendulum. She turned and looked down at him;
he was a long way below her and seemed to be getting further away
with every new push. In fact, when she thought about it, he was
miles down below now, a tiny figure with long arms, getting further
and further away with every new shove.

As she looked back at him, Jane felt as
though she was about to slip from the metal seat – the thought of
flying seemed like a good idea. It almost tempted her. ‘Fly
Jane, jump off and we’ll fly…’ The voice seemed to come from
deep inside her head, she tried to ignore it but the temptation was
definitely there, perhaps it would make the awful stitch in her
side go away. Suddenly she heard her father whispering loudly in
her ear, his voice drowning out that other, darker, voice. She
wondered: “How could he do that when he was all the way down
there?” She heard him quite clearly, though.

“You just hold on tight now little girl, you
hold on really tight! Don’t you dare fall off of that swing, missy,
if you do then you’ll never stop falling…”

Jane held tight, really tight, like he’d
said. “Oww, my side, Dad stop pushing me, I want to get off – my
side is killing me!” Then, with a solid thump, her father caught
her. She banged into his shins and felt him as he took her in those
soft caring arms. She fell backwards into him and as she did so
Jane smelt her father. The familiar aroma of whiskey filled her
senses – lawn-clippings and peppermints – the ones he sucked so
that her mother wouldn’t smell the whiskey... All the aromas of her
childhood cuddles with him came and rescued her from the dark pit,
which lay beckoning from below.

She looked up at her father and he smiled at
her. “Good girl, we can’t have you falling off that swing, now can
we? Good girl, there’s a love, there’s my little one.” Jane felt
him hold her and then watched as the light came and smothered them.
Her side flared with heat and she turned away from it to see her
father as he walked away into the green glow. Turning one last
time, he waved and did that little kick of his. As she faded away,
Jane heard him say: “Just hold on tight lady, it’s not time to fall
off, not yet, don’t you dare fall just yet.” The he said something
else, words that she really did listen to: “Run Jane… Run!”
The last thing she remembered was a sensation in her mouth. It was
as though someone had filled it with water, living water. The
coolness seemed to have a mind of its own and explored every inch
of her insides as it made its sinuous way down into her
stomach.

Jane felt as though she was going back into
herself.

When she awoke, she thought the pain had
gone; in fact she wasn’t even sure if there had been a pain:
“Perhaps we’d just got a bit too carried away with the brandy in
the bloody, blue bottle again!” Turning her head, she saw the
swirling green curtain of energy surrounding her and knew that what
she was experiencing had bugger-all to do with any brandy. “Oh shit
– Ken, Kenny!” She croaked out her plea and then coughed with the
effort. As her muscles jerked in reaction, Jane suddenly remembered
what the pain in her side had felt like. A raw slice of stinging
heat knifed into her abdomen and she shrieked in agony. Turning
away from the pain, she found herself standing in the rain at an
old bus stop. As she turned her face from the wetness and the wind,
Jane realised she was surrounded by hedges and fields, it was the
countryside and she remembered it. “Where the hell am I?” Her mind
raced back: “Its Wales again, isn’t it… the bus stop by the park,
where we used to play – Dad?” She turned and looked, but he wasn’t
there. Only the rain and the cold wind kept her company this time.
She shivered as the pain slithered back into her belly once more.
This time it was much deeper, it reached up and clasped her heart
within its thorny fingers. Jane felt it squeeze her soul and she
cried out again: “Enough of this, you prick – get off me!” She rose
up inside and turned to run, the pain dragged at her but she tore
from its grasp. She felt something rip, deep inside of her, and
then she was free, free and running.

As she half ran and half staggered into the
green mist, Jane heard the noise of an engine. Looking up, she saw
there was a bus heading towards her. It was the old one… a cream
and red coloured bus… the one they would catch a ride on down to
the beach every Saturday. The one where they would all sit across
the long back seat, messing about, feeling the cracked leather
surface, scratching their bare legs. The one where that faint smell
of oil seeped through the hot metal floor. It was that bus, all
right. She suddenly had a thought, a memory: “Is this my
bus, the one Ken meant – Oh no!”

Jane fought to stay alive, but the pain
tried to drag her back down into the mire once again. She heard it
speak to her: ‘Just relax lil’ lady, yore bus is right on time.
Hop on-board, why dontchya? It’s a free ride, yessiree, it’s
completely free!’ Then she heard another voice in the
background; it whispered thickly: “Only thang is, yoo won’t be
getting off this here free ride – yoo won’t be getting off it ever,
not ever, ever!” The awful voice chuckled and Jane felt it echo
in her heart. Fear and anger suddenly jerked her from the stupor
she had been sucked into. Pushing the dark things from within her,
she looked up at the bus and saw the driver. He looked like Red,
only older and meaner. His ginger hair was unkempt and his face
wasn’t quite as round, either. “I thought he was dead…” It was the
only thing Jane could think of as she stood rooted to the floor and
watched the old bus approach her. She heard him grind the gearbox
and listened as the engine whined and jerked its way up the slope.
The bus became silhouetted in a dark halo of diesel fumes as it
struggled towards her. The man was waving to her; as Jane looked he
leaned out of the window and spat a long trail of tobacco juice
into the green, Welsh hedgerow. It was to be his undoing.

“You are nothing but a filthy bastard!” She
screamed at him and then turned and ran, ran as though her very
life depended upon it.

And it did.

She heard him laugh behind her: ‘Aww,
c’mon Lady-Jane, where’s yore sense o’ huumorr?’ His thick,
rusty voice mocked from inside her head. She didn’t look back and
kept running, dark hair swirling in front of her face, gut
screaming in protest at the white heat of pain. Pushing them all to
one side, Jane ran into the mist and the blackness. The ethereal
curtain surrounding her suddenly parted with a swirl of white
light. Looking up through tears of pain and fear, she saw George.
He came and stood at the edge of her bed and lifted her hand into
his. Jane felt his cool dry skin. The pain ceased immediately and
she could feel it running up her arm into the old man. He stood and
smiled down at her, those blue eyes looked into her inner being and
she let him take her. The weird thing was, in her mind, Jane could
have sworn that George was wearing her father’s old trilby…

In the darkness she followed George to a
place, a quiet restful place where neither the pain nor any
bastarding bus drivers, were invited. She heard him say: “Sleep now
my dear, you have no need to be awake. Just sleep, when you awake
the pain will be gone. Trust me…” She did trust him and she did
sleep, slept for a long time.

When she awoke, really awoke this time, Jane
found she was lying in a large white bed, a bed that stood in the
middle of a large white room. There was a large white duvet and
even larger white pillows. In fact, when she looked around, the
whole place had a ‘large white’ theme going on. Walls, floor and
ceiling, everything was in the gleaming neutral shade. Even the
slowly spinning fan blades, which rotated slowly overhead, were all
large and very white. She lay there and rested. Jane remembered
everything and knew that she had endured some terrible experience.
She wondered: “Am I dead?” Looking at the room, and sensing the
warmth of her own body, she knew that she couldn’t be dead. But it
must have been close. “Very close…” The sensation of having been
near to death remained very real to her and she realised how lucky
she had been. “That’s if I am still alive, mind you?” The
whiteness, which she was currently surrounded by, was somewhat
disconcerting. “Perhaps I fell off the swing after all?” She smiled
to herself as the sensation of her father’s arms returned, Jane
knew she hadn’t fallen. “Just a little stumble is all, a little
trip perhaps? It’ll be fine.” She was correct and needn’t have
worried about the whiteness too much, either.

When George entered, he was in stark
contrast to it… the whiteness… and the old man looked like an extra
from some Kung Fu movie she had seen along the way. He was dressed
from head to foot in black and looked very fetching. Even his usual
brown sandals had been swapped for a pair so new that Jane could
almost smell the black leather. They still had the shiny buckles,
though, winking at her. George wore one of those suits which didn’t
possess a collar. It matched perfectly with the black silk top that
lay under it. It looked very Asian, Indian, perhaps. Under his arm
he carried a small black box and it was, of course, covered in
black velvet. Striding across the room from an entrance that Jane
hadn’t seen open or close, he crossed the gleaming floor and came
to the side of her bed. Placing the box on the table next to her,
George moved closer and took hold of her hand.

“Hello my Lady, how are you?” Jane felt his
hand tremble and then, to her utter amazement, George began to cry.
She stared into his face and watched as the faded blue eyes filled
with tears. He stood there looking down at her and let the shining
droplets roll down his face without any attempt at wiping them
away.

“Oh dear George, don’t do that,” she
whispered. “I’m fine, I’ll be OK.” Jane squeezed his hand and he
smiled through the tears at her. Reaching into his breast pocket,
he extracted a fine, black silk handkerchief. Using the cloth, he
brushed the tears away and then tucked it back into his
trousers.

George sat on the bed next to her and said,
“Yes, yes, you will be fine my dear… I am so overwhelmed with
relief that I cannot begin to tell you?” He breathed deeply. “We
were this close,” he said as he held up his hand. Jane looked at
the tiny gap he left between his thumb and forefinger. “So close –
too close! We very nearly lost you, and if it had not been for…” He
stopped, almost as if he was confused, or perhaps in fear of
alarming her.

Jane finished it for him: “If it hadn’t of
been for my father, you mean, George?” She looked at him and this
time it was her turn to smile knowingly.

He nodded. “Yes, I’m not quite sure what to
say really, that is not something we have had any experience with
before, my dear.” He looked serenely at her.

Jane answered him with another smile. “Well,
let me tell you something, George: It’s not the first time that my
Dad has come to me; I used to see him regularly until Ken came
along. He is always in my thoughts and I have asked him many times
before to help me. It’s no surprise to me he that was there when I
needed him the most? My Dad was an extraordinary man and I know he
loved me dearly. I know that.” She squeezed his hand and tried to
sit up.

George helped her with a slight pull on her
hands and then, when she was upright, plumped the pillows into a
better position behind her. “There you are my dear, is that
better?” Jane said it was just fine and asked if she may have a
drink.

Leaning across to the table next to them,
George handed her a beautiful crystal goblet, and just as Jane
thought about the things Ken had spoken of, George kindly
introduced her to the astonishing self-pouring jug. The double act
it performed with the goblet was so amazing that she very nearly
dropped the vessel from her hand. Only George’s gentle pressure on
her wrist prevented, what Jane would have considered to be, a
catastrophe. She looked at the water for a moment and then back to
George. He nodded. “Its fine Jane, water is the essence of
everything, the very centre of all that we are – please, enjoy it!”
Jane nodded and drank. After another two glasses she was sated and
turned to the old man.

“So, what do we do now, George, what
happened to me, I felt as though I’d been shot? Where do we go from
here, how are the boys by the way, did they finish with O’Hara?”
Jane felt much better and was working up to the point where we she
was going to ask about getting back to Ken. George told her that
she had, indeed, been shot and had been both extremely lucky, and
also very unlucky, if there was such a thing? The small calibre
round had passed harmlessly through the fleshy part of her hip –
that was the lucky part. But, then it had glanced off her pelvis,
the impact had fractured the slug and sent a minute piece of the
copper jacket on a detour. A detour leading straight towards one of
her main arteries, the fleck of metal had left a hole the size of a
pinprick in the vessel and Jane had begun to bleed to death – that
was the unlucky part. The rest of the bullet had exited through the
small of her back, narrowly missing her spine but not hitting
anything else vital. But she was in trouble, deep trouble.

“You were but a few minutes from death,
Jane.” The sincerity in those old blue eyes told the truth. “Had
the puncture been any larger, then I am afraid that we would not be
having this conversation? We had to act quickly and so we sent
Melias to you.”

Jane was surprised. “Melias… who is Melias,
I don’t…” She couldn’t remember seeing anyone else, but then again
she couldn’t really remember much except the pain, and Ken’s green
eyes.

“Melias is what I suppose you would refer to
as a ‘Flying Doctor’?” George said. “He was despatched and brought
you back to us. Even with his expertise we still nearly lost you.
In fact, at one stage we did lose you. Then something
happened, the thing with your Father… and that has, once again,
changed the way in which we view your planet.” He shook his head.
“That was most strange, most strange indeed!” Looking at her he
said, “What is beginning to become apparent to us, is the fact that
there are so many things we have never even considered, we are the
advanced worlds and therefore we must have all the answers!” He
shook his head again. “How wrong we have been, how arrogant we are!
We thought that we had chosen you but it is starting to look as
though we were destined to choose you, almost as though you
chose us… At the very least it is as if someone made us
choose you?” He explained that the Council had found it strange
that Ken and Jane had both turned out to be quite extraordinary in
their own right. He said it baffled them…

It was probably an understatement, Jane
guessed, and by the look in his eye, George seemed a little bit
more than simply baffled. “I guess the thing with Dad has put the
wind up their knickers?” The thought nearly made her giggle.
Turning to George, she asked: “When can I go, George… I need to see
Ken. I must have been here ages and he’ll be worried sick?”

He nodded and agreed. “Yes, the time has
come for you to leave, the men are both fine and I have kept them
updated on your progress. Oh, there is one other thing, Jane,
before you go?” He picked up the box from the table and placed it
on the bed next to her. “Open it” he said, “It’s for you and
Kenneth?” Jane lifted the box and slid the small metal clasp open.
Lifting the hinged lid, she looked into the box. Inside, nestling
amongst the ruffed black silk lining, lay what appeared to be some
sort of medal; it was in fact larger than a medal and was fashioned
in the shape of the spearhead.

When she looked closer Jane could see the
exquisite object was a miniature of a ship ‘The Ship’. It was truly
beautiful and exuded the wonderful liquid sheen, which Ken and Mike
had told her of. On the bottom in small letters lay an inscription:
‘For Sacrifice’. The words were simple but extremely poignant and
when Jane extended her finger tip and touched the object, she could
almost feel the energy, which lay within the ship. It flooded up
her arm and filled her with a strange feeling. It was as though she
could see everything and her whole life blazed with clarity. Her
past, her present and, she had no doubt, most likely her future,
too. It was though she had a direct connection to life itself. It
filled her with light.

She whispered: “What is it, George?”

He looked at her and said, “It is merely a
small token of our gratitude and admiration, a symbol of thanks for
all the sacrifices, which you and Kenneth have made. It is one of
only two such things and they have been hewed from the rarest of
metals, one so rare that only a handful of people have ever seen it
and even less have touched, we are still not sure of what its
reason is?”

Jane looked at him. “Some things don’t need
a reason, George. Some things are just the way they are, that alone
is reason enough?”

George blinked and then looked at her in
admiration. “Yes!” He smiled. “Yes, I shall tell them that!”
Remaining sitting, he said, “There is one other thing we would like
you to do, I wonder if you would be interested?” Jane asked him
what it was. George obliged her with the answer: “As you know,
there is a man called Red. He has been at the centre of this story,
this situation?” Jane nodded and the old man continued. “Well, no
matter what we have tried we cannot seem to navigate our way around
him. At every turn and in every dimension, Red is always there.
Lord knows we have even tried to kill him on several occasions! But
the changes we tried to make never seem to have worked. He outwits
us every time, or at least fate and the Dragon do?”

“The Dragon…?” Jane stared at him.

“Yes, the Dark side, the Demon, the Devil…
or Dragon… call it what you will, but something of that nature
makes moves amongst us. At least, that is what we are now starting
to think?” He looked at Jane. “But, whatever the reason is, we must
stop Red becoming the man he does, the one whom Kenneth and Michael
battled with in the end game, the final scenario. Although, there
is still the possibility we will ultimately send him into the Rip,
it isn’t certain by any means. Red causes so many differing changes
to be made that he very nearly changes everything!” He paused. “We
are totally unsure as what to do next as the only thing we have
been shown, by those with the ability to see these things, is that
if Red continues along his current path, then we will probably end
up with the same inevitable events, the ones which Michael and
Kenneth suffered?” He stood and walked around the white room for a
while. Reaching across, the old man pushed a button on the wall.
Turning to Jane, George said: “I think you are ready for this now,
my dear.”

Jane watched as a section of the wall
dissolved into a window. To her utter amazement as she looked
through the glass, she saw the stars. She saw them along with the
blackness of the universe and also the vivid colours of other
worlds that lay near and far. As she sat propped up in some far
away hospital bed, talking to a man who may well have been hundreds
of years old – Jane saw space. She sat there looking at a strange
and unknown universe through a hospital window and smiled, and as
she did so, Jane felt a strange sense of being. She leaned forward
and touched the Spear brooch once more. The Angelica Star filled
her with the strange sensation once more. In a sudden rush of
emotions, she knew exactly what they must do. “It’s obvious, what a
bunch of idiots! Why hadn’t we thought of it before?” The clarity
of the thought, which rushed through her mind, was almost
overwhelming. She said: “I know what to do, George – I know what to
do about Red!” George smiled as he looked at her from the window.
It was then Jane realised: “He knows exactly what I’m going to
say!” She laughed at him. George laughed back.

He smiled and said, “Ah, my dear child!”
Then returned to her bedside to sit next her once more.

Together they made a plan.

It was a big plan with very big ideas, a
plan that was going to need some big people with big helpings of
courage to see it through to the bitter end. George already knew
the ending, and he was pretty sure that the people he had chosen
were going to be more than big enough to make the changes
that were needed. They would have to be, as it was they whom were
chosen to deliver the ultimate gift to all of mankind. The gift of
salvation from the Darkness…








Chapter 20 - Changes






Mike’s Communicator buzzed and its green
light flashed repeatedly, the glow caused Ken, who was ambling
upstairs, to turn and run back down to the kitchen. As he passed
Mike’s room, he shouted: “Mikey, something’s happening with your
box of tricks again!”

Ken hadn’t reached the kitchen door before
he was joined by Mike. The Australian was still pulling his jeans
on. “Yeah, I heard it, what the hell?” he said as he stumbled into
the kitchen still zipping his flies. Lifting the machine’s lid into
the upright position, Mike ordered: “Display on, please.” On his
command they were joined by the silvery screen. It rose above the
table and sat there in darkness, juts as they started to think it
was a false alarm, a stream of words suddenly flooded onto the
screen: ‘Standby – incoming personnel… wait!’

The men looked at each other in surprise,
but before they could speak, the air began to do its treacle
impression again. With a slight wobble, it thickened and then
pulsed. Ken felt it in his temples and held onto the side of the
table with his left hand. As quickly as it had started, the air in
the room resumed its normal everyday ambience. “What now?” Ken had
the overwhelming desire to look under the table, which he was
gripping tightly. There wasn’t any other place in the kitchen that
could be hiding the supposed ‘incoming’ person. Someone who,
judging by previous experience should have appeared before their
eyes like a melting ice cream cone… He turned to Mike and saw him
checking the screen. ‘Transfer complete.’

It blinked unhelpfully and turned itself
off. “OK, I give up!” was all Mike said, he shrugged his shoulders
and turned to Ken, as he opened his mouth to speak he suddenly
paused and, forgetting what he was going to say next, stood looking
over Ken’s shoulder with his mouth hanging open. Ken swivelled his
head to follow his friend’s startled gaze. There, on the staircase,
stood his wife. Jane was in the process of leaving the bottom tread
of their stairs and looked up at them as she entered the hallway.
She was as calm as if she had merely been returning from having
taken a short nap.

“Jane – Bloody hell, woman, where’ve you
been, George said that you weren’t too good… are you OK, what’s
happened, I mean…” Ken was halted in mid-flow by the cool fingers
that she placed across his flapping lips.

“Ssshhh… I’m back, stop talking you old
fool!” Placing her hand on his shoulder, she reached up and kissed
him on the lips. Ken shut his eyes and gently encircled her within
his ropey arms.

They stayed that way, embracing, until Mike
said: “OK, OK… why don’t you two get a bloody room, jeez!”
Reluctantly they broke their embrace and turned to look at him.
“Damn it woman, you sure as hell know how to make an entrance,
don’t you!” Mike said as he walked over to them, bent down and
kissed Jane on the cheek. “How are you, crazy lady?” he said and
pulled a chair out for her.

Jane sat. “Put the kettle on, love… I’m
absolutely dying for a brew!” She said, looking at Ken.
Looking up at them with shining eyes, Jane smiled and watched the
men as they started laughing.

It felt good, in fact, Ken laughed so hard
that it made him cry…

They sat and had a hot drink and listened
whilst Jane told them of her tale. She never omitted any part of it
as she walked them through her story, leading them by the hand
through the corridors of fear and darkness, before telling them of
the light of her discovery. Throughout her tale the two men sat and
merely stared at her in wonder. When she had finished, there was a
moment of silence, before Ken exclaimed: “That’s just wild,
completely scary and it makes our stuff sound like a bloody
fairytale!” He looked at her in amazement. “But you’re OK now,
sweetheart, yeah – how’s the stomach?” He was still petrified at
the thought of having so nearly lost her.

“Yes I am, my stomach is good and my mind’s
even better. I do feel really tired and the small of my back is
killing me, too, but I guess I could be a lot worse?” Jane smiled
and held out her mug for a refill. “How long have I been away, it
must have been ages, what month is it?” She looked at the clock –
why, she had no idea and it could have been dawn or dusk on any day
of the year and she wouldn’t have known the difference. The answer,
which Mike gave, allowed Jane her own chance to be amazed.

“Three-days, I think, just about, yeah…
three days, Ken?” He said as he turned to his friend and found Ken
staring at Jane again.

“Two days twenty one hours and about thirty
minutes, to be exact…” Ken looked at her and asked: “Why do you
ask, what’s up?”

Jane sat quietly for a while before saying,
“What was it George said to you before, you know, about that insect
thing?” She looked bewildered for a moment.

Ken said, “Oh, the Lacewing you mean? Yeah,
he said that time was like size, it’s all relevant to who you were
and certain things lived their whole lives in what we would see as
being only a couple of days, or something – why?” He placed a fresh
mug of tea on the table and stood behind her, hands gently
massaging her shoulders.

“Nothing, it’s just another lesson for me. I
felt like I was gone for ages. I mean, I must have slept for about
a week, I guess what he said also works in reverse… I wonder where
in the hell I was?” She shook her head and picked up the fresh
drink. They sat around the kitchen table together and talked about
the events that had led them here. It was, in many ways, a kind of
self-therapy.

The simple act of sitting and talking about
the outlandish proceedings, which had been thrust upon them, almost
seemed to help. Ken could sense that awful feeling in his head
begin to fritter away once more. It was like knowing you were broke
and then, unexpectedly, finding a fifty pound note in the pocket of
an old shirt, an unexpected and extremely gratifying boost to the
moral. Much like the money would have, the feeling lifted Ken’s
spirits and those of his wife and comrade along with him, glancing
at the kitchen clock, he suddenly realised that it was gone
midnight. Jane had dark rings under her eyes and looked as though
the pain in her back was making her uncomfortable.

Seeing all these things, Ken interrupted
their conversation and said, “Right folks, I reckon we should let
Jane get some shut-eye. You look worn out, babe. Should we call it
a night or what, I don’t think there is anything else we need to
talk about just yet, is there?” Mike agreed and Jane rose
unsteadily to her feet. Helping her up, Ken asked Mike if he would
lock up and then, lifting her effortlessly into his arms, carried
Jane upstairs to bed.

It was gone two o’clock the next afternoon
before any of them awoke. It was the hungry barking of the two dogs
that made Ken raise a lazy eyelid. Looking at the bedside clock
only made him swear: “Shit, look at the time!” He groaned, sat up
and looked across at Jane. She was still dead to the world and Ken
thought it might be another couple of hours before she would be
awake, maybe much longer, but either way he wasn’t about to disturb
her. He slid quietly out of bed and headed for the shower. Once he
was dressed, he made his way downstairs and went to sort the dogs
out. “Poor buggers, they must be starving.” He filled their bowls
and stepped out onto the back patio. Needing no second invites, the
Ridgebacks pounced on the food. Standing and watching them, Ken
breathed in the late afternoon spring air and decided that life was
good. “Thank God she’s all right!” He smiled and turned and went
back inside to feed another animal, the one that was growling from
within his guts.

Later that day, Jane came down with the
black box under her arm. When she showed them the wonderful object
inside they were flabbergasted, however, it was only when they
touched the small ship that they truly felt the significance of the
graceful object. The almost religious feeling it exuded, told them
all they needed to know. It spoke of great things, of things deeper
than they could imagine. Each one of them felt its touch in their
own way, but each of them also saw there were greater things in
this universe. Ken felt lifted again, his heart felt somehow
cleaner than before. He looked at Mike and saw that his friend felt
it too. Mike had a distant look in his eye. “That is really quite
beautiful isn’t it, Kenny?” He smiled as he spoke and stretched his
arms out so his hands rested on the shoulders of his friends who
sat either side of him. “I bloody love you guys. Never forget that,
will you?” They looked at him and never said anything as they
watched a single tear run down his face. Jane leaned over and gave
Mike the box of tissues from the middle of the table. He grinned
ruefully and wiped his eyes. “God only knows what that’s all
about?” He said, with a small laugh. Jane never said anything. That
was three grown men she had seen cry in less than a week. If the
truth be known, Mike wouldn’t be last one she saw cry, either.

After they had recovered sufficiently, the
trio went into the lounge, took a seat, and listened whilst Jane
told them of the plan, the one she and George had made. Sitting on
the couch with her legs folded under her, in that way in which only
women can, Jane gave them her idea. “Red seems to be the crux of
this whole crazy thing,” she said. “George told me that no matter
what dimension they are in, Red always seems to be the one who
thwarts their plans. It’s almost as though he is the hub of this
crazy wheel?” She explained the Council was not sure if it was
simply the huge man fulfilling his destiny, or if there were some
other, darker forces at work. Either way, they kept ending up with
Red playing an evil part in the final scenario. No matter whom they
gave their ‘Gift’ to, and no matter what outcome they managed to
manipulate by their changes, Red would always be there at the end.
Be there, causing mayhem! Even those whom they had enlisted to help
look into the future could not quite see past the fog that
surrounded the red giant. “Red just flummoxes them.” was the phrase
Jane used to sum up the story of George’s predicament.

“Why don’t they just kill the guy and be
done with it?” Ken looked at them and then suddenly realised that
they had tried to kill Red, tried and failed miserably. “I
should know that all right!” He thought of how easily Red had out
foxed him in the dream battle he’d endured with the man. Shaking
his head, Ken said, “Is Red some sort of ‘untouchable’ do you
think, Jane – what does George have to say about that as a theory,
I mean, maybe we will never be able to kill him?” He looked at his
wife in confusion, and worry.

She told them, just as George had explained
to her, that there had been several attempts to kill their enemy.
All of them failing and all of them sending Red further down his
path towards evil. “Although we saw George send him into the Rip,
it was too late by then, the Storm had been used, life on Earth was
nearly extinct and you two were dead! It’s always the same, they
can change everything except Red, and without changing him the
other modifications become worthless?” They looked at her and began
to understand. She finished with: “No, I don’t think he is
untouchable and now nor does George, I just think that we’re
handling him the wrong way?” She paused and listened to Mike’s
outburst.

“So, without changing what he does, then all
of what we have been through, the deaths, the injuries and every
damned thing else, will have been for nothing and sooner or later
we are gonna end up with the big oil problem, then the Storm and
finally the Rip, screwing us all for good! Shit, what the hell are
we going to do?” Mike sounded beyond frustrated.

Ken looked even more helpless as he asked
the next question: “What about the ship, are we still on her or is
that a ‘manipulation’ too?”

Jane looked at them steadily. “I believe
it’s true, yes. George never said as much but I saw things when I
was with him, I saw the stars!” She paused, “But I don’t know if we
are, not for sure. I don’t know if we’re still on a ship or if I
was somewhere else – I just don’t know?” Her wide green eyes
underlined her words, double underlined them, in red. After a
moment of silence so thick, that if you’d been listening, the sound
of their brains racing would have been as plain as the ticking of a
grandfather clock, Ken spoke.

“So what should we do now, there must be
something George has said?” He stopped and looked at the smile on
Jane’s face. “He bloody-well has, hasn’t he, you bugger! You look
like that cat in the old ‘cream’ scenario – come on then, spit it
out!” He grinned at her in anticipation. Jane grinned back and Ken
felt himself sit more upright. “Please let this be the answer,
please! If we aren’t gonna be able to kill Red somehow then I ain’t
sure that I’ve many other big ideas left…” Ken really hoped that
Jane had something good for them, some perfectly formed trap for
the red haired bastard to fall into. “Fall into and keep falling,
fall right out the other side of the fucking universe!”

He sat, masking his thoughts and looking
innocently at Jane, listening as she let them into the plan, the
one she and a grey haired old man had made – made just yesterday
whilst she was visiting him on his spaceship… Smiling at the
madness of it all, she said, “It suddenly dawned on me, yesterday,
or whenever it was, that maybe we have been going about this the
wrong way. Everything they have ever done has always been aimed at
stopping Red, or changing the things around him so that he
gets stopped?” She looked at them before continuing, they
nodded in agreement. “Well, when I was at university we had this
lecture on man management, you know, leadership and stuff? There
was this guy, the one who did the lecture, he had this thing, this
manner and it was as though he was only talking to me, I didn’t
know why at the time, but his words stuck right in my head and
they’ve been there in the background ever since?” Both the men had
done a fair amount of leadership training and neither of them could
figure out what she was aiming for. Jane put them out of their
misery: “He said there was this thing, a theory, it’s called a
self-fulfilling prophecy or… umm…” She though for a while, and
then, with eyes suddenly lighting up, said: “The Pygmalion Effect,
that’s what he called it, yes! And what he said about it made
sense. It’s where you assume something about someone and then treat
them accordingly. They, on other hand, know it’s what you think
about them, and so they behave accordingly – it’s a method that
will never break its own circle. Treat someone like an idiot and
the chances are that they will behave like one? We can apply this
theory to ourselves, we only ever look at Red in one way, and
accordingly we only ever act towards him, in one way?” She waited
for them to digest the information.

Mike asked: “So what does this have to do
with Red, then?” He turned to Ken for some support. Ken smiled but
he couldn’t help Mike as he himself was starting to see where Jane
was coming from.

“Wait a bit, Mike – I can see where she’s
going with this, go on Jane…” He looked at them both and waited for
his wife to continue.

Jane smiled, and said, “Well, all we’ve been
doing is trying to stop Red’s actions, yes?” Without waiting for
their agreement she pushed on. “It’s got us nowhere and is probably
going to get us nowhere in the future. Why don’t we just pause and
take a look at him. Instead of trying to stop him, or change what
he does, why don’t we try and change him, change his life, why
don’t we change Red?”

The simplicity of her idea rolled over her
husband. Why they hadn’t thought of it that way before was beyond
him. Ken was amazed and also extremely proud of the woman who sat
curled up in front of them. He said, “So, let me get this straight,
Red is the centre of everything, change him and everything else
changes as well – is that what you’re saying?”

Jane replied: “Well, not quite, changing him
may have a very positive effect upon the future; however,
they are not sure as to what that effect will be. But it’s got to
be better than the one they have been battling unsuccessfully
against so far? George doesn’t think that by changing Red we will
be able to prevent people like Peters and O’Hara from doing what
they’re doing, their types are probably still going to plague us,
and by the sounds of things – people like us will still be used to
‘change’ them.” She then told them what George had said about the
Dragon, of how something evil always seemed to have a say in these
particular events.

Mike was ecstatic and it was as though he
hadn’t heard a single word that Jane had said about the Dragon.
“Yes, yes! What a bloody great idea, we can go back… get George to
send us back to when Red was boy, or something? Look, we’ve been
working on the basis that if we just change one thing today then it
will allow a different outcome to occur tomorrow. Look at what
we’ve been doing just recently? Bump-off Peters so the girl can
live and fulfil her destiny, etcetera… why don’t we go back and see
what Red is like in the early days. It doesn’t look as though he is
supposed to be killed, so…” Mike was so excited that he ran out of
words.

Jane was excited too, it shone on her face
and even though she looked tired and drawn, her eyes lit up with
happiness. The three of them sat together and expanded upon her
plan, they looked at Jane’s big idea from every angle and Ken even
went as far as getting a piece of paper and writing down all the
pros and cons: ‘However If’s’ he called them. After a while, when
they had dissected the idea as many times as they could, Mike took
all the notes into the kitchen and sent George a message. His
fingers flew across the Communicator’s keypad, and once he had
finished with the written words he then also left a video message
for the old man. Snapping the lid of the machine closed, he rose
and rejoined them in the lounge. “Right, I’ve told him that we are
willing to go back and see Red. I’ve said we know what it entails
and that we are prepared to give it our best shot. Are you guys
sure you want to go through with this, I mean, look at this place,
you’ll never see it again?” He looked at them seriously.

Both Ken and Jane nodded. “Yeah, we’re good,
Mike. Hell… it’s only a house after all! Let’s go and see what
happens, huh?” Ken smiled and Jane joined him. Deciding upon some
fresh air, they called for the dogs and wandered up onto the slope
behind the Lodge. Ken was going to take the shotgun but suddenly
realised that perhaps he’d seen enough of guns just lately, much
more than enough. They took it steady as Jane was not feeling to
good. “Let’s go back to the house – we can do this any time?” Ken
pleaded.

Jane declined, then looked at the men and
said, “No, let’s walk. The exercise and fresh air will do me good.
Besides, take it whilst you can is what I say, because you never
know when it’s going to be the last time you have a chance to be in
a place as beautiful as this?” She smiled and then slowly led the
way up the slope.

Her words would prove to be more than just
prophetic.













Chapter 21 - One Way Ticket






For more than a week they waited for some
news, it was driving Ken crazy but he filled his time with making
sure that Jane was taking it easy. He ordered her to put her feet
up and watch the telly or something. It was a wasted sentiment,
because in defiance of his orders, she took up her paint brushes
again. “It helps me relax!” She said, in reply to the stern glance
he gave her.

He shook his head in exasperation. “God
preserve us from bloody woman!” It was the usual retort when Ken
realised he was on a losing wicket. She grinned at him and then
burst into wicked laughter as she saw him desperately trying to
hold onto his scowl. Not wanting to surrender, Ken grunted and
stomped off towards the kitchen, grumbling about how much easier
life had been in the desert...

Mike had long since become bored of waiting
and had cleared off in the car for a few days. “I reckon I’ll head
south for a bit, I know some people down near Carrick and I fancy
seeing them for a couple of days, plus it will give you two some
time to chill out a bit.”

Jane knew exactly what Mike meant when he
said ‘some people’. “Why don’t you bring her up here for a few
days, Mikey?”

He grinned at her and replied: “Because
you’ll have me married by next weekend, that’s why!” Laughing, he
had slung his bag over one shoulder and headed for the car.

They didn’t see him for another four
days.

Ken and Jane spent their time doing things
around the house and catching up with friends and emails. He also
finalised the business dealings for their company in Afghanistan.
With the paperwork signed, Ken felt a weight lift off his
shoulders. The buyers had understood about the delay, which Mike
had told them was due to Ken’s injury, but now it was done he felt
free and the familiar feeling of itchy feet returned to the big
man. Some time later that week, he received a text from Mike, the
message ending with the usual: ‘Get the kettle on…’ Ken looked at
his phone and then gave Jane a shout. “Babe, Mike is on his way
back, I guess that he must have heard something from George?” She
wandered into the kitchen and washed the watercolours from her
hand. Although she was still very weak and spent a lot of time
sleeping, Jane had also become much keener about her painting. It
was though something had fired up inside her and she spent a large
portion of her time in front of the easel. Ken had moved it, and
all the other bits and pieces, from the studio upstairs and into
the conservatory, which was attached to the sun filled rear of the
Lodge. He was amazed by the talent she possessed, her latest streak
of other world paintings, transfixed him. He often sat and watched
as she did her work, it was one of the most pleasurable things he
had ever done and he let it carry him away. Many a time he would
look at what she had done and say, “That is just ace, I really love
it!” Jane smiled and accused him of being biased, the painting of a
red planet surrounded by deep purple rings wasn’t that good, and
certainly paled into insignificance compared to the ones she had
seen from her hospital bed. The real ones…

Mike returned to them later that day, only
this time he had walked onto their driveway and knocked on the door
before they were even aware he was there. Ken opened the door and
with a surprised look on his face, said, “Bloody hell, what
are you doing! Don’t tell me, you’ve written off the
Porsche, yeah?” He turned and looked for the dogs. “Why hadn’t they
barked?” They were sitting behind Mike, and if he hadn’t known
better, Ken could have sworn they looked sad…

Mike had two big bags with him, he looked at
Ken and said, “Nah mate, it’s all good, I’ve sold the car and Carol
is taking care of the flat for me. We, my old son, are going on a
little trip!” Jane shouted at them to come in, and so, picking up
Mike’s gear, the men did as she asked. Once they had him settled in
to his room, Jane and Ken ushered Mike into the kitchen again. The
cosiness of the big room was their favourite and was always the
place they gravitated to.

Jane flicked the kettle on and then said,
“Right, come on then, honey, let’s be hearing the news, I presume
there is some?” She was right and as they sat sipping hot tea, Mike
powered up his magic box. The screen came to life and George
appeared before them, he had discarded the dapper black outfit he
had been wearing when Jane had seen him last and now had on the
casual attire, which they were used to seeing him in. He walked
towards the screen and took a seat in front of the lens that was
transmitting his image. He looked down at something and then
shuffled some papers. They couldn’t see what he was doing but still
heard the rustling. Looking up, he smiled and said, “Hello again,
my friends! I hope that you are all in good health, Jane, we have
been monitoring you and I do believe that you are getting there –
how do you feel, my dear?”

Jane looked at him and said, “Good, I guess,
George. I still feel so tired though, and my back hurts, inside it
hurts. But otherwise I’m doing OK.” He told her that she was to
expect the discomfort for a while longer as the infection she had
picked up meant that her immune system had been severely
weakened.

He also said, “Plus the fact that you died
and then we used the Shrink Down without the correct suit, which
certainly hasn’t helped!” He reminded them that she was more than
just lucky to be alive? The men knew how lucky and looked at Jane
with relief. The old man smiled down at them like a father looking
at his favourite offspring. George then changed the subject.
“Anyway, we have studied your proposals, ‘The Plan’, and have
decided to proceed with it. However, I must warn you that this will
mean a total life change, one that will involve a completely new
beginning and with no return to where you are now.” He observed
them carefully. Ken knew that George was looking for any hesitation
on their behalf. Seeing none, their old friend continued. “Right,
make absolutely sure that you are certain. There will still be time
to back out should you change your minds, although I do see that
young Michael is already packed?” He laughed and then said, “I am
downloading all the data you require, Red is currently without his
father and the man seems to have disappeared momentarily, however,
the magazine is pulling Red towards the darkness. It is starting to
blossom within him, so we have provided a small distraction just to
take the edge off the power that the darkness starting to have over
the boy. He is currently fifteen years of age, a mere child in a
man’s body.” Pausing, he looked across at someone who, off camera,
had passed him some papers. He read them and then looked up again.
“By our estimation, you have about two weeks to do whatever it is
that you need to do in your present dimension. Then we must act, if
we wait much longer, Red will begin to be taken again. Is there
anything else we need to discuss, I’m sorry we can’t promise you a
return trip but this time we have to ask you to commit for an
extended period of time, it could conceivably be forever?” He sat
back and waited for them. The trio sat in silence for a while,
there were no questions. They had pulled the whole plan to pieces
and then reassembled it several times before they had submitted it
to George.

Ken, mainly to break the silence, asked one
thing. “George, just confirm that we’ll have access to our finances
from over there, I know we mentioned it but…”

George smiled. “Ah, Kenneth – the practical
one as ever, yes absolutely, you will be able to use your money
just as you do here. I must say that your account looks very
healthy indeed! When you go back to Red it will be even more
valuable as the prices of things in that particular dimension are
much cheaper than at present. Yes, you will be extremely wealthy
indeed!” He looked at them again and then said, “You deserve to
be…” They laughed and spent the next few minutes ticking all the
boxes with George. After a while he had said his goodbyes and asked
them to call him when they were ready.

“So, it’s a fortnight is it, what do we have
to do?” Ken said as he looked at the other two. Mike said he had
done everything, he had no family at all and his property would be
rented with the income being transferred to his account monthly. He
looked more than ready to go, Ken glanced at him. “You’re cool with
all of this aren’t you, mate?”

Mike nodded. “I can’t wait, man! We’re going
on our travels, going to some other place, some other time! Think
about it, what else is there to see around here anyway – we’ve seen
the future and it sucks, maybe this way we can actually make the
changes stick.” He made his left hand into a hollow fist and
slapped the top of his thumb and forefinger with the palm of his
other hand. It made a loud slapping noise, a sound of happy
anticipation. Ken and Jane had no real ties either, both sets of
their parents were long dead and there were no other relatives
except for Ken’s uncle. Ken hadn’t seen or heard from the man in
over twenty years and had no idea where he was, or even if he was
still alive. They were free, in almost every sense of the word.

They got busy with their plans and over the
next ten days, Ken managed to put the Lodge on the market, it was a
very desirable residence and they soon had plenty of interest.
There was no outstanding mortgage – four years working in the dust
of Afghanistan had taken care of that. They instructed the estate
agent to extend the lease on the apartment in London as they liked
the current tenants, and anyway, they had expressed an interest in
maybe buying the place. Ken left the agent with a power of attorney
and organised for any funds to be transferred to his account, as
and when the properties were sold. Jane called their friends and
asked if they would like to take their pick of the furniture, when
they asked what was going on Jane just said that she and Ken had
decided to take some time-out and do that ‘travel the world’ thing
– she never mentioned her injuries, how could she? It wasn’t long
before they had most things organised. Ken had found takers for all
of his stuff; George had told them that as long as it would fit
into the Spears, then they could take whatever they liked? Jane
took the task in hand and before long she had packed four suitcases
with clothes, a few pieces of memorabilia and some photos. The rest
they either sold or gave away to people they knew.

Frank Ball, their friendly neighbourhood
farmer, was absolutely delighted to see Ken when he rolled onto his
driveway in the old Range Rover. Frank had admired the sturdy
vehicle for years, and when, after a cup of tea in Frank’s kitchen,
Ken handed him the keys and an envelope containing the logbook and
service records, the man had been adamant he would pay for it. Ken
had to almost physically restrain the stocky farmer. “No way, buddy
– you guys have been great neighbours for years. We are off on our
travels and it needs a good home. It’s not worth a damned penny
anyway, but she’s a good old beast.”

Talking of beasts, Frank then cured the one
problem that had been keeping Ken awake at nights. “What are you
doin’ wuth the dogs, Kenny man, I’ll hea them withoot a problem you
know?” Frank knew the Ridgebacks very well and had always marvelled
at their discipline and hunting ability. Ken was so pleased that he
could’ve kissed the red faced farmer. And so the deal was done, Ken
would bring the hounds around later that day to give them a chance
to get used to their new surroundings. Frank said that he would
come and dismantle the wooden kennel and then erect it in his
farmyard. That idea suited Ken to the ground. Looking at Frank’s
rotund belly, he also knew that Mrs Ball wouldn’t be letting her
latest additions starve. In the end, Frank had said he would take
the dogs straight away. Ken agreed with relief. Frank gave him a
lift back to the Lodge and sadly said goodbye to Jane and Mike, as
he was leaving, Frank turned and asked Ken if they would need a
lift to the station or somewhere?

Ken waved and said, “Nah, its OK thanks,
Frank, we’ve already made previous arrangements – cheers for the
offer though, I appreciate it.” Frank smiled, and after loading the
Ridgebacks and their food into the back of his newly acquired Range
Rover, walked over and hugged Jane. He also shook hands with the
men and then drove back to his farm. Jane had already said goodbye
to the dogs and couldn’t face seeing them again. They left it at
that. Ken and Jane would never see Frank or the dogs ever again,
not in this dimension.

They continued with their packing for
another day, Mike was a great help, humping and dumping things for
them and keeping a regular supply of brews on the go. Jane made
sure all of her painting things were placed in a neat pile by the
back door, when Ken looked at her she simply said, “I know I am
going to need them, I just know!” He never argued and
instead matched her pile with one of his own. Soon there were two
piles, one of painting equipment and one of guns and ammunition. “I
thought you were fed up with all that stuff?” Jane asked.

He paused for a while, before saying, “Yeah
I am, especially after what happened to you, but we don’t know
what’s going to happen do we, and it’s better to be safe than sorry
I would say?”

She laughed at him and said, “It’ll be fine,
we’re going to the farm, we’ll get a place of our own somewhere and
then we’ll all live happily ever afterwards!” She was almost
right.

On the night of the twelfth day they held a
party at the now nearly empty Lodge. People had been coming and
going for the last few days anyway, popping in to collect the
furniture and other items, which they had chosen. It had been a
frenetic few days but now the job was done. Ken and Mike had walked
across to the old barn the night before and quietly loaded the
Spears with all the items they had decided to take on their trip.
Once loaded, Mike had zapped them and then placed the miniatures
back into the case, and then zapped that, too. He slid the matchbox
sized container into his pocket – Ken looked at him and shook his
head. The sight of two massive vehicles that happened to contain
the sum content of their lives, reduced in their entirety to a tiny
square box and then stuffed into his best friend’s pocket, was, to
say the very least, totally mind-blowing. Mike put his arm around
Ken’s shoulder and together, chuckling as they went, the two men
walked calmly back to the Lodge.

The packing was complete, and apart from a
few bits and pieces they were almost ready to go. People turned up
from all over the place, several all the way from London and also a
few of Ken’s friends who had been living abroad, they all came to
say goodbye and between them they had a good laugh, told some very
tall tales, and also managed to get gloriously drunk in the
process. Jane kept off the drink as her stomach and back weren’t
really feeling that great anyway. She spent her time engaged in
small-talk with everyone, she studiously stuck to the story: “Ever
since Ken’s injury we’ve been planning on ‘doing one’… we want to
travel without ties and, well, we’re going at last!” She smiled
when her friends remarked how lucky they were. “Yeah, I guess so –
really lucky, but Ken has worked hard, you know, so we thought we
may as well go and make all that effort worth it?” They also asked
Mike what he was doing – he simply said that he would be tagging
along with Ken and Jane for a while.

“Then I’ll be off on some travels off my
own, I guess?” If they had known him better then perhaps they would
have seen the strange glimmer in his eye. The night was a great
success, sometime after midnight the last guests had either left
for home or crawled onto one of the camp beds, which Ken had
erected about the empty Lodge. It was had been a wonderful evening,
but it was still with some relief when they all crawled into their
own sleeping bags for some much needed sleep. The following
morning, after a slightly hung over breakfast, they said their
final goodbyes to the stragglers and then painfully completed the
final packing. Their efforts left them with a small cardboard box
and a few plastic carrier bags containing the last remnants of
their time in the Lodge, and of their life so far.

Looking at their paltry belongings, Jane
said, “Well, that’s not much to show for nearly forty years of
life, is it?” The reality of their decision had suddenly washed
over her and the sight of the bare walls, lonely picture hooks and
barren cupboards saddened her.

Ken saw her melancholic look as he walked
over to join her. Standing by the kitchen sink, he said, “Hey, come
on there now, baby… everything will be fine! New horizons, big
adventures and plenty more craziness to come – what more can you
want?” He leaned over and pulled her tightly towards him with his
left arm.

Standing there, arm in arm, they gazed out
of the kitchen window and looked up at the beautiful green
countryside as it sloped upwards behind the Lodge. “Yeah, you’re
right,” she said. “We’ve had some good times here and I’ll miss
them, I guess?” She turned towards him and they kissed gently.

When they parted, Ken held her at arms
length and said, “I don’t care about anything, Jane. We can sleep
on a park bench for all I care, just as long as we’re together then
the rest will be easy, life’s just a game anyway?” He smiled at her
and she smiled back. They were together and that was all that
mattered.

Later, they sat with Mike and did one final
check of all their paperwork and finances – all those things they
would never have the chance to do again, not in this place they
wouldn’t. Ken had been very assiduous and the final check was
nothing more than a quick role call. Jane called out the item and
Ken checked it off on his list. “Done, sold, done…” He confirmed
the list with a quick tick next to the item in question. Mike
looked at his friends, laughed and said that he couldn’t even
remember where his wallet was, never mind compile a list… Ken
looked at him, then smiled and shook his head in dismay at his
friend’s pathetic lack of organisation. Once they had finished, he
put the last remaining things into the old rucksack, he’d had it
for years now and the faded black bag had been with him on all of
his previous travels – he was damned if he was going to leave it
behind on this trip? “Right folks, that’s it,” he said. “We are
ready to rock, what now, Mike?”

Mike reached for the Communicator, flipped
the lid open, and said, “I’ll contact George and find out shall I,
we’re a day early, but what the hell?” The reply from George was
almost instantaneous.

“Be ready in fifteen minutes – ensure you
are wearing the suits and that you have all taken the appropriate
tablet. At exactly midday you should be in the vehicle. Good luck!”
The screen died and they looked at each other in silence, the rush
of reality suddenly heading straight towards them – it was to a
long time before they would hear from George again, a very long
time.

“Oh God, I’m so nervous… I just can’t tell
you!” Jane said as she stood and made her way upstairs to get
changed. Ken followed her; he knew what she had meant as the
butterflies in his guts were starting to grow fingernails, sharp
fingernails.

Mike was a cool as ice. He had already
changed into his suit and popped one of the blueys. He calmly sat
on the window ledge and listened to his friends laughing upstairs.
It was time to go and he was ready. He was going to have to be and
he knew it.

Twelve minutes later they were seated in the
Spear with their seatbelts tightly fastened. Mike switched on the
Navigator and watched as a timer appeared in the top right corner.
The digital counter was clicking down. The words above the
decreasing timer said: ‘Time to jumping: 02:27’ the numbers
slowly counted down towards the inevitable zeros. With eyes wide
and mouths as dry as cream crackers, they sat and waited. Waited
for zeros all round.

The inevitable numbers arrived, right on
time too…













Chapter 22 - Down on the Farm






His old man had been missing for more than
two weeks now but it wasn’t reciprocated, young Dwayne Tolder never
missed the fiend at all, not one bit. He had long since stopped
doing the chores as there weren’t any, all he had to do was clean
up behind himself, he wasn’t messy by any means, and so that took
hardly any time at all. Instead, the boy’s days were filled with
early morning walks, fishing, reading the magazine, and above all,
sketching. Now he was free from the chains of his father’s
shackles, the young man’s talent no longer lay hidden. It
flourished like a lily in springtime. From the small bulb of ideas
grew a beautiful stem, a stalk, topped by endless pages of pencil
drawings; he sketched everything he saw, smelled, touched and
heard. The ‘flowers’ he produced were wonderfully articulated upon
the creased canvas of old bills and crumpled envelopes.

Yes, it was a good time for him and was only
tempered by one thing and even that wasn’t even really a ‘thing’ as
such… It was the dream, a horrible little play that appeared in his
head every night. At some time after midnight he would have the
same dream, over and over again. The vision he had of himself
running across the oceans, with a burning green stone in clutched
in his hand, disturbed him. He couldn’t seem to wake from the
pantomime, felt himself held prisoner, clamped into place by some
unseen force. He shook himself violently, trying to break free, but
escape was not to be an option. The ending was always the same,
too. Red felt himself lifted and then fired, like one of those
crazy ‘Human Cannonball’ folks he had watched at the fair one time,
fired into a long, black tunnel. Spiralling upwards, whirling
through bright green light and rocketing towards the darkness that
waited in hunger for him. His black destination took the shape of
an enormous spinning whirlpool and he was propelled into it, again
and again, Red was launched into the darkness. The boy’s own
echoing shriek became his nightly alarm call. Jerking upright in
the bed, covered in sweat, he would sit with the sound of his own
voice still ringing in his ears. Untangling the knotted sheets, the
young man would go back to sleep. Or try to, tossing and turning
until he eventually fell into a restless doze.

The dream, it seemed, was the only thing
that distracted him from his peaceful new life. Well almost the
only thing, there was also a strange stirring in his loins, a
hunger, one which seemed to have been bought about by the rather
revealing picture of a young lady on the second to last page of the
magazine. Those long, smooth legs reached up into her tiny skirt.
The white tennis shoes on the girl’s feet were brilliantly
contradicted by the glossy red of her lips and the shock of black
hair tumbling onto her slender shoulders, whose shining ebony
highlighted her beautiful face in the frame of its fragrant lustre
– he could smell it. Red could not remember noticing her before.
“How come, I must o’ read this here book a thousand times or more?”
Still, he had found her now and she took his breath away. It was a
picture that did not leave a lot to the imagination, an imagination
the young man was just starting to develop. He stared at it and
felt the heat within himself. She almost seemed to smile at him and
he swore he could hear her in his head: “Any day now, my sweet, one
day I will see you. One day soon…” It was a distraction that helped
to save Red from the inner pages of the magazine, and he now began
to spend more time looking at the girl than he did reading those
familiar words about the Army and the men in grey suits.

The time dragged by and he savoured it.
Occasionally, depending on the wind, he would catch the sound of a
vehicle slowing on the main road as it approached the farm’s
distant turning. The noise would make him pause and stand with his
head tilted towards the gate, trying to catch the sound of his
father’s cog-crunching gear change. There was no mistaking that
noise and his pulse quickened in fearful anticipation of it. For a
long time it never came, the sound of the engine accelerating away,
humming softly in the distance as whoever it was, kept on driving
towards town. After a while he learned to discard that awful sense
of trepidation that filled him every time he heard the sound of an
engine.

Red had taken to living off the land, and to
his great shame the boy had used his father’s shotgun on several
occasions. After each successful hunting trip, he would slowly
carry his prey back to the kitchen, whereupon the brace of wild
birds, which he had shot, would be treated with a respectful
reverence as he plucked and gutted their ruby feathered bodies.
They, like the fish, provided a feast fit for a king. After
cleaning his plate, he would carefully inspect the roasted remains
of his meal and then proceed to pick it spotlessly clean with his
teeth, he enjoyed the birds even more than the fish, sitting and
noisily sucking the marrow from within their fragile carcasses, by
the time Red had finished there were never more than a handful of
splintered bones remaining in witness to the meal. He also kept a
careful eye on the small supply of vegetables, which remained in
the plot behind the kitchen. There were still a few turnips in
there, along with a handful of carrots and some onions too. At one
stage the boy had eaten nothing but apples for three days on end;
the tree down by the lake that was starting to bear fruit and he
made the most of its tasty gifts. He was careful with all the
plants and animals on the farm and they in turn rewarded him with
their bounty. It was a meagre existence but he revelled in the
freedom. Plus, he had the woman in the magazine to keep him
distracted when things got too lonely…

Then one day the noise of the slowing
vehicle didn’t fade away. As he stood and listened, Red heard the
dreaded sound of its wheels rumble across the cattle grid, and then
in horror he listened to the engine that accelerated as the vehicle
began the journey down the long dirt track leading towards the
farm. “Shit, Poppa’s back, shit!” He raced into the house and
hurriedly put the twelve-gauge back into the cupboard. Eyes racing
around the house, looking for any mess, the boy stood and trembled.
“No! I don’ want him back. No please, I’m happy hear, please no!”
Taking a deep breath, he stepped onto the porch and prepared for
his father. Red could feel himself shaking as he tried to force the
fear away. As it headed his way, the noise of the approaching
vehicle began to growl. The boy knew if the noise did belong to his
father, then the older man must have got himself a new truck; the
engine noise echoing towards him sounded nothing like the worn out
old smoke-blower, which his father mistreated so badly. Red
sometimes felt more sympathy for the old Chevy than he did for
himself. No, this engine sounded like the most sweetly tuned V8
he’d ever heard. “Yeah, listen to that baby growl!” He thought, as
he watched the trail of dust head towards the farm. Then, in a
cloud of the same red dust, and amidst a loud honking of an
air-horn, the young man’s life changed, and changed radically.

His face broke into a toothy grin as he ran
down from the wooden steps and onto the weed riddled patch of earth
in front of the house. A brown pickup truck skidded to a halt in
front of the young man’s bare feet. It was the truck he had hitched
a lift in before, weeks before. “I thought they’d forgotten…” he
thought as he ran towards the truck.

Red heard the words: “Hey there big guy, how
are things going?” The driver shouted through the open window and
then stepped out of the truck, leaving the door open behind him,
the man stood and waited for the other two people to join him. The
other tall man with the jet-black hair and the big white toothed
smile came around the front of the truck and he was soon joined by
a tall, equally dark haired, woman.

Red smiled, huge teeth shining whitely in
the bright sunshine. “Howdy folks, howdo ma’am… Gee it’s so good to
see yoo all, I ain’t seen folk fer days, week’s maybes!” Red
grinned again and ran over to shake hands with them. “How yoo doing
ma’am, yoo weren’t lookin’ so fine before, the last time I seen ya,
yoo look better now tho, a whole heap better! If’n yoo don’ mind me
saying so, sir?” He said and looked at the driver hesitantly – the
big man still had an icy look to him and, although he was smiling,
the expression stopped at his eyes. “Still, he shore is friendly
enough?” The kid guessed it was just him imagining things and
turned to listen whilst the woman told him that her fever was all
better now. The tall dark haired man with wide shoulders said his
name was Mike. The woman reached out with her hand, and upon
shaking Red’s large paw, told him that her name was Jane. Putting
her arm around the slightly shorter of the two men, she said, “This
is my husband and he goes by the name of Ken, or Kenny?”

Ken reached out and Red felt the steel once
again. “How is yoo sir?” Red looked at the man.

Ken said, “Yeah, I’m good, Red – how about
you, pal?”

Red said he was fine and looked at the
truck, which sat behind them with the engine ticking as it cooled.
He looked back to Ken. “That shore sounds like a finely tooned
motor, yes sir, finely fettled!” Ken said he would let him look
under the hood some time, he actually said ‘bonnet’ but Red guessed
he meant hood as Ken had slapped the brown metal cover when he said
it? Interrupting them, the woman reached into the back of the truck
and said, “Red, honey, would you give me a hand with some of this
stuff?”

He almost leapt across in his haste to help.
“Yes ma’am, what do yoo need?” She passed him two brown paper
grocery bags, they bulged with their contents and he grasped them
carefully to his chest. “Where do yoo want them to go, ma’am?” He
stood looking at her.

“Well,” she said. “You can stand there all
day and let that beautiful steak go bad or…” Jane laughed. “You can
take them inside before everything falls through the bottom of
those bags!” He looked at her in bemusement and shook his head.
Jane laughed again. “Yes Red, they’re for you, love – now come on,
chop-chop!” She shooed him inside and told the other two to help
out as well. “Come on guys, let’s get this inside, I’m starving!”
Red heard them laugh and held the door open with his large foot.
They, all three, filed past him with arms full of supplies.

“Supplies for me…” He felt the juices flood
into his mouth and rushed in behind them, leaving the fly screen to
clash shut of its own accord. In no time at all, Jane had organised
the unpacking and it wasn’t too long before Red’s previously bare
cupboards began to take on a much healthier look. There was every
conceivable item of food he could have wanted, they consisted of a
large array of tinned goods, fresh steak, red apples, cartons of
apple juice and almost everything in between. He recognised all of
them, and if he hadn’t of known better, Red would have thought the
woman had somehow managed to look on the inside his head, picking
out all his favourite food stuffs as she did so… there was even a
large stack of freshly cut farm ham. He had peeked inside the
grease proof paper when they were looking the other way. The only
items that didn’t find a home were the pile of fresh meats and
dairy produce.

“Where’s the fridge, big guy?” Mike asked as
he looked around.

“The fridge, sir…?” Red said, looking at him
in confusion.

“Yeah, you know… where you put stuff to keep
it cold?” Mike smiled at the blank look, which the young man gave
him.

“Oh, yoo mean the cooler, like Missus
Jones has in the shop. Oh, well, I mean, we don’t have one o’ them
Mister Mike, sir?” Red felt the hot flush colour his face. They
laughed and Jane told them not to worry as she was going to make
some sandwiches anyway.

Ken went back out to the truck and returned
with arms full of fishing equipment, Red said he should dump it on
the porch and gave him a hand to ferry it across. “We still OK with
the deal we made, buddy?” Ken asked. Red looked hesitant, Ken
helped him. “You know, we’ll bring the grub and you let us put some
lines in your lake. Remember?”

Red grinned again. “I shore do sir, and a
deal is a deal!” Ken looked at him and Red saw for that first time
the man’s smile actually reached his eyes. They twinkled with a
green light – he thought of the dream and shut the door in its
face.

They laid out the gear and then Ken suddenly
said, “Oh damn, I’ve forgotten the floats! You go and get some of
that food and tell Jane I’ve just gone into town. I’ll be back in a
bit, OK?” He walked over to the brown truck and with a roar of the
engine, hurtled back towards the main road. Red watched the dust
that Ken’s passing left. It rose into the air like clouds, red
storm clouds… he watched them hang over the hedges for a while and
then, with his stomach rumbling, turned back into the house. He was
tucking into his fifth sandwich, the thickly-cut ham, which Jane
had smothered with something called ‘English mustard’, hardly
touched the sides of his throat, the yellow sauce burned his mouth
and left him wanting more, it was delicious! With a mouth full of
meat and farm bread, Red looked up at his two guests and offered
them an enormous smile. Jane had just passed him yet another
sandwich, along with a large glass of milk, when they heard Ken
pull up in the truck. “Give us a hand guys!” He shouted from
outside.

Red rose quickly, and still chewing on his
latest mouthful, ran to the door. Pushing the screen to one side,
he looked down at Ken. He saw that the man was manoeuvring a large
white box over the lip of the cargo area on the truck. “They must
be mighty big floats…” the boy thought, as he stepped down to help.
Fifteen minutes later he was standing in the kitchen and looking at
his new ‘Re-fridge-er-ator’. The boy stood and gawped. It was so
big that he felt as though it would contain a whole cow, and it
made ‘ice-cubes’ too. Red had no idea what they were, but they
sounded pretty cool...

Mike said they should leave it for a few
hours before plugging it in. He turned to Red and said, “The power
works OK around here doesn’t it, Red?” The boy heard Ken laugh and
looked across to where he stood leaning against the sink.

“Sorry, Red…” the big man said, “That never
even occurred to me, but you do have power out here, don’t you?” He
smiled and raised his eyebrows. Red said he did and then proudly
showed them the single light bulb that hung above their heads on
the kitchen ceiling. He reached across to the switch and showed
them that he did indeed have power.

“Only thang is,” he said. “Is that I don’
have much need fo’ it, being as I don’t have no electric machines,
well nothing except that there light and an old radio that I
woodent even know how to turn on?”

They all laughed and then listened to Jane
whilst she vowed to: “Fix all that!” Red laughed with them and then
took a seat; in the meantime he had a mind to: “Fix all those
sandwiches right up as well.” He sat with Ken and together they
managed to finish off the whole loaf and most of the ham, too. Jane
just kept it coming until they were done. Red couldn’t remember the
last time he had eaten so much and in between mouthfuls, talked
endlessly to his guests. He told them all about himself and his
life down on the farm.

He promised to show them around the place
any time they wanted. “That’s if’n yo’all wanna come-on back o’
course?” They said they would and he believed them. He enjoyed
their company, and whilst his three new friends sat politely and
asked him about things, Red let the words pour out in their
direction. They were so nice and he felt yet another new sensation,
for the first time in his short life the young man felt friendship.
Later, after they had done with the fishing, they all sat upon the
banks of the little blue lake and ate some of the apples, which Red
insisted they try. “They’re just the finest yoo’ll get anywhere’s
aroun’ here!” He said, through a mouthful of the crunchy fruit.

He was right, they were delicious.

They had also been very successful with
their fishing. Mike was an expert and had caught twice as many as
Red and Ken. Ken laughed out loud and said something about Mike and
his magic, Red didn’t know what they were laughing about but he
made them put the fish back as soon as they had landed and unhooked
the flapping creatures. “I have enuff food for a month, let them be
free and then maybe’s we’ll keep a few next time, huh?” They
agreed, and as they pushed the slippery fish back into the water,
Red caught a glimpse of Jane smiling at her husband. “She knows
what I mean, she knows and she’s good, I like her, yessir – I like
this lady with a whole heap o’ like!” His happy thoughts fetched
another big smile to his face.

Dusk approached, slowly releasing the long
shadows of an advancing night that began their inevitable victory
march over the remnants of the day. Sitting underneath the apple
tree, they watched as the sky began to darken in surrender, looking
up, Jane said that maybe they should be getting back? All the men
agreed and everyone rallied round to help Ken pack the fishing
equipment into the back of his truck. Whilst Jane drove, the three
men sat in the back of the pickup, laughing and joking as they
bumped their way back to the farmhouse. Red pointed things out to
them along the way, his huge hand pointed out the old windmill over
in the distance, now sitting and dying on the horizon, its
dilapidated blades motionless without any sails to catch the
plentiful wind. “My Gran’pappy used that ol girl, I seen the
fotografs of when he made bread with the stone wheel… It’s a fine
place, I been up there many a times. There are thangs to draw up
there, lots o’ thangs!” Red hairs glistened on the back of his hand
as he waved it towards the skeletal building. The men smiled at him
and listened as the young man’s commentary rolled on. He pointed to
a river over by the windmill and then to woods, which lay darkly
against the side of a sloping gully in the distance over to their
left. Ken saw a large flock of starlings soaring downwards as they
came in to roost for the night; their homecoming aerial dance
looked like a seething black whirlpool in the distance.

The truck soon reached the house and once
they’d stopped outside the house, Red suggested that perhaps they
should leave their gear in the barn: “It’ll be Okay in there, there
ain’t anybody here but me anyways, an’ yo’all gonna be coming back,
ain’t ya?” He pronounced the words more carefully now, and also
tried to hide the pleading tone that had begun to creep into his
own voice.

Ken grinned and said, “Well yeah, we’d love
to, Red…. that’s if we’re welcome?” He dumped the rods in the barn
and looked at the boy. Red said of course they were, he’d never had
such a fine day in his entire life and then, just before they left,
Mike made it even better by taking Red into the kitchen and showing
him how to use the refrigerator.

“Just plug it in,” he said. “Put the stuff
you want to keep cool on those shelves, and then pour some water in
there.” He pointed at the spout. “Then tomorrow when you get up,
you’ll have a nice supply of ice cubes. They’d go pretty good with
that apple juice?” He winked at Red and the boy grinned so widely
that it looked as though his teeth went from ear to ear.

Jane jostled Mike out of the way and showed
Red where to pack things into the big white cooler. When they were
done she reminded him: “Just make sure that you always shut the
door when you’ve used it, honey, OK?” He smiled and said he would.
Red quite liked being Jane’s ‘honey’. He guessed that she, like Mrs
Jones, made him feel like someone’s Momma would make them feel?
Walking out onto the porch, they turned to him and each said their
own goodbyes. The men gripped his hand warmly and Jane even gave
him a little hug, it made him freeze and he held her awkwardly, Red
had never been hugged before, not ever.

Standing under the wooden overhang of the
porch, he watched as Ken started the old truck, and then with that
sweet engine burbling, turned it around on the driveway. The man
reached out of the window and gave him a wave. Red waved back.
“Yo’all com’on back now, yoo hear?” The roar of the engine drowned
out Ken’s reply. Red stood and watched as they raced towards the
gate. Through the dust he could just see the pale shape of Jane’s
face as she looked over her shoulder. He imagined he could see her
smiling at him through the small rear window. He imagined
right.

Red stood looking at the truck as it
disappeared into the distance; it was soon out of sight behind the
trees that lined the track, so he waited and listened to the sound
of the rumble as they crossed the final cattle-grid and just
managed to hear the engine note as Ken finally accelerated away
down the main road. Red scratched his head and swept the long red
hair from his face. He missed them already and wistfully turned
back towards the empty farmhouse to spend a few moments in tidying
things away, there wasn’t much to do as Jane had done most of it
already, so he opened the door of the cooler and then stood looking
at the array of foodstuffs, which filled the shelves.

“I…” he said out loud. “Sure is a lucky
boy!”

Later that night, in the depths of his
sleep, he was proved to be right. A lucky, lucky boy indeed, one
who dreamed of a young lady with shining red lips and long smooth
legs, there wasn’t a green stone in sight and not even the
slightest glimpse of any black whirlpools.













Chapter 23 - Changing Red






As they sat in the comfortable surroundings
of the motorhome, or RV, as the salesman had called it. “It’s the
only one of its kind this far south,” he’d said, “Its brand new and
full o’ all the latest gadgets too, look at that cooker, ma’am!” It
hadn’t taken them long to arrange payment. Two days later they had
found a place to park and drove their new home to the peaceful
surrounds of a hidden valley. Ken and Mike were each sipping on a
cool beer whilst Jane flicked through the pages of a magazine.
They’d been here for three weeks now and had met Red twice during
that time. Yesterday had been the big fishing trip day, the day
when they would try and see what he was like. See who the real Red
was.

“So, what do you think then; he seems like a
nice kid, I guess?” Ken said, as he reached for his beer.

Mike agreed. “Yeah, I like the guy, you
know… he seems lonely and a bit behind the real world perhaps, but
he’s smart, definitely smart?” Ken grunted in acknowledgment of
Mike’s opinion.

Jane looked up from her magazine. “I think
we may have found the answer here, in fact, I know we’ve
found the answer, he needs us and we need him. I vote we go and
spend as much time with him as is possible. I mean, look at the
state of that place!” She looked at Ken with raised eyebrows. He
knew what she wanted and it did make sense.

“Yeah, we could do the place up a bit, help
out and make it better for him, the guy doesn’t even have a shower,
I saw one of those tin baths out the back. I know it’s only 1997
but even so, he’s has got bugger all and yet he still seems happy.
How the hell does he end up like he does in the dream?”

That was a question that wouldn’t be
answered for quite a while.

Their transfer here had been faultless. The
Spears had morphed again, only this time, instead of turning into a
red van, they had become brown pickup trucks. There were no weird
weapons and no pills, either. The only thing that worked in the
trucks was their strange water-powered engines. All the other
gadgets had ceased their magical functions. Ken had expressed
concern over whether they were still impenetrable or not. Jane had
looked at him and said, “Why, are we expecting a gun fight,
darling?”

He looked at her and then Mike; seeing only
humour in his friend’s eyes, Ken had shook his head and grudgingly
capitulated. “Yeah, yeah I guess you’re right, we aren’t in bloody
Kandahar after all, are we?” All they had were the Spears, Mike’s
Communicator and a road map. There was a sketch in the rear of the
map. The sketch was finely drawn in pencil and had been done on the
inside of the back cover. It was an intricately detailed picture of
a pyramid and had written underneath it: ‘Look and you will
see.’ The neat handwriting made Jane blink. It looked like her
father’s writing and she stared at it again.

“It is similar, but perhaps I’m still
suffering from the effects of Shrink Down?” Actually, Jane
preferred to think of it as ‘Zap Back’. “Yeah, we’ll just Zap Back
twelve years and land in another country, shall we – some other
time even… Zap Back and carry on as normal, who the hell
signed me up for this!” She knew that things would take a while as
George’s notes had warned them of this. They had said: ‘It’s going
to take a while…’ He wasn’t kidding, either. The whole thing was
crazy and Jane didn’t spend too long dwelling on the thought. The
bags containing their belongings were present and correct, as were
Jane’s painting things, and Ken’s guns. They had spent the first
night in a Motel and then the next morning gone shopping in a town
that lay fifty miles away, the trio didn’t want to be too
conspicuous in the local town and splashing out on a motorhome may
bring them unwanted attention. Jane had still been rather poorly,
the transfer didn’t seem to have agreed with her and she spent the
first few days feeling as though all she wanted to do was sleep. In
fact, she could hardly remember the first time they had met Red. It
was all just a blur.

They gradually became familiar with some of
the locals and did a bit of shopping here, or stopped in a diner
there, perhaps. All small stuff, designed to help them find there
feet and slowly become part of the scenery. It’s never easy when
you’re new around town, new and foreign makes it even more
difficult, but they took their time and slowly began to meld into
the everyday way of life in the sleepy little town – Jane had hit
it off right away with Mrs Jones from the local store. They’d made
small talk when Jane had first popped in to purchase a few items,
but now that her trips became more frequent, Mrs Jones… Maggie… had
opened up a bit. She was surprised to hear that the trio knew Red.
Jane explained about the ‘impromptu’ lift, which they had given the
boy. Maggie had smiled and said, “Why, that’s mighty kind of you,
very kind indeed! The one thing that child needs in his life is
some kindness, yes, all he needs is some love in this world?” She
then proceeded to tell Jane all about Red, right from his birth,
and the tragic death of his mother, all the way through to the
present day and how badly the boy’s father treated him. There
wasn’t a lot Maggie didn’t know about Red. She grimaced when
she talked of Red’s father. “He never used to be that way – no. It
was just the death of his wife, is all.” She had looked sadly at
Jane. “It burned his soul and he lost his way, he isn’t the man he
used to be, not by a long way? Sometimes I wonder if a body isn’t
better off dead when they get to be so bitter and twisted.” She
apologised for her bad thoughts and made them a coffee. Jane made a
habit of seeing her over the next few weeks and they soon became
friends. Maggie was the best form of local information they
could’ve had. The one thing that they all found weird was the time
and date relativity. They knew they were in 1997 but it didn’t feel
like it, it felt like the sixties, somehow. Things were just too
laid back, too primitive. “Too rustic…” was how Jane described it
when they discussed the situation.

“It’s ‘97 all right,” Mike said. “But where,
we can’t be in the same world as we were before, can we?” The TV
and radio never helped, either, it was all local stuff and never
once did they find any channels about the outside world. It was
funny because after a few days the urge to watch or listen to
anything seemed to fade somewhat. When Jane had once mentioned the
internet to Maggie, the old woman had simply given her a blank look
and Jane had a feeling that she’d never even heard of it… Mike’s
machine never helped them much either, the only thing that worked
was the information file, which George had sent them on Red, that
and the Navigator in the truck. They had used the Navigator to plan
their routes and find local towns and shops, but that it was it. No
messages from George and no replies to the one Mike had sent to the
old man. It was of no use and they soon stopped using it. They
remembered the things George had said, and also of how Mike himself
had talked about parallels, how things could be just slightly ‘off
kilter’ from what they had previously considered to be normal.

Once when they had talked about it, Ken had
grinned and said, “Normal huh; yeah right… well, I guess that like
a lot of other things around here it comes with the territory and
it’s just the way it is?” He looked at them with humour sparkling
in his eyes. “There’s no such thing as bloody normal around
here, none at all!” In the present moment he wasn’t being so
philosophical and rose to fetch another couple of beers. “Are you
ready for a fresh one, mate?” He asked. Hearing Mike say that he
was definitely ready, Jane asked for a coffee, too. Once Ken sat
back down with their fresh drinks, they toasted each other and then
decided upon their plan, a plan to help Red.

A couple of days later they took a two
vehicle convoy and headed towards the old farm. Ken drove the RV
with Jane relaxing alongside in the big passenger seat. The
driver’s seat was of the same luxurious design, and both could be
swivelled rearwards so they faced into the lounge of the big
motorhome. Looking in his mirror, Ken saw Mike messing about in the
truck behind him, the Australian was lazily steering from one side
of the road to the other – Ken watched him in wing mirrors, Mike
appearing first in one and then the other. Then with a deep
throated roar, the truck would accelerate past them with its horn
blaring. “He loves this shit doesn’t he, babe?” Ken said as he
looked at Jane and smiled.

Jane laughed. “Yeah, he’s a bloody big kid
isn’t he, I think he’s quite taken by Red, did you see the look in
his eye when we were fishing – Red was looking at him as though he
was his a big brother, or something?” Ken nodded and looked into
the distance as Mike disappeared over the far horizon of the
straight road. It wasn’t too long before they’d arrived at the
turning for the farm and they turned off the main road, rumbled
across the grid, and then headed down the bumpy dirt track towards
the house. It was to be the start of something good, something
positive.

As they pulled onto the forecourt, Red
pounded around the corner of the farmhouse, he had been up in the
barn, where the Owl, the one he’d previously thought to be ill, had
produced three large offspring. It was too good an opportunity to
miss and Red had been sketching the birds since dawn. Hearing the
vehicles arriving, he’d leapt down from the hayloft and still
clutching a white envelope in his hand, raced barefoot towards the
slowing vehicles. The fire in his eyes blazed, but not in the old
way, not like it had before in some other place, this time it was
the spark of pure joy that leapt from them. He waved madly and
shouted up at their open side windows. “Oh my Lord, yore all back
again, oh yes, look at yore fancy house on wheels, oh man!” He ran
around them like a giant two legged puppy. Actually, Jane did have
the feeling that perhaps he was about to pee himself as Red was
ecstatic. They came to a halt and Red ran across to the truck where
Mike was about to open the door. The young man squeezed his wide
shoulders through the window and gave the Australian a large,
clumsy hug. Ken and Jane could just see Mike’s hand pat Red on the
back, barely able to get his arm from underneath the mountain of
flesh that was smothering him. “OK buddy, let me outta here will
you, you’re bloody suffocating me!”

His muffled tones caused Red to wriggle
himself back out of the window. “Jeez I’m sorry, Mike – I’m jus’ so
happy, real happy, yessir!” He slapped his thighs and ran across to
the RV. It took quite a few minutes to calm him down enough for
them to make any sense of what he was saying. Red was blurting
random excited sentences all over the place. He talked about the
refrigerator and of ice cubes. Cold ham, hot bacon and spicy
mustard, fishing, reading and sketching; racing through his life’s
activities whilst barely stopping for a breath in between his words
– he was so excited. His new guests stood and smiled at him.
Suddenly, as if the thought had only just popped into his head, he
turned and ran into the RV, shouting her over he then made Jane
show him all the wonderful things that lay within its long white
flanks. Ken and Mike stood and watched Red’s weight make the
vehicle rock from side to side, they could hear the endless
questions he fired at Jane and saw his shadow moving through the
vehicle as he explored every corner of their new home. Eventually,
curiosity finally satisfied, he stood in the door and looked down
at them. With that large round face framed by the shiny aluminium
door surround, Red looked a picture indeed.

Jane gave him a friendly push and said,
“Right, come on then Red, let’s go and have a cuppa and I’ll
introduce you to the wonders of English tea, shall I?”

Red uttered a gleeful yelp. “Yes ma’am!”
Then leapt from the vehicle like a kid, as he landed, those
oversized bare feet raising a puff of dust as they landed on the
dry earth on the driveway with a slapping sound. They all laughed
at the ridiculous sound and together made their way towards the
house. After having the aforementioned drink, they hung around with
Red for a while and chatted about things in general. Jane had
noticed the crumpled piece of paper in his pocket and asked Red
what it was? He blushed deeply and tried to avert the conversation.
That one wouldn’t work with Jane.

“Oh come on now, Red – let me have a look,
go on, please, pretty-please…” The boy went an even deeper shade of
red and then reluctantly passed her the drawing. Jane reached over
and looked at the sketch, which he had done on the back of the old
envelope. Seeing a perfect representation of the owl chicks upon
such an unflattering canvas, was almost surreal, Jane sat and
looked it for a while and then held it up a bit so that she would
be able to get a better view. After a moment spent studying the
drawing, she looked at him and said, “Red, this is absolutely
fantastic! Did you do it, honey?”

Red beamed with delight and said that he
did. “I have a whole heap more too, ma’am. A whole heap! They’re
all hidden away tho’ as my Pappy, well he don’ likes it when I
draw?” He rose to his feet and said to Jane, “Come on and see – I
got hundreds o’ them. I got a lot!” Scraping her chair back, she
stood, looked at the Ken and Mike and then with a disbelieving
shake of her head, followed Red into the front room. Ken and Mike
finished their drinks and went back out to the vehicles to organise
the parking and things.

Mike said that he quite fancied sleeping in
the farmhouse. “It’ll stop us getting in each other’s way in the
van, plus I reckon it will be good for the big guy too, give him a
bit of company maybe?” Ken agreed and between them they reversed
the big vehicle into the barn. It fitted perfectly, Ken extended
the slide-outs, which increased the living space, whilst Mike sat
in the cab and used the controls to automatically level the beast,
the onboard sensors sending hydraulic legs sliding downwards. He
said that he would sort out a power lead later, but in the meantime
they should keep using the on-board generator. It wasn’t long
before they had everything to their liking. The brown truck was
parked next to the RV – although they still had the second Spear,
hidden in Mike’s case, the men decided that it would be best if the
tiny thing was stowed it out of the way, only to be used if the
need arose later. In the end, they slid it into one the cupboards
that lay either side the bed in the back of the motorhome. Ken also
sorted out his guns and once he had stowed the weapons away, he
reached over and offered his friend the Beretta. Mike looked at the
pistol and said, “Nah, I don’t need it, to be honest I’ve seen just
about enough of those things to last me a lifetime?” Ken nodded and
slipped the pistol into the driver’s door of the brown truck. Mike
went for a walk around the yard, whilst Ken made himself useful and
organised Jane’s painting things. He had a feeling that she might
need them.

Red and Jane were soon joined by Mike and
the three of them managed to engross themselves in the pictures
that lay spread across the sitting room floor. Both Mike and Jane
were amazed by the young man’s obvious talent; Jane said she would
like to do some work with him. “Maybe you could teach me a few
things, Red?” He grinned and without any self-consciousness, said
that it would be his pleasure.

Mike addressed his accommodation idea with
Red and once again the young man was more than eager. “You can use
the room my Gran’pappy used to have – he’s been dead a long time
now so’s I don’t guess he’ll mind none?”

Mike nearly said: ‘Just as long as he
ain’t still in there…’ but when he saw the sad look on Red’s
face, managed to stop himself. Instead, he went with a more
careful: “Yeah, OK, let’s have a look shall we… if it’s suitable
then I’ll get my stuff?” He followed Red into the old room, and was
back out in two minutes, saying: “It’s fine for me, probably just
needs airing for a bit, but otherwise it’s all good – c’mon and
give me a hand with my gear will you, big guy?”

Jane watched as he walked outside with Red
in tow. The boy was so excited by Mike’s planned occupation of the
house that he had completely forgotten the pictures. She stooped
and spent a few more minutes looking at them. Eventually she had
gathered them all up and placed the pile of paper neatly onto the
old table, which lay under the window. Looking out into the
orchard, she smiled to herself again, and then turned to go and
find the men.

Over the next few days the trio helped Red
get his place in some sort of order. The young man was very neat
and tidy, but the years of neglect had allowed the house to become
somewhat rundown. It also was sadly lacking in the magical effects
of a woman’s touch. Ken did several trips into town, coming and
going as Jane decided that she needed one thing here or, perhaps,
another thing over there. Between them they also gave the interior
a good lick of paint, too. Spending some time, and a little money,
Jane replaced all the old bed linen and went around to every
window, measuring and taking notes – it wasn’t long before she had
hung them all with new curtains. Her touch transformed the old
place. Ken also helped as he was dab hand at carpentry and spent a
lot of time fixing up all the loose shelves and cupboards that had
fallen into disrepair.

The house was of a solid construction and
all it needed was a bit of attention. They willingly obliged and
soon the old place was looking pretty damned fine, that’s what Red
kept saying, anyway – he would stand there looking up at the
ceiling, which Mike had just hung with a new light, or perhaps at
the gleaming white surfaces of the kitchen cupboards that Ken had
finished painting. “My-oh-my, I never did see such a purtty sight;
I just never knew that folk could make such a difference! Gee… it
looks pretty damned fine in this old house now doesn’t it, huh?” He
would smile hugely and then set off to find Jane who would be doing
something in another room. The men heard him shouting her name as
he loped from room to room in search of her. “Hey, Jane, Ma’am…
Gee, yoo should see what the boys have done, Jane?” He had made a
big effort with his speech in recent days and it was only when he
became excited that some of the really twangy pronunciations
returned. Red was becoming his own man as they slowly managed to
show him that there was actually some goodness in this world – it
wasn’t long before the old farm had been transformed. The interior
was now light and airy with the fresh paint and new curtains making
it a much brighter place to be. They had cleaned all the rooms and
replaced the bedding, fixed up the kitchen and even installed a new
cooker and a washing machine, too. Red was delighted when Jane
showed him how they worked.

Ken had been fairly delighted as well,
because, when he had first seen the mess of wiring and plumbing,
he’d wondered if they had perhaps bitten off more than they could
chew. He needn’t have worried as Mike set to the task with vigour,
and in almost no time at all he had done wonders with the tangled
mess of wires and pipes, his efforts allowing Ken to have an easy
time with the fitting of Red’s swanky new machines. The final
interior job they completed was to install a new bathroom. It took
three days of solid work for them to fit an enormous shower into
the corner of the biggest bedroom. Mike plumbed in all the wiring
and pipes and left Ken to get on with putting it all together;
between them they provided the young man with something he had
never had before – hot running water and a place in which to clean
himself in privacy. He spent many a long minute in that shower,
humming and laughing to himself as the steam rose all around him.
His reactions to the provision of such basics were to be all the
motivation the trio needed. Their giving was rewarded ten fold by
Red’s obvious delight.

They also carried out some work on the
outside of the farm. Red had a large, wood burning hot water tank,
the old boiler was in need of some attention and so they provided
it. Mike replaced the pipe works and Ken cleaned out the large,
blackened hearth underneath the old tank. After they had laid fresh
bricks and refurbished the wood store next to the boiler, the three
men had, what Jane could only laughingly describe as: “A wood
chopping frenzy.”

Red took Mike around the farm, and using the
pickup truck they gathered a great pile of dry wood from the
far-flung corners of the property. They would bring it back to the
house where Ken would be waiting with the axe. He had found it in
the barn, and after getting Mike to fiddle with the machine, he’d
used the previously broken grinder to give the blade of the axe a
very keen edge. Jane watched as her husband stood bare-chested and
attacked the ever growing pile of wood, which Red and Mike kept on
fetching to the house. The sweat ran down his back and chest as he
stood in the warm sunlight. Ken looked at her and smiled. “Ah, that
feels good!” he said. “It’s been ages since I’ve chopped this much
wood, it’s the best feeling in the world, my love – I thought that
I might have been getting a bit too old for this type of thing?” He
grinned at her, cheekily. She looked at the bulging muscles on his
arms and shoulders, shook her head at the ridiculous idea, laughed
and then fetched him a glass of cool water. Ken drank it in one
long gulp and then turned back to his heap of wood to carry on
chopping. In short order he had turned it into a nice neat pile of
logs. Impaling the axe into the heavily scarred stump, which he was
using as a chopping block, he plonked himself down next to Jane and
together they sat and waited for the next load of wood to arrive.
By the evening they had cleared most of the deadwood from around
the farm and Ken had managed to fill the wood store to the brim.
The large pile of logs and kindling would last them a long time.
All they had to do was light the fire under the boiler and there
would be almost endless supply of free hot water.

The last jobs they undertook were all about
the outside of the old place. Red painted the entire exterior walls
of the farmhouse with a white weatherproof paint, Mike fixed up the
outside lights and Ken refitted some of the old wooden tiles on the
roof. Red called them ‘shingles’ and stood below as Ken passed him
all the ones that were past their best. He and Red took a trip into
town and found some suitable replacements in the hardware
store.

It was a busy time and before they knew it
another two weeks had passed. Finally, they decided they were done,
so, after cleaning all the tools and packing things away, they
retired onto the freshly painted porch with a drink. The four of
them sitting in satisfied silence and watching the golden sunset as
it splashed onto the hills in the distance. Red looked out across
the yard and then glanced at the pots lining the porch. They were
filled with an array of beautiful plants and flowers, which had
surrendered to Jane’s womanly touch.

He looked up at Mike and said: “This is so
beautiful, it’s just like a real house now, I’m so lucky! Why’ve
yoo done this thing for me, yo’all don’t owe me nothing?” His voice
had deepened somewhat over the last two weeks and they heard it
tremble slightly as he spoke.

Mike leaned over and patted him on his
shoulder. “Like we said before, Red – we’re around for a bit and
besides, this is a nice place to be. As long as you’re happy to
have us, then we’ll be happy to hang around for a while?” Red
nodded silently and looked around the three faces of his new found
friends.

He looked quite overcome and Ken, in order
to stop any further embarrassment, said: “Anyway, all the hard work
is done now, guys? I think that tomorrow we should all have some
fun – how does a bit of shooting and fishing sound?” The men agreed
wholeheartedly, but Jane said she would give it a miss.

“I have to go into town for a bit as there
are a few things we need, so I’ll probably go in first thing after
breakfast, if that’s OK?” They agreed and proceeded to talk happily
about the adventures of the forthcoming day. After a while, Mike
asked Red if he would like to watch some TV.

The young man’s eyes lit up. “Yessir… I only
seen it once or twice before, have yoo got one?” Mike grinned and
then took him over to the barn where they clambered up the steps
into the RV.

As he reached the top of the steps, Mike
looked back from the doorway and shouted across: “We won’t be long,
folks – is that OK?” They laughed, waved their agreement and
watched as the two ‘kids’ happily bounded into the vehicle.

As the door of the van shut behind his
friend, Ken turned to Jane, and said, “Thanks for everything, babe,
it’s been really good hasn’t it? I mean, we’ve done something
positive here, haven’t we?”

She saw the pleasure in his eyes and agreed.
“Yes, yes we have. Red seems like a different person already,
doesn’t he? He seems calmer, more thoughtful, and his voice is
changing, too, I don’t mean the tone, that’s just him maturing, I
mean his accent, it’s less jerky, you know?”

Ken nodded. “Yeah, this whole thing is weird
because it just seems to feel right. Perhaps you have got it
right, perhaps this is exactly what we are supposed to be doing –
maybe this change is the one that’s been missing all along?”

After discussing it for a while longer, they
decided to continue as they were and wait to see what lay in store
for them. In the meantime they would make the most of things and
try and enjoy their new life.

Together, over a cold beer or two, they sat
and watched the dusk approach, smiling softly as they listened to
Mike and Red howl with laughter at some cheap TV show or
another.








Chapter 24 - Tori






The following day they all gathered on the
porch and tucked into the large, fried breakfast that Ken had
cooked. He said, “Always make sure that you do the cooking on a
Sunday morning, Red – it’ll keep the woman in your life nice and
sweet, my friend!” He winked at the young man who sat opposite.

Through a mouthful of bacon and fried eggs,
Red replied: “Yessir I will, it’ll be fine to cook for my woman!”
Jane saw the look in his eye and realised that perhaps Red was not
such a ‘boy’ after all. She nearly laughed but just managed to hide
it with a fake cough into her paper napkin. Ken saw her look and
raised his eyebrows. She gave him a slight shake of the head; he
smiled and nodded before winking again, this time straight at her.
The spark of mischievousness glinted in his eye and Jane couldn’t
stop herself from laughing any longer.

“What the hell are you two bloody idiots
laughing about now? Watch this pair, Red – they’re like a couple of
kids!” Mike laughed and nodded at Ken and Jane who were now
giggling like crazy.

Red gave them a wide grin and mopped his
plate clean with a chunk of bread. “I know sir, but I like it, it
makes me feel happy. I like it when people play around!” He rose
from the table and helped Ken take the dishes into the kitchen and
then carried their coffees back outside. It was a beautiful day
without a cloud in sight. The soft wind blew in from the east and
they could smell the new grasses growing in the fields around the
house.

Mike sat back in his chair and raised his
long legs in order to rest his feet on the wooden rail, which
surrounded the porch. “Jeez, this place is beautiful isn’t it, I
think that I could stay here forever?” He stretched his arms out
and sat with his hands clasped behind his head. He was the picture
of contentment and was soon joined by Red – the boy sat next to him
and almost immediately mimicked Mike’s posture. They looked like a
set of not-so-identical twins as they sat there and watched the
world go by. Ken nodded at them and Jane smiled in acknowledgement.
A few minutes later she asked Ken for the keys, saying that she was
going into town and that she would be back later.

Red said, “Do you need some company, ma’am,
I’ll gladly come and help if’n you like?”

Jane told him to stay put. “It’s OK, Red. I
just fancy having a few hours of ‘girl time’, you boys go and play
and I’ll come and find you later on!”

Ken laughed. “By saying ‘girl time’, Jane
means that she’s going shopping. Red, if you want my advice, then
you’ll stay well away from that activity, buddy!” Jane smiled
sweetly at him, and then, putting on a false flounce, she headed
for the truck.

The men grinned and waved as she wheel-spun
out of the barn and shot off down the track. They saw her wave back
through the open side window and all three of them laughed again.
“They’s a strange thang ain’t they, wimmen, nice but strange?” Red
said, as he looked at his new friends and then grinned at Mike’s
reply.

“Yeah, and then some, Red… Strange is
the word all right, very strange!” They sat and finished their
drinks on the porch whilst Ken went and collected the .22 rifle and
some ammunition. Seeing the rifle in Ken’s hands, Red stood up and
went into the house to collect his father’s shotgun. They laid the
weapons on the table whilst Ken gave the young man a quick lesson
on the workings of the small rifle. Red was a natural and happily
repaid the compliment with the old twelve-gauge. They had plenty of
ammunition and decided upon a bit of target practice with the .22.
Red had never fired a rifle but soon got the hang of it, and it
wasn’t long before the old fizzy drink cans were flying through the
air with every shot. Red fetched a couple of lids from the empty
paint cans and the men had a great time throwing them up in the air
and blasting them with the shotgun. Red was extremely skilled at
the art of shooting the moving aerial targets and Mike and Ken were
easily bested by him. “Bloody-hell, kid… you could take that up
professionally!” Mike said, as he watched Red’s fluid actions send
yet another lid home with a backside full of buckshot.

Red grinned. “My daddy only ever gave me two
shells at a time, he said that if’n a man cain’t gets what he needs
with two shells then he shouldn’t waste his time and munny?” Red
didn’t know what Mike had meant by ‘professionally’ but guessed, by
the look on his face, that Mike was pleased. The young man looked
very proud of himself as he downed yet another wayward lid. Ken
left them to it for a bit and wandered across to the barn to sort
out the fishing gear. It wasn’t too long before the fun of shooting
had worn off and the other two had joined him. Deciding on the rods
they would need, the men then also gathered a few cold drinks and
some sandwiches, which they stuffed into Ken’s old pack. Making
sure they had everything, the three men took a slow walk down to
the lake where they could see the early morning mist rising lazily
above the surface of the shining water as it lay in the distance.
The sun was starting to warm the ground and the fresh smell of the
earth filled their noses as they meandered down to the lake. On the
way, Red made them stop and pick some of the crunchy red apples
from his favourite tree. The tree grew on the top of a large mound
and he said his grandfather had planted it there when he, Red, was
born. “He said the apples would be red – jus’ like me!” He smiled
and threw one to each of them.

They hunkered down on the mound and sat
around the tree with their backs resting against its warm trunk. It
was quite a big tree and Ken had the feeling it had been there a
lot longer than Red had been alive, he also supposed that it may
have been as a result of the strange time differences in their new
dimension. “Nothing fits, not really… it’s all a bit weird!”
Smiling at his inner thoughts, he sat, crunched on the apple and
listened to the banter as it flowed between his best friend and his
previous arch enemy. “Weird isn’t the word!” He thought as he sat
in the sun and looked out over the farm.

The position of the mound was a good one and
elevated them just enough so most of the farm could be seen from
it, even the distant trees which marked the boundary, seemed to be
closer. The farmhouse’s new wooden roof glowed in the sun like a
flat brown mirror and if he looked hard enough, with eyes squinted,
Ken could just about make out the main road in the far distance. He
felt as though he could see everything from up there, almost. “It’s
a fine spot. I could spend hours up here just looking at things –
I’ll bet that Jane would love it as well?” A feeling of calmness
unexpectedly washed over him. Ken flopped back against the soft
grass and let the warmth of the early morning sun fall upon his
face. Yeah, it was a good place to be and he wondered if he could
really be bothered with any fishing.

He didn’t get much choice because, when he
said that he was too lazy and felt like just lying in the sun, Red
rolled over to him and then stood and dragged Ken to his feet. Ken
felt himself lifted effortlessly by the arms, he had never felt
such raw power before and it surprised him. Red looked down at him
and said, “C’mon now, Kenny… we gotta go fishin’, we gotta
fish, man, because we has’t kick Mike’s butt!” Ken grinned at him
and looked for the man in question.

The big guy was already halfway across the
field and jogging towards the lake. “Hey, you bloody cheat!” Ken
shouted after him and hurriedly grabbed his own rod and the
pack.

Red laughed like a lunatic and raced down
the slope after Mike, whooping as he went. “I love’s it when you
two gives each other the hard times, yessir I loves it a lot!” It
wasn’t long before Mike was giving them another lesson in fishing,
almost every cast saw him hooking into one of the big silver fish.
Although they put most of them back, Red said that maybe they
should keep a few. “The old place won’t mind none, we done a lot o’
good work on her over this last week or two, she can pay us for our
work?” Ken and Mike looked at each other and set to the fishing
with renewed vigour.






Jane, in the meantime, was having an
interesting time, a very interesting time, indeed. She had driven
into the sleepy little town and after picking up some newspapers,
had gone for a quiet coffee in the small café across from Maggie’s
shop. There were only two people in the café and she knew neither
of the old men who sat at the counter nursing their own coffees.
She bade them: “Good morning” and then took a seat over by the
window. The young waitress, ‘Cindy’ it said on her name tag,
wandered over to take Jane’s order.

“Yes ma’am, what can I get for you this fine
morning?”

Jane ordered a large coffee. “And one of
those house special muffins too, the chocolate one, please?” She
grinned at Cindy.

Cindy grinned in acknowledgment of Jane’s
fine choice. “Certainly ma’am, naughty but nice aren’t they, I’ll
be right back!” She turned away to fetch the order. Jane spread her
paper open and prepared to have an hour of doing nothing more than
browsing the paper. Cindy bought the coffee and giant muffin
across. Jane sat back, relaxed, sipped her drink and pinched off
small pieces of the muffin as she perused the columns in the
paper.

She had been there about half an hour when
she observed the red Mazda, which Maggie drove, pull up to the
front of the old woman’s shop across the street. The shopkeeper
went around to the boot and extracted a bundle of bags and
suitcases from the interior. Dumping them on the pavement, she went
to the passenger door and opened it fully. Jane just caught a
glimpse of some long smooth legs, shapely ones, before Maggie leant
in and talked to the as yet unidentified passenger. Standing back,
and whilst making an exaggerated gesture that consisted of a slight
bow and a sweep of the arms, as if to welcome royalty, invited her
unseen guest to get out. The passenger finally graced the pavement
with her presence and stepped out from the car. She was tall and
very, very pretty.

Jane guessed the girl must have stood at
very nearly six feet tall – if she was an inch? Her tiny waist was
wrapped in a thick red PVC belt, which only served to accentuate
her hourglass figure. The white dress ended above her knees and
rose to a small collar at the neck. As she moved to the rear of the
car to collect her things, the girl looked across at the café
window and allowed her eyes met Jane’s, she paused for a tiny
moment, before smiling and turning away. Jane subconsciously raised
a hand in a return ‘hello’ and then looked down at her hand in
surprise. Shaking her head in bemusement at her own automatic
reaction, she looked back across the street and watched as Maggie
ushered the young lady into the shop, just catching the glimpse of
a white tennis shoe and a swirl of long black hair as the girl
followed the old woman inside. Finishing her drink, she paid her
bill, tipped Cindy, and headed for the high street. She spent an
hour browsing the shops and buying a few bits and pieces, which
took her fancy along the way, then called in at the hardware store
and spoke to the owner. “Morning Jack!” she said, as the door
closed behind her.

The tall man looked up and pushed his
spectacles up onto his grey head. “Hi Jane, why goodness me, it’s
so very good to see you, and what a fine day it is today too – what
can I get you?” Jack had become a firm favourite with Jane and they
had put a lot of business his way over the last few weeks. He was
honest and dependable, if Jack said that something would be in
tomorrow then it would be. Jane liked that.

She said, “Well, I don’t suppose those boots
for young Dwayne have come in yet have they?” Jane had kidded Red
about drawing around people’s feet for good luck, really she had
been trying to get his foot size in order get him some decent boots
made so that she could get him out of those awful baseball shoes.
And so, after a short discussion on the merits of ‘foot drawing’
Jane had managed to get Mike to distract him whilst she took the
measurements of the huge outline she had sketched around Red’s bare
feet as he had stood on the porch.

Jack looked at her and smiled. “They came in
yesterday, one day early, too. Old Fred said he ain’t never seen a
pair as large, said he got to size sixteen and stopped counting…”
He reached under the counter and pulled out a large box. Lifting
the lid, Jack pulled the paper apart and took the boots out. “Fred
makes ‘em all by hand, every stitch by himself, he said that if
there are any problems then just get ‘em back to me and he’ll sort
it all out?” Jack placed the boots on the counter.

Jane looked at the heavy black objects.
“Canoes” was the first thing which came into her mind – the boots
were enormous and exuded an obvious, handmade quality. “Wow,
they’re quite something else aren’t they, Frank?” She smiled and
gave him the outstanding balance. Jane was also looking for some
picture frames but he didn’t have quite what she wanted, so she
made her farewells and lugged the boots back to the car.

She never made it all the way – Maggie
hailed her from across the street: “Hi Jane, do you fancy a coffee,
my dear?” When she used that term, it always reminded Jane of
George… in fact, come to think of it, Maggie just reminded her of
George, period.

Jane nodded and said, “OK, hun, I’m on the
way!” She looked both ways, crossed the empty street and headed
over to Maggie’s pace. Entering the store, she found Maggie tidying
one of the shelves at the far end of the shop. The old woman rose
to her feet, walking nimbly around the scattered goods as they lay
on the floor, and came over to greet her.

Taking her warmly by the hand, Maggie said:
“Hi there! I saw you walking along with that big box and figured
you may need some refreshment?” She smiled, reached over and
flipped the sign on the door over so that the ‘Closed – back in 5
minutes!’ side was on display to the outside world. Maggie turned
back from the door and beckoned Jane through to the house. Once
through the store and into the cosy sitting room, Jane took her
usual seat over by the window and waited for Maggie whilst she
fussed with the kettle. With their drinks in hand the two women sat
and swapped gossip for a while.

Jane could see Maggie had something on her
mind, she looked agitated. Eventually, she gave the older woman the
opportunity to speak of her troubles. “So,” she said. “Who’s your
new guest, Maggie? I saw you and a very lovely young lady this
morning whilst I was in the café…” She motioned in the direction of
the coffee shop with her head.

Maggie smiled with relief. “Oh, you saw us
did you, well… you don’t miss much do you, my dear?”

The old woman laughed when Jane said, “Well,
one could hardly miss that beautiful young lady, now could they,
Maggie?”

Maggie then went on to explain that the girl
Jane had seen was one of her granddaughters and that she had: “Come
to stay for a while as there has been a mite of trouble back home
so, well, you know?”

Jane didn’t press her on what sort of
trouble, the old woman looked a little perturbed and so Jane
decided to leave it. “It’s probably nothing anyway?” She thought.
Then she said, “Perhaps you could bring her to the farm, Maggie –
Red would love the company, I just know he would… does your
granddaughter have a boyfriend?” The words simply popped out of her
mouth before she could stop them. Jane felt like kicking herself.
“Mike would give me such a lot of stick!” She thought.

Maggie shook her head, and said, “Well, no…
she doesn’t, and that’s half the problem you see. I’m afraid that
she punched a boy who, ah… what shall we say – a boy who became a
little bit too promiscuous?” She was interrupted by a silken voice
that spoke from behind the half open kitchen door.

“Yes, well just because I look nice, doesn’t
mean I taste nice, does it? That boy tried to lick my face,
grandma!” The door swung fully open and in stepped Maggie’s
granddaughter. She stood in the doorway and grinned at them. Jane
smiled up at her and instantly knew that this was one of those
moments, a predetermined… or at the very least, a hoped for…
moment. One George and the Council had been waiting on for so long.
The girl’s eyes locked onto Jane’s and there was an understanding
in them, a deep knowledge. It showed and Jane saw it. She rose to
her feet and placed the coffee cup on the sideboard to her left.
The girl stayed where she was and watched as Jane made her way
across to her. As Jane neared, the girl stepped forward and
extended her hand. She did indeed stand at very nearly six feet
tall and as they touched, Jane felt the strangest of sensations go
through her. It was a feeling of recognition – almost déjà vu – but
not quite, it couldn’t be as Jane had never seen her before. “It
couldn’t be, could it – she reminds me of…” As she was trying to
get her thoughts back in to order, trying to remember who it was
the girl reminded her of, Jane heard the girl speak again.

“Hi Jane; it’s nice to meet you, oh by the
way, I’m Tori.” Jane was sure she’d heard the phrase somewhere
else. The firm cool grip of Tori’s hand stayed where it was as she
looked right into Jane. Those deep brown eyes looked straight into
her. They stood, linked, and stared at each other. “So, you’re
Jane, are you – you look just like I had imagined?” She released
Jane’s hand and turned to Maggie.

The old woman said, “Oh, I told Tori that we
had some new people in town, you know me, the old gossip that I
am?” She looked up meekly at them. Jane smiled but never swallowed
the ‘feeble old woman’ ploy. Maggie was one smart old bird and Jane
felt the sensation of predetermined events wash over her again.
Feeling slightly overcome, she headed for the safety of her
previous position and flopped back into the chair by the window.
Maggie made them all another drink and the three women talked for a
while. Tori made polite small talk and sat with those long legs
crossed at the knees, her dangling left foot swinging slowly. She
never took her eyes of their guest. It left Jane with the distinct
impression she was being cross examined by a pair of
specialists.

After an hour… it could have been longer,
but Jane seemed to have lost track of the time… she decided she had
best be getting back. “The boys will be sending out a search party
for me at this rate!” She said lightly, and rose to her feet. Tori
stood and took the empty cup from her. Placing it on the side, she
turned back to Jane and then unexpectedly embraced her. It was then
that Jane decided Tori was far from being ‘just a girl’. She had
strength in her and smelt of flowers. “Wild flowers…” Jane thought,
as the thick black hair brushed against her face. “It’s definitely
wild flowers, and she smells of nature too, and of clear blue sky,
no, not the sky – it’s clear and it’s blue but, it… it’s the ocean.
She smells of the ocean!” The thoughts raced through her mind as
they touched again and Tori’s scent filled Jane’s head. That fresh,
natural aroma washed over her and Jane felt herself falling into
it. Falling into the wild, blue depths of the ocean, falling… as
she began to feel as though there would be no stopping herself, and
that she would fall forever, Tori suddenly released the embrace and
left her standing there, almost swaying. It was quite extraordinary
and Jane had to blink, twice, before her tumbling thoughts came
back into some semblance of order.

She swallowed and said, “Well… it’s been a
pleasure, folks, but I really must be going, please promise you’ll
come and see us on the farm, you won’t recognise the place, Maggie.
Tori, you must come too – both of you. Please, anytime you want?”
They smiled and agreed. Following Jane, the two women headed for
the sitting room door and then back out into the shop. She was
about to step onto the pavement when Maggie’s voice stopped
her.

“Don’t forget young Dwayne’s boots, my
dear!” Jane turned and took the offered bag from her outstretched
hand. Maggie smiled and Jane said, “Thanks Maggie, I don’t know
where my thoughts were?” As she stepped out onto the street, she
heard the sound of two things, the doorbell and Tori’s voice, they
both tinkled in her ear as the two women smiled at her again said
their goodbyes.

It wasn’t until she was halfway home that
Jane suddenly realised something – she had never even told Maggie
what was in the bag, yet the woman had known it was boots, boots
for Red.

Jane drove the rest of the way home in
silence and deep thought.


Chapter
25 - Boots and Dreams






As she pulled onto the driveway, Jane was
just in time to see the men ambling through the rickety old gate
from the fields behind the farmhouse. She waved at them, then
reversed the truck and parked it in the barn next to their home on
wheels. Gathering the few bags of shopping, and the boots, she
slammed the door closed with her foot and headed over to meet them.
Upon seeing her, Red broke into a grin and ran across. “Hi there,
Jane – where’ve you been all day? We’ve been having the time o’ our
lives, ma’am. We got fish too, lots of ‘em. Whatchoo got there,
want me to give you a hand, here lemme carry them… I got lots o’
room under my arms?” Surrendering to his torrent of good
intentions, Jane passed him the bag containing the boots. Red
tucked it under his arm and then made his way indoors whilst still
chatting away as he walked. She unpacked the few things she had
purchased, whilst Red stood over by the sink and cleaned the fish
he had caught. “Can we have these fer supper tonight, ma’am –
they’s best when they’re just caught!” He held up the large, white
fleshed fish.

Jane smiled and agreed. “Yeah sure, honey,
do you like them fried?” Red said he did and then went to get
cleaned up in his shower. Jane took the fish and placed some cling
film over the dish, which Red had placed them into. Mike and Ken
entered the Kitchen and asked how Jane’s day had been? As she lay
out the mugs for a drink, Jane told them all about it and the
strange meeting she’d had with Maggie’s guest. When she had
finished, Mike looked at her and then back to Ken again, there was
a strange look on his face, a look full of questions.

Ken shrugged and said, “I guess it’s another
one of George’s plans, huh?”

Jane said, “You know what – I do think
you’re right but I also think that this whole new way in which
we’re approaching the problem, well, I think that it’s new for
George’s lot as well. I keep feeling as though pieces are falling
into place?” She shrugged.

“Learning as they go… is that what you mean,
Jane?” Mike said, and nodded in understanding. “Yeah, that would
fit, wouldn’t it?” He looked at her again. Jane said that it was
exactly what she had meant.

“It’s almost as though the moment when I was
shot became a catalyst or something? I mean, look at that thing
they gave us, the medal or whatever it is, why did they do that?
When George about mentioned me seeing my Dad, well… you should have
seen his face! That looked as though it totally freaked them out,
and he also said that everything has changed for them, although I’m
no really sure what he meant by that – changed?” She looked at Ken
who was standing and staring at her.

He said, quietly: “Yes, that’s almost
exactly what I was thinking this morning. This whole situation is
beyond weird, it’s like they’ve paused the whole planet, the one
we’re on, and are waiting to see what happens next with Red?” He
took a seat. “The medal is something else though – I know that it
says ‘For Sacrifice’ on it, but whose sacrifice, the ones we’ve
already made or…” He left the final words unsaid.

Mike changed the subject. “And what’s with
old Maggie and this girl… Tori… didn’t you say her name was, why
did you get that feeling about her and what the hell is with Maggie
making you feel like she’s George’s sister – this is getting deep,
really deep!” He closed his eyes and ran his hands over his face,
stopping at the temples to rub them softly. “Whew!” He blew out a
long exasperated breath and then sat down next to Ken in the old
rocking chair. Mike leaned back and closed his eyes again. His
actions brought silence with them and they sat and contemplated
things for a while. The only sound was a gentle creaking from
Mike’s seat.

In typical fashion it was Ken who dragged
them away from the abyss. “Right, this is getting us nowhere, so I
vote that we have some food and a nice couple of cold ones… or
three… and not necessarily in that order, either!” He stood and
made his way to the fridge. “Beers all round yeah, people?” His
motivation helped them and they all agreed.

In no time at all they were back out on the
porch, swigging cold beer and laughing at Red as he danced around
the courtyard with his new boots on. “Yeehaaaw – I’m a real farmer
now, look at my fancy new boots, they is gonna last me fer years
and years!” He was so pleased, almost overcome, with the gift Jane
had presented to him that the young man had fallen to his knees in
front of her.

Seeing him kneeling there with tears running
down his face had almost made Jane cry herself. “Ahh, Red, honey…
it’s only a pair of boots, sweetheart, don’t cry. A man like you
needs a good pair of boots on his feet?” Red had leaned forward and
hugged Jane as she sat on the chair. Even when he was kneeling, the
young giant was still taller than her sitting height.

Strangely, and unbeknownst to the others, as
he placed the boots over his bare feet, Red felt the man inside of
him break free from the child he had been for nearly sixteen years.
He cast off the shackles of all that he was and their weight
dragged the Demon of his future with them. As the chains slunk into
his past, rattled their nasty way downwards, Red became the man he
was supposed to be. Right in front of his friends, Red became a
man and they never even saw it. Not yet they didn’t. He
stood and smiled down at their happy caring faces and ran onto the
courtyard to begin his antics. In amongst his joy and new found
manhood, Red never realised a certain fact, a well known fact, one
which states: ‘Demons know of more ways than one, in which to
skin a cat!’ How could he have known, he’d only just become a
man and he never saw it coming.

George did, though. He had been a man for a
while, a long, long while, and he knew a lot of facts, too. He saw
this particular one coming quite clearly, he saw it driving through
the night, and he heard the grinding gears and straining engine.
George saw and heard it all, but there wasn’t a blasted thing he
could do about it. Events were in full flow and the wheel was
turning. They had laid their bets and now it was the croupier’s
turn to call the shots. No going back, ever, not for anyone. Not in
this dimension. In truth, George had only recently begun to wonder
if perhaps there really was a God, after all. The experience with
Jane and her father had made them all think, and think hard. They
were unsure as to the exact cause of the strange event because
Jane’s reaction to the dream, her almost impossible return from the
darkness, had baffled them. Yes, George was currently plum out of
ideas. As he sat in the dark of his worried loneliness, the old man
talked to whomever and whatever ‘God’ was. He prayed long and he
prayed hard. In the soft blue glow of his workstation, George
prayed out loud: “Please, God!”

Perhaps George managed to get a direct line
to him – God – or maybe he simply got lucky or something, eh? You
know, the heavenly switch-board, so usually jammed with calls,
suddenly lighting up with George’s own personal number.



‘Brrr-Brrr… Brrr-Brrr…’






‘Click’






‘Hello… God speaking…’






Perhaps that’s exactly what did happen. Then
again, perhaps there’s never been any such thing as God, and all
George was doing was consoling himself with his own inner strength
– fighting his own Demon with positive thoughts? Either way, it was
later that night, after having had a quiet meal with her
grandmother, when a certain young lady began dreaming again. She
had gone to bed early for a change and had fallen asleep almost
instantly. Tori hadn’t dreamed for quite a while. It was the usual
dream and she felt comfortable with it, all was as normal, just the
same little dream where she walked through the familiar long
grasses as they grew upon the luscious plains of her, regular,
dream world. However, this time she saw a lake and also an apple
tree. Beneath the apple tree there were two men, both were tall,
she couldn’t see quite who was the taller as one of the men was
lying down and seemed to be very still. Tori could still see that
he was tall, though, she knew he was… she knew him. The girl had
been in this place many times before and she had never seen anyone
else here, the men’s presence was a surprise to her as this had
always been her own, secret place, a place where she wandered alone
through the long grasses, merely walking and looking with no other
sound or sensations. She’d never been sure as to why exactly she
was here, or even what she was looking for? Tori knew every inch of
this place and had never seen that tree before, or the lake, and
she’d certainly never seen the men. Tori had always been alone in
this place, coldly alone. But tonight was different, tonight she
could see the men as clear as day and most strangely of all, she
felt them, a strange sensation filled her mind, it was as though
they were pulling her. She felt drawn to them. As she turned to
face them, the girl heard the sound of the man, the one who was
standing, crying out in anguish. It was a sound of terrible
mourning, or perhaps pain, and came from deep within him. As Tori
heard his cry erupting into the violet sky swirling above them, the
girl knew that she had to go to him, she must go… She looked up and
then started to run towards him. As she did so, the tree began to
shed its fruit and dozens of small red apples began to fall like
hailstones. They rained down, hitting the ground and then bursting
into splashes of light… like Roman candles… little fountains of
sorrowful green light. The standing man turned towards her and she
saw him more clearly, he was carrying a shovel. Tori stopped as she
saw him dig it into the ground and then stand upright, leaving it
impaled beneath the tree, the handle of the tool looked like a
makeshift burial cross and she shivered at the sight. Then she felt
him pull on her mind again and without being able to stop herself,
Tori began to move towards him once more. She knew him, too, she
felt sure that she did. He was the one who they had all waited for,
the unknown one, the one who all the different worlds had been
fighting to change. He was the one whom she had dreamed of,
imagined and yet never seen. Tori’s great grandfather had told her
that this was to be her time, the time to make a change, the time
for sacrifice, the time for giving…

She knew all of those things and the
undecipherable knowledge filled her soul with fear, yet Tori still
ran towards the man, ran like the wind, her long, silken legs
racing across the grassy field, white tennis shoes barely touching
the earth beneath her – she couldn’t stop herself. Tori ran towards
him, that beautiful jet-black hair soaring out behind her head like
a shimmering wedding veil.

As she approached him, she called out: “Who
are you, is that you… are you the one, hello?” She felt the
fear grow within her chest, it made her hands feel heavy and she
looked down, expecting to see them turning to stone. There was
nothing there to be seen except the blackness of her dream, a thick
darkness accompanied by a deep chuckling noise, an awful sound of
rusty metal that echoed through her mind. Suddenly she had the
almost physical sensation of having run into a wall – thick,
impassable, and made of glass.

Tori looked through the invisible barrier
and watched. She saw the man fall to his knees underneath the apple
tree and kneel in the grass, he remained there, kneeling and
waiting for her – kneeling and screaming. Tori knew that she could
go no further, not yet, not in this dream. Not tonight.

Later would be the time for her to go, and
go she would.

Gladly, she would.








Chapter 26 - Soul Mates






It wasn’t too many days, which passed,
before the two women visited the farm. With a squeal of worn brake
pads, Maggie’s red Mazda eased to a halt on the dry forecourt. Jane
heard the sound and made her way outside from where she had been
finishing one of the paintings. She and Red had been doing a scene
of the mountains and it was coming along rather nicely. He was the
ideal student as his natural talent and untarnished view of the
world allowed his imagination to run free. If the truth be told, it
was he who taught Jane more than she managed to get across to him.
His was an amazing talent and together they fed each other a
constant stream of ideas. There was already a nice little crop of
finished paintings and sketches stacked neatly by the window.
Stepping onto the porch, Jane held her hand up to guard against the
warm glare of the mid-morning sun as it flooded across the house.
Maggie gave the horn of her car a little toot and after she had
ratcheted the handbrake on, the old woman climbed from the Mazda,
waited for Tori, and then made her way over to the house with the
young woman in tow. Jane beckoned them up the stairs and pulled two
chairs into the shade of the canopy. “Hi girls!” she said. “Oh
lovely, some female company at last, I was beginning to wonder if
you two were going to let me down?” She laughed and asked if they
would like a cool drink.

Shortly afterwards, she rejoined them on the
porch and placed a large jug of fresh lemonade and three glasses
onto the table. “There we go ladies – Red and I made it this
morning. He’s got quite a talent for things like that!” She said,
and poured them all a long, cool drink.

Maggie was the first to break their pleasant
silence. “So, what do you know, Jane – how are things here on the
farm?” She leaned forward and placed her empty glass back on the
table. Looking around at the tidy courtyard and the dazzling white
walls of the house, she commented: “My-my, you guys have sure made
some changes around here, just look at those flowers Tori,
my dear!” Tori nodded and smiled.

Jane looked at her and was breath taken by
her beauty once more. Breaking away from Tori’s gaze, she answered
Maggie. “Yes we have and it’s been so much fun – come on, let me
show you around, you’ll love it!” Jane stood and waited for the
other two to join her on the grand tour. The old house never let
her down.

Maggie, who hadn’t been out to the place
for: “At least ten years…” could hardly believe her eyes. “You have
done such a wonderful job, Jane… yes, my goodness, a wonderful job!
It’s just what that poor boy needed, exactly what he needed!” She
looked at Jane and smiled warmly.

Tori loved the place. “It feels like… like
home?” She said to them. “I can smell the country, the earth and
the lake, too, it has got a lake hasn’t it, Jane?” She looked down
as if expecting to see the expanse of water in question, suddenly
appearing between her feet. Looking up sheepishly, she laughed and
said, “Why, I do believe that I may be losing my mind, it must be
this fine country air which seems to have gone straight to my
head…” She shook that head and Jane saw the sun glisten off the
ebony locks as they jumbled on the girl’s shoulders.

They continued with the guided tour and
spent a long time looking at the artwork that Jane and Red had
completed. Maggie asked if she could buy a few of the pieces; Jane
smiled and told her to take her pick. “If ever I’m down on my luck,
Maggie, then you can repay me in kind?” Maggie laughed and spent a
few moments choosing her favourites with Tori. After making a cup
of coffee in the kitchen, the three women retired back to the porch
once more.

As they sat in the warm, flower scented
breeze, they heard the sound of men’s voices drifting up from the
fields below, and Red’s braying laugh as it reached out to the
house. “Here comes trouble, I expect they’ll need a drink?” Jane
said, and stood up. “The boys have been out since dawn ‘fixing
fences and things’ well, that’s their story, but it’s more likely
that they’ve been fishing and messing about!” She left the two
women for a while before returning with a recharged jug of the cool
lemonade. Jane was just in time to see the back gate opening and
she stood and watched as the men passed through it. Her guests
watched too – Tori never took her eyes off Red. He was the last one
through the gate, and after closing it behind him he turned back
towards the house and looked up at the veranda. It was then Jane
felt it, absolutely one hundred percent she felt it. The immediate
link that flashed between Tori and Red was so tangible it may as
well have been a bolt of brilliant, white lightning. Red stood
stock still for a moment and looked at her over the heads of the
two men that walked towards the house in front of him. Red, as Jane
had done earlier, placed one hand above his eyes to shield them,
and then stood there and gazed at the dark haired girl who sat
calmly on the porch. If Jane hadn’t known better, she would have
sworn she heard him say: “It’s you ain’t it – you’re the one. I
know you…” But it wasn’t possible, he was a least fifty
yard’s away and as far as she knew, Red never seen the girl
before.

Tori’s movement broke the spell as she rose
to her feet and moved to the front of the veranda. Mike stepped
lightly up the stairs; he was followed closely by Ken who was
clutching two dead wild fowl in his hand. They reminded Jane of
pheasants, or guinea fowl, but not quite, they were bigger and had
deep ruby coloured feathers inlaid amongst the brown. He laid them
on the floor and leant the twelve-gauge against the wall. “Well,”
he said. “This is nice little gaggle of trouble makers if ever I
saw one!” He smiled at Maggie and then both he and Mike were
introduced to Tori. She hardly noticed them and her eyes kept
slipping to one side, the side where Red was approaching from.

“Tori my dear – Tori…!”

Maggie clapped her hands once and Tori
snapped out of the trance, which she had been sharing with Red.
“Oh, I’m sorry, it’s just that…” She looked at the men and then
stepped forward to shake hands with first Ken, and then Mike. “So,
you’re the saviours I’ve heard so much about?” She looked down at
Maggie. “My grandma has told me all about you – it’s a fine thing
you’ve done here, both for the farm and also for my…” She paused to
alter her sentence “That you’ve done for Red…” As she spoke, the
young man in question approached the porch. Red climbed the wooden
steps and then paused at the top tread.

“Hi y’all, Missus Jones, its real
fine to see you ma’am, and…”

He stopped and looked Tori. The static
between them became almost audible. Then, as if startled into
action, Red said to her: “Hi to you too, ma’am, I’m Dwayne – Dwayne
Tolder ma’am. But most o’ my friends call me by the name o’
Red?”

Tori stepped towards him. “So I’ve heard –
Red it shall be then! I’m sure that we will be friends, too.
Oh, I’m Tori, by the way.” Red took the last of the stairs and
joined her on the veranda.

Jane had the distinct impression that she,
along with Maggie, Ken and Mike, had suddenly been transferred to a
cinema where they were just about to witness a sneak preview of a
forthcoming blockbuster. They were excluded from this dimension,
this moment, a slice of time that only existed for Red and Tori.
They watched as the two young adults touched for the first time. If
she had been expecting clap of thunder, or that bolt of white
lightning, perhaps, then Jane would have been sadly disappointed.
The only thing which did happen, as Tori and Red touched hands, was
a deep reddening of the young man’s neck. They all saw it flush
upwards and settle just below his ears. That’s all, no pyrotechnics
or flashing lights, just a long, deep pause – during which the
sound of a pin dropping would have as loud as a lump hammer
striking an anvil. The one thing, which Jane did notice, was
the large flock of starlings suddenly rise into the air in the far
distance. They swirled above the tree line for a few moments and
then, almost as one, soared into the air in a seething black cloud
before turning and heading south. The two young adults disengaged
from their handshake and stood looking at each other for a few
moments. For a moment it had almost looked as though they may have
been quite content to stay there all night, perhaps all week, or
maybe just forever… Whatever the time span would have been, it was
broken by Jane: “Right then,” she said. “Who would care for some
refreshments?”

Red looked up and smiled at her and Tori
returned to her previous position on the chair next to her
grandmother. Red said he was going to get cleaned up and went to
join the other two men in the kitchen.

It was a bit later when, between them, they
decided their guests should stay for some food, “Are you sure, we
don’t want to be of any trouble, my dear?” Maggie’s concerns were
laid to rest when Jane laughed and handed her the salad knife.

“You peel and I’ll chop!” She said, and
turned to the fridge to pick out the fresh produce.

Mike lit some kindling in the metal barbeque
stand, which he had made during the week, and in no time at all the
old oil drum was smouldering nicely. Red and Tori were still
hanging around on the veranda and as he tramped up the stairs, to
get some more charcoal for the fire, Mike said, “Why don’t you two
clear off for a bit, there’s nothing happening here just yet, and
anyway, you look like you’ve got ants in your pants!” He grinned at
their relieved faces. “Hey Red, why don’t you take Tori out on the
Harley, it could do with a good run?” He said, and nodded towards
the barn.

Not waiting for a second invitation, Red
grabbed Tori’s hand and with a wide grin, flew down the steps and
headed for the barn with the girl in tow – moments later the two of
them popped and banged their way out of the barn. Hearing the
commotion, Jane joined Mike on the veranda and together they
watched as Red wobbled down to the gate. Tori dismounted expertly
and lifted the latch. She waited until Red had passed through and
then closed the gate behind them. Just before she turned back to
the bike, Tori looked up at Mike and Jane saw her mouth the words:
“Thank you!” Mike waved and Tori waved back as though they had
known each other for ever. The girl turned, and with the ease of an
expert, vaulted straight onto the pillion seat. Red twisted the
throttle and with the sound of laughter, and a few misfires, they
clattered off towards the lake. Mike and Jane waved again and stood
watching them until they had disappeared.

Mike grinned once more and then turned back
to the smoking fire. He and Red had spent hours getting the old
bike into some kind of working order, it had lain under an old
tarpaulin for years and Red said that he doubted it would ever
start? Mike had told Red not to worry about it and then Red had
watched in wonderment as Mike did his thing. By that night, the
Australian had the bike running and had also shown Red how to ride
– the two of them puttering around the courtyard like school kids.
There had a couple of things on the bike that still needed sorting
out, but Mike had said it was good enough for now. He appeared to
have been right, because at present, Red and Tori seemed to be
making the very best of his efforts.

It was fours hours later when the young
couple returned. The others had long since finished their meal and
had kept some steak sandwiches on hold for the two riders. Well,
they turned out to be ‘walkers’ actually. Hearing the back gate
creaking, Jane, who was relaxing on the porch with the other three,
looked up in time to see Red and Tori walking out of the darkness.
They were pushing the old bike back to the house. As they neared
she shouted: “Hey, are you guys OK, did it break down?” She heard
Mike snort derisively next to her. The couple pushed the machine up
to the porch and Red leaned it against the balustrade.

He grinned up at them. “No ma’am, we were
having such a fine time, it’s just that, well… I forgot to put any
juice in her!” He patted the tank with his hand. It made a nice
hollow sound.

Tori laughed. “It’s as empty as our heads,
but we had such fun! We went everywhere and we had just the
best time! The old girl only ran out just down the path, so I guess
that we’re lucky?” Her eyes reflected the burning coals of the
small blaze of the smouldering barbeque. “Yes, I think I just had
the best day of my life!” Tori turned to Red and touched his
arm. Her touch made his eyes shine, too, but their gleam didn’t
have much to do with any glowing fire, well not the one Mike had
lit anyway.

Red looked at Mike and said, “Mike, uuh… do
you mind if’n I give this here machine a name, sir?” Mike said he
should go right ahead. Red looked up at them and said, happily:
“Well ma’am,” he looked at Tori, “I was thinking of naming her
Glory: ‘Tori’s Glory’. What do ya’ll think?” His face beamed in the
flickering light. Tori shrieked with delight, clapped her hands and
leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on his cheek – it was about
then that Red’s face mad a damned fine attempt at drowning out the
red firelight. The on looking adults laughed at the name, and also
at the reactions of the young ‘couple’.

It’s the way in which Jane had already
started to think of them, a couple. She said, “Red, that’s a lovely
gesture, Tori is such an unusual name anyway, Tori’s Glory it
must be then – it’s brilliant!” Red and Tori grinned up at
her, and then together they pushed the old grey Harley into the
barn before returning to be with the others on the porch. Jane
fetched some food for them, and with tales of Red and Tori’s
adventures, accompanying the heaps of beef and mustard sandwiches,
they wound the day down to a close. After clearing away the
remnants of their meal, and collecting her paintings, Maggie said
it was time for them to depart.

“My goodness me, look at the time young
lady! Goodness, these fine folk must be waiting to see the back of
us, come along my dear. Tomorrow’s another day?” Tori gathered her
things and accompanied the old woman down to the car.

They all said their goodbyes, during which
Jane reassured them: “You’re more than welcome to come by anytime,
anytime at all!” They stood and watched as Maggie turned the car
around and drove slowly down the track, its headlights making deep
shadows run like wild animals from the car as it bumped its way
back to the main road. They watched the lights slowly fade into the
distance, and when they had disappeared completely, Jane turned and
said, “Well, I don’t know about you guys, but I’m completely done
in! It’s this beautiful fresh air I think – it makes me so
tired?”

“Yeah, that and old age, they knock the hell
out of you, don’t they?” Ken said, squawking in fake agony as she
poked him in the ribs, then laughing loudly, husband and wife made
their way over to the comfort of the big bed in the RV.

Within minutes the farmhouse was in almost
complete darkness, only the shadow of the Barn Owl disturbed the
silver moonlight cascading over the land outside. She had a growing
family to feed and the silent predator made the most of the welcome
light, many rodents would feel the sudden pulse of air that night.
But, once the rush of her wings is felt, that sudden beating
pressure from above, then it’s too late, far too late. Death rides
in the rush of those silent wings.

In the distance, beyond the hills, the storm
clouds were gathering. Big, black mushrooming clouds began to rise
menacingly in the invisible air as it lifted like a barrier from
the warm earth below. Eventually they would have their way and
sooner or later the clouds would breach the top of the hills,
breaking free from the clutches of the hills to run down the valley
– their coming would cover everything in a sinister cloak of
darkness.

The clouds weren’t the only dark thing
approaching through the night: billowing smoke and crashing gears
signalled the coming of another type of blackness, a different kind
of darkness altogether.

It raced towards the farm with only a cloud
of blue smoke and a half empty bottle of cheap rye for company. Oh,
a big chunk of madness had hitched a ride with it as well, just for
the hell of it. And, rather like the beautiful owl, their passing
also caused a rush of wind, a hot blast of thick, oily wind. It,
too, carried death upon its wings.








Chapter 27 - Gifts






Over the next few weeks the relationship
between the young couple blossomed like the proverbial flowers in
spring time. They became constant companions and were very rarely
apart. The only periods of separation, which they endured, were
during the working week. Maggie ensured that Tori earned her keep
and kept the headstrong young lady gainfully employed alongside her
good self in the shop.

Red, in the meantime, had his hands full on
the farm. Mike had decided it would a good idea to get the old
windmill back into some kind of working order, the three men had no
previous experience at such a project but, as Mike had said: “It’s
only a machine, guys; just some bits of wood, a few cogs and a
couple of drive-shafts. How hard can it be?” And that was that, it
became an obsession for all of them, the second of Red’s, and they
worked tirelessly at it. Ken spent hours up to his knees in mud and
water as he cleared out the overgrown and collapsed water channels.
It wasn’t long before the old mill began to regain some of its
former glory. Jane was delighted by the idea and helped them in
anyway she could. Ken didn’t let her do any heavy lifting or other
strenuous tasks, even though she brushed off his concerns, he knew
that she still wasn’t fully healed and had seen her occasional
wince of pain when she didn’t think anyone was watching. A lot of
the time, Jane simply took a hamper of food down to the mill and
then happily sat and painted all day. She had begun to realise what
the scribbled note on the back cover of the map had meant.

‘Look and you will see��’

Jane had been looking, and she did see – she
saw a whole lot. She saw the beauty of the farm for a start; it had
thrown off the dirty veil of neglect and washed away the mantle of
bitter poison, which it had worn for the best part of sixteen long
years. It seemed to flourish, and in doing so rewarded them in many
pleasant ways. The gardens were growing magnificently, the lake
teemed with fish, and even the house itself seemed to have taken on
a different persona. It felt happy and alive. Which, just so
happened to coincide with exactly how Jane herself had begun to
feel, sitting and looking at the men as they worked, she could see
their surroundings were also having a positive effect on them, too.
All three were lean and tanned; the sweat glistened on their naked
torsos, sinews and muscles standing out sharply as they manoeuvred
yet another heavy oak beam into place. Sitting in the warm sun she
watched them and smiled, as she did so, Jane knew this moment in
their lives had been decided long ago, it was the way things were
supposed to be. Knowing that helped push the fear of an unknown
future to the back of her mind. “One day at time, just enjoy it and
let’s see where we end up, shall we?” She marvelled at the easy way
in which the thoughts trickled through her mind, but she knew it
was the truth.

Every day after lunch, Mike would take Red
into town and drop him off at the store. Maggie had said that he
may visit whenever he chose and Jane had struck up a deal with her.
“Let him come, but you should get him to help out, Maggie. He’s a
big guy and I don’t see that having him moping around like a love
sick puppy will be achieving anything?”

Maggie had looked at her knowingly. “Ah,
Jane my dear, you are so wise and so forthright as well; it’s the
perfect solution, actually I could do with some help. The
big boxes are getting too much for me and Tori’s up to her eyes
with the accounts. Yes, yes he can be of use and I’ll pay him for
his time, after all, he’s a man now and should be learning the
value of work?” The deal was done: Red would work at the store,
where he could be with Tori, and he would have some money in his
pocket, too. Every evening after the store closed, he and Tori
would wander down to the ice cream parlour where ‘Big Tony’ did the
most amazing hot chocolate fudge Sundaes, and then, once she had
cashed up, Maggie would join the couple for a while before taking
them back out to the farm. The short journey became a regular thing
and they all looked forward to meeting up every evening.

They became so regular that Ken had asked
someone from the town council if they objected to him constructing
an extension to the house; the middle-aged man in the Mayor’s
office had looked at him as though he thought Ken had maybe been
out in the sun a bit too much? He smiled, and said, “Well sir, it’s
young Dwayne’s place, and since his Daddy ain’t aroun’ to say
otherwise, yo’all can build whatever it is you need, as long as
it’s only a dwelling and not some commercial thang, then yo’all can
build right up to the road, if’n you want to?” Ken laughed, shook
his hand warmly, and then made his way straight over to Frank’s
hardware store. He had a big order in mind. And so, with the
completion of the windmill project… it now happily spun it’s newly
painted sails whenever the slightest breeze conjured up… they set
about the task of building somewhere more permanent to live on the
farm. The plan would be for a small self-contained extension to be
added on the side of the original house. Once completed, Ken and
Jane would occupy it and leave the motorhome for their guests,
Maggie and Tori, to use whenever they came to stay. It was a grand
plan and was soon underway with plenty of able assistance in the
form of the frequent arrivals of Frank and his green, flatbed
delivery truck.

Red had turned sixteen; at least they
guessed he had as no one was really quite sure of the actual day?
Maggie dug out an old newspaper clipping, which mentioned the death
of his mother, and between them they ‘guesstimated’ the date of his
arrival in this world. Red laughed at Jane’s slang and said he
didn’t really mind, either way. “I ain’t ever had a birthday before
anyways?” He said, with a shrug of his enormous shoulders. The
three women looked at each other; between them they decided to
change all that and threw a rather grand surprise party for young
man. On the day, it was to more than half the town that came by.
Mike ensured they parked behind the barn so all the vehicles were
out of sight, and Ken put on the biggest roast pig one could have
imagined. He and Mike had spent long hours hidden in the barn
figuring out the design of the spit-roaster. With some welding and
a bit of ‘good luck’, as Mike called it, they had manufactured a
giant device on which to impale the celebratory carcass. Come the
happy day, Ken had taken Red into town on some false pretext and
then returned to help prepare the festivities. The look upon Red’s
face, when he arrived back at the farm and stepped out of Maggie’s
car, was one to behold. The entire front of the house was draped in
ribbons and balloons and the previously barren driveway had now
been laid with a thick covering of fresh, white gravel. In the
middle lay a large bonfire that blazed away beneath the huge steel
frame as it stood in readiness for the spit roast to be laid.

Red stood there with his mouth open. “What!”
He turned to Tori as she stood grinning by his side. She wore tight
blue jeans and a white blouse, the heels on her boots easily
propelled her height to six feet and with her black hair hanging
loose, she looked stunning, as usual. Still smiling, she reached in
to the Mazda and gave the horn a good blast. Hearing the signal,
the guests burst forth from their hiding places within the house
and the barn. Running over, they all gathered around the stunned
young man and then burst into the obligatory birthday song, even
managing to keep it going all the way to the: ‘Hip, Hip
Hoorays!’

Their congratulatory tunes made Red even
more embarrassed. “I… I… well, thank yo’all kindly, I mean, you
gone and done all this for me, gee… I mean…?” He never knew what to
say, and Tori only made it worse by reaching up with her graceful
neck and planting a long kiss straight on his lips. It was the
first time that she had kissed him that way, in public, and all the
guests applauded warmly.

Ken shouted from the porch: “Let the party
begin!” And so it did.

Red was totally amazed by the array of
wonderful gifts their friends and neighbours presented him with.
There wasn’t one person there who didn’t know about the young man’s
previous problems and they were all happy for him. Every one of
them gave him a hug and spoke words of congratulations and well
wishes to him. It was almost too much for Red to comprehend.

Jane caught up with him as he sat on the
steps of the veranda with Tori next to him. “Hello there,
sweetheart, is everything OK with the birthday boy?” She squeezed
in next to them and took his free hand in hers. “This is what life
is supposed to be like, Red; you do know that don’t you, love?” He
looked down at her and Jane saw he was very near to tears
again.

“Yes ma’am I do, it’s just that, well… look
at all these folks, look at all these presents!” He motioned with
his head towards the mound of gifts, which lay piled on the table
behind them. “Why are people so nice, why am I so lucky all of the
time, why is all of this happening to me?”

He looked at Tori and then turned back to
Jane, who still sat on his left. Jane said, “Because, Red – you are
a very special young man, very special indeed! A lot of people are
depending on you, and your presence here makes a difference to us
every day.” She smiled at him and then rose to her feet. “Just you
enjoy this day and make sure you become the good man that I
know you are. Otherwise all this will have been wasted?”

He nodded. “I will ma’am, I owe people a lot
and I like my life right now, I want it to be like this forever!”
He grasped Tori’s hand and they both looked up at Jane again.

“Well then,” she said. “That’s all we can
ask for isn’t it, that’s more than enough.” She climbed onto the
porch and made her way inside to catch up with some of their
guests. Midway through the evening, Ken gathered everyone onto the
porch and announced that Mike had something to show them. As they
stood in the glow of the large fire, which he had stoked up after
the pig had become nothing more than a pleasant memory, Ken called
Red and Tori over; they went and stood next to him as he stood with
his back to the flames.

Red looked at Ken, expectantly. “What yo’all
gone and done now, there ain’t no more surprises, are there?” His
excitement once more allowed some of the mostly absent twang to
have a return to his deep voice. Ken nodded his head to where Mike
was walking out of the shadows. Red looked over and watched – Mike
was pushing the old Harley, only it didn’t look so old anymore and
it most definitely wasn’t grey, either. Mike had been in the barn
working on the bike for the past few nights, Jane had been there
with him, painting as normal, but this time it wasn’t watercolours
that she had been using, and the motorcycle had been her blank
canvas. She’d done several trips into the nearby towns and
eventually managed to gather a large box filled with primers,
paints and lacquers. As Mike pushed the bike into the light of the
fire, the results of their labours could be seen more clearly.

Every nut and bolt had been cleaned and
polished; the springs and cables, levers, grips and foot pegs, all
looked like new. Even the ancient spokes had received some of
Mike’s magic. The motorcycle rolled effortlessly on its freshly
greased bearings as Mike brought it to a halt in the centre of the
driveway. Red stepped across and, holding Tori by the hand,
squatted next to the machine to look at the paintwork. The bike was
mostly black and red in colour, Jane had managed to get it so the
paints seemed to melt into each other and it looked really great,
but the tank was something else – Jane had painted a mural upon its
tear-drop shape and it was simply stunning. The mural depicted a
scene of Red and Tori.

They were riding a fire breathing white
horse that rose onto its hind legs and was pawing at the air with
its front hooves. Tori sat clutching Red around the waist, with
that long black hair billowing out behind her, she was pointing
over his shoulder at the sky above them. Red had a grin on his face
and was also looking up at the sky. The blood red horizon had a
green tinge to its outer edges, and was also speckled with tiny
dots of light. The real Red saw that his image was gazing up at a
strange spaceship, one that seemed to be bursting free from the
clutches of a spinning black whirlpool. All around the ship were
beautiful pictures of planets and stars. Red knelt and looked at
them in awe. The final thing, which Jane had done, was to paint the
bike’s name down each side of the tank. It stood out in deep red
letters and seemed to have been highlighted with some amazingly
translucent, green paint. Tori whispered: “Oh wow!” and then
reached out to stroke her fingers across the words as they lay in
magnificence on the side of the petrol tank.






‘TORI’S GLORY’

’

Tori stood, walked across to Mike and then
kissed him on the cheek; he pushed the hair back from her forehead
and gave her a gentle, brotherly kiss on both cheeks. She and Mike
had a certain ease with each other and, just as he was with Red,
Mike easily wore the mantle of the older, caring brother for Tori
as well. Jane had seen them together and Tori seemed completely at
ease when in the company of their tall friend. Actually, if the
truth were to be known, Jane had encountered some other thoughts
regarding the handsome couple who presently stood looking into each
other’s eyes. Thoughts she perhaps shouldn’t have allowed to enter
her head, scandalous thoughts that would have done any weekly
women’s magazine proud – thoughts that were nothing more than
shallow, baseless, and spiteful, – but when she had seen them
together, walking along the banks of the lake, shoulders rubbing
and heads turned towards each other as they shared some deep
conversation, Jane wondered about them. They had an easy way with
each other and on the odd occasion when she had seen them glancing
at one and other, there had been the sense of some shared secret
lying beneath the surface of their casual friendship? Tori did seem
very much in love with Red, but… Mike was an extremely good looking
guy, and Jane knew that he had a way with women. Shaking off those
silly thoughts, she turned back to the fire and watched the
proceedings

Red turned back to Jane and Mike. “Thank
yo’all so very much, it’s just the mightiest fine thing that I did
ever see, man it’s so damned cool!” He grinned and threw a leg over
the saddle. Tori walked over and hugged Jane, then turned and
stepped onto the pillion footrest before hoisting her other leg
over the back seat. Together they sat there and grinned at everyone
who came over to see the bike. It was a wonderful moment and Red
gave them a demonstration of his riding skills by roaring around
the yard two or three times. The engine was now running sweetly, so
he did another couple of circuits just to make sure. Finally, he
pulled up, cut the ignition and leaned the bike onto its stand.
Tori alighted gracefully and did a little bow. Their friends
applauded and whistled. It was a fine time and Mike and Jane were
inundated with praise and good wishes.

The party stayed in full swing for a few
more hours, after which people began to drift away. They had farms
and businesses to run the next day and the night was getting late.
Red and Tori made it their duty to say goodbye to each and every
one of their guests as they departed. The young couple were still
beaming from ear to ear and stood holding hands and waving wildly
as the various cars left the farm. Some time after midnight they
were done, all the remains of the celebrations had been cleared
away and, apart from the ribbons and balloons, the house was nearly
back to it’s former, pre-party, self. After a nightcap, and some
heartfelt thanks from Red, they decided to get some rest; Ken said
that he would have the couch in the farmhouse, thus allowing the
woman to share the motorhome as it would save Maggie and Tori the
tedium of a late night journey back into town. Ken quickly checked
to make sure the fire was not in danger of burning the whole place
down and then made his way into the lounge for a well earned sleep.
Very soon the house was once more in darkness; the clouds had
breached the rampart of the distant hills and began flooding across
the plains towards the farm. Their heavy, moisture filled masses
could no longer contain themselves and it wasn’t long before the
rain began to fall heavily. The rivulets of rainwater soon became a
racing torrent that headed purposely downhill to the river bed; its
passing cleaned the earth before it and left only the strongest
survivors to await the anticipated warmth of the new day.

Unfortunately, the storm did more than
simply wash a few clumps of dry grass and scraggy bushes away, the
dark clouds also had one other burden to rid themselves of: long
spikes of jagged lightning began to split the air and were quickly
followed by deep, hoarse peels of thunder. It crackled and boomed
across the valley before echoing off the hills for miles around.
The smell of frying ozone filled the air and was soon joined by
another odour, amongst the darkness and in a heated battle of wills
against the wetness of the rain, the rich smell of burning oak
trestles, tar-paper and freshly creosoted pine, began to slowly
drift through the storm filled air. If any of the occupants of the
farm had been awake, the flickering glow on the horizon would have
been somewhat more than disconcerting. In fact, if they had known
what a pretty damned dreadful few days awaited them, then
the odds were that Ken and his crew would probably all have piled
into the RV and taken a small vacation until the storm had passed.
Most probably they would have.

But they didn’t – instead they would have to
stay and fight the good fight. It’s just the way it was, and it
should be remembered that one very rarely gets the opportunity to
change one’s future, at least, not knowingly one doesn’t. Most
choices we make have an unknown outcome and that is just fine, at
least we’re free to make them without worrying too much what the
result will be. That’s the way it supposed to be, isn’t it? Yeah,
well, it’s a crying shame that some people simply can’t help
themselves, can they? They just have to interfere, have to try and
make things go their way, fuck everybody else, what they want
they’re gonna damned well have. Yeah.



Chapter 28 - Fires, Friends and Fatal
Futures






Some things simply cannot be changed.






They spent the following day lounging around
the farm. Maggie had gone into town early. “Some of us have to work
for a living, you know?” She had said, jokingly, and then in
complete contradiction, had told Tori to take the day off. Red and
Tori didn’t present any argument, within minutes they had taken
‘Glory’ for a spin round the farm, Jane knew they would be gone for
hours and so, before they went, handed them Ken’s backpack
containing a few drinks and some bacon sandwiches. Tori shouted her
thanks and did her trademark vault onto the back of the bike. After
watching them zoom off down to the lake, Jane had returned to the
painting where she was busy trying to recapture the scenes from
last night’s festivities. Red seemed to have given his sketching a
wide birth of late, and Jane guessed it was probably due to other
things occupying his mind…

She smiled at the thought of how happy the
huge young man and his equally tall partner seemed to make each
other, it was another one of those little things, little ‘George’
things, that made her wonder: “No matter how many changes you made,
some things were just plain old meant to be?” Jane let her brushes
do the talking and went about her work with a passion, letting the
warm air and fresh smells inspire her. Last night’s storm had left
the farm smelling even fresher than was normal, the dry earth had
greedily lapped up the rain drops and a Thrush sat happily in its
freshly replenished bath, puffing itself up and ducking luxuriously
under the water. Jane watched as the bird hopped onto the roof and
lazily spread its wings to let the warm sunshine work its magic.
She placed her brushes back on the tray, took a seat on the porch
and decided to sit and watch for a while. “Life doesn’t get any
better than this, these are the days we will remember for ever. I
don’t care about going back, don’t care about tomorrow.”

It was midway through her small session of
self-indulgence when Jane heard the sound of the motorcycle again.
Thinking that perhaps she had been day dreaming a touch longer than
she had imagined, Jane looked at her watch. “Nope, it’s only been
half an hour, they’re back early?” She thought, listening to the
sound getting nearer, the engine was beating urgently and the bike
sounded to be travelling much faster than Jane would have liked.
“Bloody kids, I hope he knows how to stop the damned thing!” She
rose and made her way across towards the back gate. The engine was
screaming now and its throbbing racket alarmed her – it sounded to
be almost frantic. Jane broke into a jog, then kicked her sandals
off and began to sprint. “Its trouble, I can feel it!” As the
thoughts whipped into her head, she saw the bike.

Tori stood on the foot pegs with the
throttle pinned to its stop, face ashen and eyes unblinking, as she
careened towards the gate. Seeing Jane’s approaching figure, Tori
turned the machine into an expertly executed, broadsided skid,
whereupon she and the bike slid to a perfectly timed halt by the
back gate. Jane fumbled with the catch and then ran through. Tori
was gasping for air, Jane gave her a few seconds and then said,
“Tori, what is it, where’s Red, has there been an accident?”

Tori shook her dark locks. “No, it’s on
fire! The mills on fire, it’s bad – really bad! The roof has fallen
in and Red’s throwing water on it, he needs help… I think it’s too
late, the roof’s fallen in!” She gasped for breath as she looked at
Jane in panic.

“What’s happened?”

Jane turned and saw Ken and Mike making
their way over to the gate. When he saw the look on Tori’s face,
Mike broke into a jog. A few moments later and the trio were in the
truck following Tori as she raced ahead on the motorcycle. Mike had
thrown a couple of buckets into the rear of the truck along with
some shovels and anything else he could lay his hands on, whilst he
had ran frantically around the barn. Jolting towards the windmill,
they began to see a slight smokey haze rising into the air ahead of
them. Tori yanked the throttle open and blasted away. “I didn’t
even know that she could ride, Christ, look at her go!” Mike said,
as he looked at his passengers in shock, flooring the accelerator,
as he strove to keep up with the speeding bike, the truck jarred
their teeth with the impact of every bump and dip they hit. “Sorry
guys, but I guess we’ll have to see how much of the original Spear
is left in this thing – hang on!”

As he fought against the slewing truck, they
saw Tori suddenly begin to lose control of the machine, the bike
starting to snake sideways as its tyres lost traction. “Oh shit,
she’s going down – Tori!” Mike yelled out, and almost as if she had
heard him, Tori gave the machine another burst of throttle. The
input of power snapped the rear wheel back into line, and with a
long ribbon of mud spurting upwards from the tyre, she regained
control and raced ahead once more.

“That was some piece of riding. Go on
girl, give it some!” Ken laughed crazily. “If it’s not one thing
around here then it’s another, isn’t it, for fuck’s sake!” With his
words to spur them on it wasn’t long before they had reached the
site of the old windmill. What little remained of it anyway. Ken
was out and running before the truck had even stopped. Jane heard
him shouting frantically: “Red, Red! Where are you, kiddo?” The boy
was nowhere to be seen and, in mockery of his concern, a large
piece of the smouldering roof came down with a loud crash, its
heavy impact causing a plume of grey smoke and sparks to rise into
the air. Ken leapt across one of the water channels and screamed
out again: “Red… Red, where are you?” Jane and the other two ran to
join him. By now the mill was nothing but a burnt out shell of its
former glory. All of the new wood had been turned to ashes, only a
few charred stubs remained embedded in the brickwork, which had
also taken a severe beating, and the far wall had mostly collapsed.
The blackened hole it left behind looked like the sick grin on some
devilish clown’s, gaping face.

Mike yelled out: “Red, where are you,
mate?”

As one, the four of them looked at each
other in horror. The sudden realisation that Red, their overgrown
‘man boy’, could be trapped under the smouldering rubble, quickly
dawned upon them. Without another word they all rushed to join Ken
as he stood staring into the smouldering hulk of the mill’s
remains. He turned and looked at them with wild eyes. “Where is he?
We need to do something, come on… help me lift this shit out of the
way!” Ken ran to the nearest wall and, with unbelievable strength,
ripped the remains of the incinerated door frame off its hinges. He
yelled at the unfeeling timber: “Come on!” The wood tore loose in
his hands and he hurled it to one side. Just as he began to step
inside the smouldering building, there was a rasping groan from
above and the remains of the roof fell in.

“Ken!” Jane screamed at him, she just had
time to see Ken leaping backwards, before he disappeared in a cloud
of soot, ash and concrete dust. With a final moan, the inner
mechanism of the old mill toppled sideways and smashed into the far
wall. The force of the impact buckled the wall, and like the
obvious house of cards, the entire mill began to topple sideways.
Jane caught the glimpse of a running figure out of the corner of
her eye. It simply raced into the smoke and disappeared into the
cloud of smoke and dust. She and Mike stood and watched with mouths
open, helplessly mesmerised.

Tori kick started their reactions. “Reds got
him, Red’s there!”

Sure enough, seconds later, the large figure
of Red appeared through the maelstrom of smoke, crashing timbers
and falling masonry. He had Ken over one shoulder and was carrying
him, like a rag doll, away from the collapsing building. Red’s
momentum carried him right past the gaping trio and he kept running
until he lost his footing on the slippery grass and slid into an
ungraceful touchdown. The ‘Ken rugby ball’ on his shoulder was
making some horrible strangling noises. Fearing the worst, the
other three ran over to where the two men were skidding towards the
ditch. They arrived just in time to see the pair plummet over the
lip of the bank and disasappear from view, a large flume of water
signalled the men’s final destination. Jumping onto the bank above
the water course, the three would-be rescuers looked into the water
fearing for the worst as they did so. The sight they observed was
far from what they had expected to see.

Both Red and Ken were sitting up to their
chests in the muddy water and making strangling noises. Strangled,
laughing noises! Red howled with laugher: “Ooooh… man that was
close huh, Ken? Jeez that old wall missed my head by a
little ittsy teeny bittsy!” He held up his large, mud covered hands
to show them just how near: “By this much!” he said, showing the
small gaps between his palms. “Any closer and yo’all would be
singing ‘Nite nite sleep tight’ to me an ol’ Ken there!” He slapped
the water with both hands and the huge splashes of water sent Ken
into fits of laughter once more. He jumped up and then flopped back
down next to Red, the splash of his own landing covering them both
with even more mud and water. That was it as far as they
were concerned, barely able to breathe through their amusement they
staggered and slipped their way out of the ditch, before crawling
onto the grass and laying at the somewhat more dry feet of their
horrified companions. Ken lay with his eyes closed and giggled like
a child. Red simply lay there next to him, choking back the
laughter. Ken sat up and then thanked Red heartily for: “Saving my
arse and then breaking every bone in my body, before trying to
fucking drown me… thanks big guy!” He laughed and then punched Red
on the shoulder. Red beamed with delight. It wasn’t long before the
other three simply had to join them, the relief at seeing both men
alive and well was overwhelming and they allowed their pent-up
emotions to escape.

Amongst a scene of burnt wood, smoke, and
general carnage, the five of them sat, or lay, on the grassy bank
and laughed like there was no tomorrow. Once their humour had dried
up and their final jokes and laughter had floated away into the
warm air, the shameful situation of the old mill returned to bring
them back down to earth. They sat silently for a while and watched
the last few lonely wisps of grey smoke, and its little grey
butterflies of ash, taking flight and heading for more pleasant
climates.

“Well,” said Ken. “That’s a bit of a cock
up, isn’t it – what a shame, all that hard graft wasted, she was
bloody lovely was that old lady?” He turned to the others and shook
his head. They all agreed, but there was a look in Mike’s eye, a
look of determination and a look that Ken had seen on the odd rare
occasion when Mike had been struggling with some piece of equipment
or another. If something like that had given Ken as much grief,
well then, the offending item would have rapidly found itself
residing in the bin. Not Mike though, he would get that look of
blue eyed determination on his face, and before Ken knew it the
troublesome item would be working perfectly. Mike had the exact
look on his face right now. Jane saw it, too, and said that perhaps
Ken had best fetch his tools as the extension might have to wait a
while? She was right.

For the next four days they spent every
waking moment down by the mill. In many ways it was a good thing as
Mike could redesign some of the original mechanism. He said to Red:
“It was state of the art in its day, I’m sure, but ideas have moved
on since then, this way will be a lot better and we might even be
able start milling some corn again, what do you reckon?” Red
reckoned that Mike’s idea was just fine, he dumped the huge piece
of timber he’d been carrying, onto the grass and leaned over Mike’s
shoulder to see his sketch of the new design. Jane watched the two
men as they discussed the intricacies of the design – Red casually
leaning on Mike’s shoulder and grinning as the Australian showed
him how his idea would work. Red plucked the pencil from behind
Mike’s ear and made a few skilful lines of his own, Jane saw Mike
look at him and then grin. “Yeah, definitely buddy!” He said.
“That’ll work for sure, nice idea my man!” They had become very
close over the past weeks and Mike’s attitude had endowed a very
positive influence on the young man. Jane smiled to herself and
turned back to help Ken as he sawed a piece of wood for the new
door frame. He had been back into town with the sorry tale of the
unfortunate mill’s demise. Frank looked at him, scratched his head
and started scribbling down the long list of things, which Ken
began to order.

Ken had been delighted when, two days later,
Frank had arrived at the farm with his three, strapping sons on
board the old green truck. He had procured every single item on
Ken’s list and even added a few of his own. He absolutely refused
payment and would hear no more about it. Pointing at the windmill
he said: “This here old lady has been part of this land for years,
longer than I can remember anyways, it’s only right that we put her
back to glory again; you all done a mighty fine job last time so,
well, I reckons we can lend a hand is all?” That was the end of the
conversation as far as Frank was concerned.

Finally, after some ten days or so, they
were done. The mill was back to its former glory, all the internal
workings had been redesigned and Mike had spent hours grinding the
stone milling wheels, they now looked like new and made a soft
rumbling noise when he asked Red to push the lever. Mike grinned
and said: “Yeah, we could definitely grind corn, or maybe even
wheat, with that?” He and Red looked really pleased with their
work. All that remained was for Red to finish the second coat of
white paint on the outside and Ken also had to realign one of the
sails, or blades, which had become slightly wayward, and he would
soon get around to that? They had done a fine job, on the last
evening, after they had completely finished, Jane, Maggie and Tori
made a huge picnic and took it down to the mound. They invited all
those who had helped; about a dozen people gathered under the apple
tree and tucked in to a well deserved feast.

From their vantage point, they had a nice
view of the gleaming white mill as she sat in her renovated
splendour. Ken raised his beer and said, “Folks, a toast!” he
paused and turned to Mike. “To Mike: thanks or giving us the
motivation, and then having the balls to go through all of this
again, Mike. You’ve done a damned good job. Cheers!” They all
agreed and raised their glasses in salute.

Mike thanked them and also Red for allowing
them to live on the farm with him. “It’s been a pleasure, Red – and
one which I will repay one day?” He said, as he took a long swig of
his beer and looked at the sky. “Let’s just hope the next storm
goes straight past, eh?” They all agreed and drank to that.

The only problem with that sentiment was
that the next storm wasn’t going to be a dark clouds and teeming
rain, type of storm. It was going to be a much drier, poisoned
tempest. The only liquids this particular storm would be releasing
were of the dark yellow, whiskey induced, urine type. That, and
blood, other people’s blood, were all it was to bring, and there
wasn’t the slightest chance in hell it was going to pass them by,
none whatsoever. Mike knew it.

He’d known all along.

The following morning, after deciding to
take the day off, Ken and Jane were lounging under the apple tree
and watching Red and Mike. The two of them were walking around the
lake and skipping stones across the flat surface of the water. It
was a fine day – Mike had risen early and made Red a large fried
breakfast. Seeing that the bike was missing, and the two greasy
plates stacked in the sink, Jane had guessed that the two men must
have been out on the farm before dawn. After their own breakfast,
she and Ken had jumped into the truck and at around mid morning,
had come down to join Red and Mike down by the lake. They parked
the old truck at the foot of the apple tree mound, and wandered up
to the top where they sat upon the warm grass and looked over
towards the windmill.

Jane watched the two men walking over to the
mill; Mike was looking at the troublesome blade once again, craning
his neck upwards and pointing to the end of it, then he turned to
Red and they appeared to be discussing the problem in some detail.
Mike pointed upwards and then knelt to sketch something in the dust
below, before standing again and then making a twisting motion with
his hand; nodding vigorously, Red turned on his heel and went
inside the mill, where, after about two minutes he returned empty
handed. Jane saw Mike clap him on the shoulder and then both men
made their way to the Harley as it leaned against the wall of the
mill.

Mounting up, and with a barking roar of
exhaust, they rode over to the apple tree at breakneck speed, Jane
could hear them laughing as they headed towards her and Ken.
Reaching the top of the mound, Mike slid the bike to a halt. Red
hopped off and joined them under tree. Mike grinned and said, “I’m
just gonna zip back to the barn, there’s no tools in the mill and
we’ve had a great idea about how to fix that bloody sail, once and
for all!” He blipped the throttle.

Red said, “If Tori is back from town, will
you bring her out when you come back, Mike?” He picked a stalk of
grass and inserted it into his mouth, grinned widely and then put
on his best hillbilly look. Mike smiled at him and said he would do
just that.

Looking at them all he said, “OK, I’ll see
you later guys, I’ll be back… don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine!”
He smiled at them again and then rode off down the hill. Stopping
about a hundred yards away, he turned and looked up at them again.
Standing with the bike between his legs, Mike gave them a salute
and shouted back to them: “It’s all gonna be just fine. You’ll see,
just fine forever. I’ll see you around my friends, OK?” He
sat back in the saddle, revved the engine, and then amazingly
managed to get the old bike into a decent wheel-stand. With the
front tyre completely off the ground, Mike roared away on the back
wheel. Then, very casually, he waved with his left hand, let the
front wheel back to ground, and gave the bike its head. They could
hear him laughing as he went. Jane followed his path until he
disappeared behind the trees, which lay between them and the
house.

“Crazy bastard…” Ken said, and then lay down
to listen whilst Red extolled Mike’s riding skills to Jane. She was
quiet, and after a while spent listening to Red, lay back down next
to Ken and looked at the sky. Red decided on a spot of fishing and
wandered back down to the mill to get a rod from the rack, which
they had built inside after the fire. As they lay there, side by
side, Ken looked across at his wife and said, “Are you OK, you’ve
gone a bit quiet, baby?”

She turned her head and looked straight at
him, they were only a foot or so apart and he could see that her
eyes were serious. “Yes I am, but what was with Mike just then,
that was a bit of a speech wasn’t it, he’s only going to get some
tools or something. What did he mean by ‘forever’ and did you see
his eyes when he looked at Red?” she said, and then sat up.

Ken joined her and together they sat looking
down over the lake for a while. After a while he answered her.
“Yeah, I did see his eyes; I’ve seen that look on him before. I saw
it last time, when we were about to go back to Kandahar from the
ship. It was exactly the same look… the trouble is that Mike knows
stuff which we don’t. He’s in a different league to us when it
comes to all this shit – George only tells us what we need to know,
what we can cope with. Mike knows more than he lets on, of
that I’m sure!” He shook his head and looked across at Jane again.
“I guess we’re just gonna have to wait and see, huh?” He lay back
down on the grass, stretched over and reached for her hand. They
weren’t going to have to wait long at all.

One hour, if we’re to be precise.








Chapter 29 - Bad Blood






“Where in the hell has he gotten to, it’s
been nearly an hour – I’ll bet he’s fiddling with something in the
barn and he’s gonna come back here with a whole new design for the
bloody thing?” Ken said as he stretched lazily. He had actually
dozed off into a pleasant afternoon nap, before waking with a start
and yawning loudly; he sat back up and rubbed the back of his head.
The skin, which covered the plate in his skull, still felt like it
had received a jab from the dentist and was sensitive but almost
completely numb.

Red was leaning against the apple tree and
crunching on one of the last of the sweet fruits. They had mostly
dropped off by now, or been eaten, but there was still the odd few
dangling almost out of reach. “Do yo’all wants me to go and see
what he’s doing; I gotta clean these fish anyways?” He bent down to
retrieve the fish, which he then held up proudly. Ken looked across
and yawned again.

“Yeah, why not, take it easy in the truck
though, yeah?”

Red laughed and then casually walked over to
put his catch in the rear of the Spear. He was quite familiar with
how to use the vehicle as Mike had let him drive it all over the
place. He eased his bulk through the diver’s door and pressed the
starter. The engine came to life in its usual fuss free manner, it
was the only part of the Spear which was still holding its own
these days, the rest of it seemingly reverted to being just a
normal old pickup. Red waved at them, and then with only the
squeaking of tired suspension and some dead fish for company, he
trundled away towards the farm.

Just like Mike, he didn’t come back.

It was Tori who came and got them. About
fifteen minutes later, and with a face like marble, pure white
marble, she slid the truck to a halt next to the couple as they
were wandering along the track back to the farm. “Hi Tori, we
didn’t expect to see you on your own, are those two messing about
in the barn again?” Jane said as she walked over to the truck. She
stopped dead as she saw the flood of tears begin to flow down
Tori’s face. “Tori… what’s the matter baby – Tori?” She said
quietly. Then more urgently, shouted: “Ken!” He ran over and just
caught the young woman as she stumbled from the truck. Tori pushed
past him and tried to be sick onto the grass. Her dry retches were
in vain and with a deep, sobbing intake of breath, she turned and
tried to speak.

“Mike, he’s… I mean Red has, it’s terrible,
there’s blood everywhere. Mike helped me – he came back and
attacked me. Red… they’ve had a big fight, there’s blood
everywhere, lots of blood, Ohhh!” She almost howled with
anguish. Jane looked at her and then noticed that the shoes on
Tori’s feet were spattered with blood, in fact, when Jane looked
more closely, she could see Tori’s bare legs were speckled with the
stuff. The collar of her dress was ripped and there was a deep
purple bruise starting to flower below her neckline.

“Get in!” Ken’s face had also gone white,
but not with fear or anguish. This was the white of a pure,
unadulterated, seething fury. He slammed the door closed and waited
impatiently until the women had run around and climbed into the
passenger’s seat. As their door was still closing he floored the
accelerator and cursed. “Fuck!” The journey back to the farm seemed
to take an inordinately long time and once again Ken had the
feeling of being paused somehow – he felt like smashing the
steering wheel in an attempt to speed things up. He restrained
himself as he had caught a glimpse of the girls, they were both
deathly pale and Tori was still making noises like a small animal
caught in a trap, she was also whispering to herself.

“I never knew this was going to happen, I
never knew this was going to happen!” She repeated the phrase over
and over again. Jane reached across and held her hand tightly. Tori
looked up and simply burst into tears again. Her sobbing was one of
the most awful sounds that Ken had ever heard. They were wretched,
tearing cries that came deep from within her body. She sounded as
though she was about to start screaming. Ken hoped she didn’t start
any of that because he wasn’t too far away from screaming
himself.

His thoughts were going haywire: “After all
this time, the bastard has still reverted to his normal self –
fuck! All this time trying to change shit, fuck all ever
changes does it and I should bastarding know that!” He
gripped the wheel so tightly that he felt something give within its
structure. It made a little cracking noise. He promised himself:
“If anything has happened to Mike then I’m gonna kill that kid,
future or no fucking future!” He reached down into the door pocket
and felt for the Beretta, the familiar feel of the weapon helped
calm his racing thoughts. They pulled up to the back gate, Tori had
obviously left it open in her haste to come and find them, but it
had swung back and was sitting half-closed again. Ken used the nose
of the truck and pushed it out of the way, before driving up to the
house.

The fresh white gravel crunched like dried
bones beneath the tyres as they rolled to a stop next to the porch.
It seemed to take forever, mainly because their horrified eyes were
transfixed by the carnage, which lay scattered before them. The
flower pots were all smashed or upturned, part of the wooden
banister rail was snapped clean off and the large kitchen window
was shattered. Jagged shards of glass hung like teeth from its
frame. There were bloodied smears and handprints littered across
the white paint and several long scarlet drips of the stuff were
smeared across the bright yellow kitchen door. Their disbelieving
eyes fell on the two men who lay upon the blood covered floor of
the veranda.

Red sat upon the wooden floor with his
shoulders against the back door and head resting against its
freshly painted frame. His eyes were closed and he was breathing
heavily. He was also covered in blood, it ran down from his head
and Ken could see a vicious wound just above his right eye. Mike
was lying against him and Red was holding him tightly under the
arms with his own hands linked. Mike’s head rested against Red’s
stomach and his arms were flung wide under Red’s trunk like thighs.
Red’s knuckles shone tightly with the pressure he was exerting.
Mike never moved and was soaked in blood from the neck down. As he
watched, Ken, saw a thick rivulet of fresh blood trickle down Red’s
face.

He smiled grimly to himself: “Mike’s made
sure the prick doesn’t walk away without a memento this time!” He
stepped out of the truck, cocked the Beretta and walked casually
over to where the men lay. Ken looked at them, and then climbed the
first few steps before stopping short of the veranda floor. He
raised the pistol and hissed softly, his words were filled with
total menace. “Oi you… fuck face, this time you aren’t
getting a second chance, Red!” He thumbed the safety catch to
‘fire’ and adopted a two handed, shooting stance. Ken could put a
whole magazine of 9mm rounds into a target the size of a man’s palm
at a range of thirty yards. Red’s head was a much larger, melon
sized target that lay less than ten feet away. “This is a
no-brainer, Red, and in about two seconds you ain’t gonna have no
brains to worry about!” Ken grinned at his own poetic words and
raised the weapon into the aim.

Red opened his eyes and looked first at Ken
and then down at his own chest, as he opened his mouth to speak a
flush of blood and air-bubbles escaped to run down over his chin.
“I couldn’t stop him,” he said. “It was too late. He stabbed me…
he’s too strong!” He gurgled, looked down at his chest, then sat
back and smiled at Ken. The gaps between his teeth were filled with
blood.

Ken didn’t fall for any distractions this
time around: “Good! I fucking hope it hurts! Have you killed him
you prick – in fact, I know you have, I can see it, you
fucking arsehole! Say goodbye, you big fuck, bye-bye Red!” Ken felt
the rush of white heat flood his eyes, its arrival washed away all
sense of anything. It was time to die, end of story. He took up the
trigger pressure and aimed between the red bastard’s eyes.

“What the hell do you think you’re
doing?” Tori screamed as she crashed into his back. Ken’s shot
drilled harmlessly into the door frame about ten inches above Red’s
bloodied head and he stumbled backwards off the steps before very
nearly falling onto his arse. Quickly gaining his balance, he swung
around violently and pointed the pistol at her – when she saw the
look on his face, Tori stepped back in horror. Ken stood with his
lips drawn back, gritted teeth flanked by bulging cheek muscles,
there was an awful light flashing in the depths of his blazing,
green eyes.

He barked at her: “Do that again and I will
shoot you fucking first, you have no idea about this, this whole
thing goes back a long way – I owe this shithead and now it
looks like he’s killed Mike, for Christ’s sake!” He looked at her
menacingly.

“Ken please just stop! Just stop and
listen, will you!” Jane said with her voice calmly cutting through
the terrifying atmosphere.

Ken paused and looked at her. “Jane, he’s
fucked Mike up, Jesus Christ… we aren’t gonna win this one, it’s
all been bollocks. Mike’s bloody dead by the looks of
things!” He looked at her helplessly. Tori stood calmly and stared
at him with those deep brown eyes. Ken felt the anger begin to go
back into its cave. He relaxed a little and said: “OK, fine, I’ll
listen… but I’m still gonna fucking kill him!” He stepped back and
motioned with his head towards the veranda. “Go ahead, help
yourselves…”

Tori moved towards him. “First we need to
help Mike and Red. They’re in a mess, now come on and help
me!” She suddenly seemed to grow about six inches, all of the
distraught anguish having departed somewhere between her getting
out of the truck and then barging into his shoulder, she looked
older somehow, Tori had changed. She brushed past Ken, saying, “And
put that damned gun down will you, Kenneth – it’s not needed here!”
He turned and looked at Jane in disbelief.

She had no time for explanations and ran to
join Tori, who had knelt down next to Red. Jane shouted at him.
“Ken, come on, help us here!” He placed the pistol on the bonnet of
the truck and bounded up the wooden stairs. The men were in a very
bad way; Ken wasn’t sure if Mike was dead or not, but knew by the
amount of blood his friend was covered in that he soon would be. He
ordered the girls to attend to Red, and then, after lifting Red’s
arms out of the way, he slid Mike out from the young man’s grasp.
Laying him flat, Ken ripped open Mike’s shirt and looked at his
wounds. He was horrified by the diamond shaped puncture marks that
perforated his friend’s chest and stomach. They had seeped blood
over his torso and Mike was dripping in it. There was one
particular hole under Mike’s left armpit, and the amount of blood
that had escaped through its gaping mouth, meant only one thing, it
was a fatal wound. There looked to be gallons of blood under him,
it had pooled all over the floor and was still dripping through the
gaps in the wood. Ken stopped looking at the other wounds and tried
to see if Mike had a pulse in his neck. It was there, but only
just, fluttering gently like a moth against the inside of a window
would flutter, exhausted after a night of trying to escape, slowly
beating itself to death as you stand and watch with your first cup
of tea in hand… Ken knew that Mike’s heart was also beating itself
to death and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. He
felt for a pulse in Mike’s wrists and could find none, all of the
wounds had stopped bleeding and there was no longer any sign of
arterial pumping. Mike’s blood pressure was irretrievably low. A
cold feeling washed over Ken, it was the soft caress of
inevitability and the big man recognised her bitter sweet touch
instantly. He had felt the same thing, a long time ago, in the
market place. It was his own self protection system and it helped
Ken to deal with something that, without its intervention, would
certainly have been unbearable. His mind found solace in the
thought that Mike would probably be in no pain. Ken rested upon the
black staff of certainty, safe in the knowledge there was nothing
more he could do.

He leaned forward and brushed the jet black
hair from his friend’s face, then used his thumb to wipe a streak
of blood from under Mike’s right eye. It reminded him of the one he
had seen on Red’s face in George’s little film clip. He sat down on
the floor next to Mike and extended his left leg behind the
Australian’s shoulders. Gently lifting Mike’s head, Ken slid his
leg sideways and lowered it so that Mike’s head rested on the soft
part of his own thigh. He turned towards the others – Red was
sitting up and coughing badly, blood still spattered from his lips.
“Definite punctured lung – good!” It was the only thing Ken could
think of. He looked up to see if the pistol was where he had left
it. The gun was still on the bonnet and lay well out of Red’s
reach.

Ken turned back to the girls and said,
“Mikes going now, it’s over… you’d best come and say goodbye.” Ken
couldn’t stop himself from choking on the words. He breathed deeply
and rested his hand on Mike’s forehead. Hearing his words, Jane
spun around and looked at him in horror.

“What…!” She crawled over on all fours and
knelt next to Mike’s head. “Ahhh, Mikey sweetheart, please
don’t go…” Ken grabbed her wrist and shook his head. She looked at
him in deep sorrow, Ken saw her fight back the tears. Hearing a
noise behind him, he spun his head to see what Red was doing. The
boy busy was crawling over towards them, Tori had her hand under
his armpit and she was trying to help the giant get to Mike. To
Ken’s utter amazement, he saw the handle of a large knife sticking
out of Red’s side. It seemed to be embedded in his rib cage, and
yet he was still alive, still alive and moving!

Ken shot another helpless glance to where
his pistol lay.

He needn’t have bothered; as he looked back
to Red, he saw the man begin to cry, a dam of tears that had been
filled by years of loneliness and abuse, topped up regularly with
enforced guilt and misery, suddenly burst its wall. A veritable
stream of tears flowed down his blood covered face. “M…M… Mikeeeyy,
awww Mikey! My Mikey, I’m so sorry I cudn’t help yoo Mikey. I’m
sorry Mikey. I’m so sorry Momma, Momma, Momma!” He threw his head
back and screamed at the roof of the porch. “Mikey!” The
blood filled spittle flew from his lips and splashed onto the
underside of the roof that lay above them. Red thumped down next to
Mike and placed his large blood covered hands onto Mike’s chest.
Through disbelieving eyes, Ken could see him trying to will some
life back into Mike’s fading energy. Then Tori did something they
would all remember forever.

She walked around the other side of Mike’s
prostrate figure and knelt next to him. Quite calmly, she said:
“Michael… its Tori, open your eyes this instant, please!” Ken
thought that maybe she wasn’t quite getting this, and was just
about to say as much when Tori’s deep brown eyes suddenly changed
colour. Ken felt Jane stiffen beside him; their thoughts, their
words, even the very breath within their lungs, suddenly froze as
they looked at the beautiful girl in disbelief. Tori’s eyes went a
deep violet blue. They seemed to swirl momentarily before suddenly
turning a brilliant, much lighter, cobalt blue. It was the colour
of the oceans when seen from space, the same hue as the tips of
lightning – the clearest blue, Ken had ever seen. Hearing Jane gasp
next to him, he guessed that she shared in the thought. Then Tori
spoke to Mike again. “Michael…” She placed her hand over his mouth
and blew a stream of breath at his face. Mike’s eyelids fluttered.
“Michael, it’s your sister, now open your eyes and say
goodbye properly – Michael!” Mike opened his eyes and smiled
weakly.

He licked his lips and then whispered so
softly it was almost impossible to hear what he said, almost
impossible but not quite. “Sorry, I was dreaming, sorry Sis.” He
turned to Ken and Jane, they saw the light flicker in his eyes, the
brilliant blue colour flared briefly and then faded. It looked like
a candle sputtering in the draft caused by a suddenly opened door.
He smiled and said, “Sorry guys, it’s a long story but it’s all
alright now, don’t worry about me too much, OK… I just have to go
somewhere else that’s all. Don’t worry; I’ll be here forever… I
love you.” He reached out and laid his fingers across the back of
Ken’s hand. He smiled once more and looked up at them.

Ken let the tears run down his own face,
taking a shuddering breath, he said, “It’s all right Mike, if you
need to go then that’s OK, we’re fine, I’m just gonna miss you
man…” He swallowed hard and only just refrained from sobbing
himself. Then, without waiting for any more goodbyes, Mike died
whilst looking right into their eyes. No big drama, no sudden
jerking or terrible death rattles, like you would see in the
movies. No, it was far less spectacular; one minute he was there
and then, without changing the expression on his face, he had gone.
Mike’s candle blew out. It was twice in his life that Ken has seen
Mike die, and it didn’t get any easier the second time around. In
fact, it was so unbelievable that he had to look more closely.
Leaning across he peered into his friend’s eyes: “Mike?” Seeing all
he needed to see, Ken sat back and said, “Shit!” Jane gripped his
hand tightly. Together they sat with Mike’s hand in theirs and let
the emotions flow from their eyes.

Red didn’t see it when Mike went as he was
lying with his head on Mike’s chest. He didn’t need to see it – Red
had heard Mike go and he sobbed deeply as he lay there cuddling
Mike to his injured chest. Ken still felt like shooting him. He
would continue to feel that way until Tori put him right. She
looked at him and calmly said: “Red didn’t do this, there’s no time
to explain right now, but you need to trust me!” She looked at him
and her eyes blazed again. “Maggie will be here in a minute with
the ambulance. Help me with Red!” It wasn’t a request and both Ken
and Jane obeyed immediately. They helped Red away from Mike and,
whilst Jane and Tori tried to consol him, Ken had a look at the big
man’s injuries, they were substantial. Very much like Mike, Red had
several horrible knife wounds across his body and on his hands and
arms. It appeared as though the weapon, which had caused such
damage, was now firmly lodged in his side. By the looks of things,
Red definitely had a punctured lung; his breath was rattling and he
was doubled up in pain. Jane ran inside and fetched a bowl of clean
water and some cloths. After washing the blood from his face and
chest, Ken was fairly glad to see that most of the cuts weren’t too
deep. Obviously, the one with the knife still in it was far from
good news, but the rest didn’t look to be life-threatening. Ken
laid Red on his side and told him to keep the injury facing
downwards. Red did as he was asked and lay there in silence. Tori
sat next to him and held his hand.

Jane and Ken didn’t really know what to do
next as they were both still deeply in shock. Ken looked at her and
she shrugged, it was a gesture of despair and confusion. “What the
hell is going on?” Ken’s mind twisted and turned as he paced around
the veranda, looking down alternately between Red and Jane and then
back to Mike’s body. He contemplated covering Mike with a blanket,
or something, but just couldn’t bring himself to do it. Mike looked
so peaceful and if it wasn’t for his deathly white complexion, and
the blood, it would have appeared as though he was having a quick
nap. “Ah Mike, what the fuck are we gonna do now?” Ken knelt by his
side and tidied his dead friend up a bit, pushing the dark hair off
his forehead and straightening his hands. He stayed there for a
while and looked down at Mike, the tears still wanted to come, but
with an effort he pushed them back. His anger at this whole
situation filled him. “I need some answers and I need ‘em now!” He
rose angrily to his feet and turned just in time to see a strange
black van pulling onto the driveway. The vehicle had approached
without a sound and as it came to a halt, Maggie leapt from the
driver’s door. She brushed past them and immediately made her way
to Red’s side. They were so busy watching her that they didn’t see
the other person, the passenger.

“Scuse me ladies and gents, coming through –
mind your backs, please!” For the second time of asking, Melias
still had no time for niceties. It was just the way it was with
this guy. He made his way to Red’s side and, like Maggie before
him, knelt beside the mortally wounded man. In seconds, his neat
little scanner had made its diagnosis and was quickly followed by
the syringe, the one that made hissing noises. “Help me with this
boy, will you? He’s too big for a porky old soul such as me…”
Melias said and beckoned them over.

Red had such strength that he even managed
to stand on his own two feet, and using the many helping hands as
support, he staggered towards the black van. Melias didn’t need any
help after that. He manoeuvred Red into the rear of the vehicle and
they heard him say a few words to someone, or something, inside the
van. Melias leaned out of the back doors. “Stand back please,
Maggie… you’re going to need this for Michael.” He threw her a
small, bright blue package. The old woman caught the object and
then slid it into the pocket of her dress. Checking they had done
as they were asked, Melias nodded and then slammed the doors
closed. The van began to move away, which wasn’t unusual in itself,
but Ken hadn’t seen a driver. Just as his jaw was starting to drop
open of its own accord, there was a deep ripping sound and the
black van disappeared right before them.

As they stood on the driveway and looked at
the sky, Ken felt like he was waiting for some signal, a cheap neon
sign or something similar, anything! It was going to appear right
about now and put them all at rest. They’d all look up with relief
and then turn away with sickly smiles on their faces. Big yellow
letters were going to light up the sky and there would be some
cheesy music, too, blaring out its tinny accompaniment to the
unseen master of ceremonies’ meaningless, shitty words: ‘It’s
all just a bad dream, folks. Wake up now… here we go; you see… just
a bad dream is all, now, c’mon everybody, smile!’ Cue
fairground music… Ken could have stood there for a long time before
he felt like smiling, forever, perhaps. And he knew that it would
be even longer before any such message would be delivered. Ken knew
that for a fact and it filled him with despair, he turned to look
at Jane, she walked across to him and they embraced. Standing under
a faded red sky, they clung to each other and cried until the dusk
came and embraced them. Tori and her grandmother stood next to
Mike’s body on the old porch and looked down at them as the couple
pined for their departed friend. When it was over, when they could
cry no more and the tears were nothing more than a memory, a memory
like Mike had become, they turned to the house and wearily made
their way back to where the two women remained patiently waiting
for them.

Together they carried Mike into the house
and took him into his bedroom. Tori was adamant that it would be
she who took care of her brother, when she said that word, brother,
it still shocked Ken, he looked at Jane but she was as much
dumbstruck by the whole chain of events as was her husband. Maggie
ushered them into the sitting room and once the three of them were
inside, the old woman closed the door. “Let Tori do the deed…” She
said, and took a seat on the chair by the window. The she stood
again. “I think that I will make us a drink, don’t move.” Maggie
went back out to the kitchen and closed the door behind her. Ken
and Jane sat in silence. There wasn’t much they felt like saying
anyway. Five minutes later, Maggie was back and gave them each a
black coffee laced with some liquor. Ken recognised the taste
instantly. Its fiery kick, seemingly laced with honey, fetched some
more tears to Jane’s eyes. She looked at Ken and smiled weakly.
They sat with Maggie and sipped on their drinks in silence,
George’s potion worked its magic and they felt the heavy blanket of
despondency begin to lift, even if only a little bit. Ken felt as
though he could breathe again and began to try and figure out what
the hell had happened.

Seeing his far off look, Maggie spoke. “So
my dears, there we have it, a tragedy for you and a pain that must
be almost unbearable, I would imagine; yes, unbearable in the very
least?” She smiled at them and Ken realised the truth behind what
Jane had said about Maggie. She looked very much like George. She
even sounded like him, and he was just about to say as much, when
he was disturbed by the sound of the kitchen door slamming shut.
They all heard the Harley as Tori kicked it into life and the
exhaust rattled the window panes. Ken looked at Maggie and she
smiled softly at him, with a shake of her head, she said, “It’s
nothing to worry about, Tori has only one final thing to do, one
last performance to give, and then the current chapter of this
whole, sorry tale will be complete. Tomorrow there will be a brand
new day, you’ll see – a bright, shiny day!”








Chapter 30 - Maggie’s Tale






It was whilst Tori hurled herself through
the night that Maggie proceeded to tell Ken and his wife a few
things, a couple of points, which perhaps they hadn’t thought of.
She lowered her cup and looked at them. Taking a deep breath,
Maggie told them how it was: “George is my father and as his wife
was a mother to me, so am I to Michael and Tori’s parents. I am
their grandmother, and Tori and Michael are my direct descendants.
We come from a place where time has a completely different meaning.
I believe my father has told you of this? He adores you by the way;
at this moment in time he is not in a fit state to address you. You
grief has relayed directly to him and he has become quite ill, I’m
afraid to say. He is very old, even by our standards.” Maggie
looked at them, but they had no questions for her. What could it
possibly be they would want to ask her, apart from everything,
everything and nothing? She nodded and continued. “We have been
fighting this Demon for centuries now, he appears in many different
disguises, but throughout the ages he has always been there,
pushing us towards some new catastrophe or another. Some refer to
it as the Dragon?” Her reference to that particular name, made Ken
blink, at least twice.

Maggie continued. “This latest escapade, the
one in which you have become embroiled, is but another of his
little games. We don’t think that he, or it, is directly
responsible for any of the events that continue to shape our
existence. No, it is not like that at all – at least we don’t think
so. It’s more as though he simply hitches a ride along with
whatever the latest cosmic event happens to be. He’s a thrill
seeker, a trouble causing fairground hooker!” She snorted
and shook her head. “In this world he has manifested himself as
Red’s father… no, I apologise, that is not correct. He found
a black hole in the soul of that poor, bereaved man. Found it and
filled it. He is very good at that sort of thing! He travels
between the different parallels and looks for trouble, something to
keep him occupied?” Maggie rose to her feet made her way over to
the window and stood gazing out into the darkness. With her back to
them, they heard her say: “As soon as it became apparent this was
to be his new playground, that he had taken Jeremiah, we decided
upon moving to this time as well. I was dispatched to monitor the
situation – to try and help Red whenever I could. It was useless
though, he was almost a prisoner on this farm. George told me to
wait, wait and have strength, wait until he had found the right
ones?” She turned and looked pointedly at them. “So I waited, but
Jeremiah was beyond help because the Dark One had taken him… I
could see it on his face.”

Jane spoke. “Is he the Devil, is that what
you’re telling us, Maggie?” She looked towards Ken and he nodded at
her in understanding. Maggie turned and came over to her. She sat
on the arm of Jane’s chair and leaned across to stroke her hair. It
was a very parental gesture and Jane reached up and took hold of
her hand.

Maggie looked down at her fondly. “Of that
no one is really sure, we have been dealing with his misdemeanours
for millennia and have become somewhat immune to any such thoughts.
His latest game, the one involving the Rip, has kept him amused for
a long time now. However, unfortunately for us and for poor
Michael, he has found himself trapped within Red’s father –
Jeremiah. The man had become so needful of something, anything to
hold onto, that he appears to have captured part of the Demon
within himself. It cannot escape and Tori will kill it this very
night! Only she can kill it, and only we as a family have the power
to resist its charms.” She stood, gathered their empty cups and
made her way into the kitchen. It was a few minutes before she
returned with their fresh drinks.

Maggie then proceeded to tell them that the
fun seeking entity had become obsessed by the endless
possibilities, which the Rip presented. The idea of a total
catastrophe excited it and the Demon had stayed around for much
longer than was usual. She told them that it wanted to be there
when the final events were played out in all their horror. “What
fun that would be for it, can you only imagine?” She looked
at them with the flicker of horror shining in her own eyes. “When
it became aware of the fact that young Red was to play an
inextricable part in the show, that he was to be the link in all of
this, then it saw an opening and it could not resist the
opportunity. The Dragon saw that if it could turn Red into the man
who does those terrible things, then it would have opened the door
to endless possibilities!” She sipped her drink. “The only problem
it has, and one which it has never been able to understand, is the
well known fact that things don’t always turn out the way in which
we would want them to – fate has its own way of deciding things?”
She explained that in every dimension they had been in, Red was
always the key and, as Jane had realised, they had suddenly
understood it was he whom they needed to change. If they managed to
do that, then all of the Dragon’s time and effort would have been
for nought. “We have used many good people along the way to help us
with our quest. People such as yourselves, wonderful people who
have willingly made great sacrifices and have helped us to ensure
the Dragon never quite gets his way. Unfortunately, it manages to
enter the hearts of many people, slithers its way into their very
being, and then simply sits back and watches the terrible things,
which its occupation of the host causes. There is a little piece of
the Demon in most people – he has a far reaching influence!”

Ken asked about Mike, he needed to know what
had happened to him. “Is he dead, really dead… Maggie? He
had to know just for his own sanity. He still had Mike’s blood all
over his hands and the thighs on his jeans were black with the
stuff.

She looked at him sadly. “In this time he
is, yes, I am afraid so, Kenneth. Very dead, and we must bury him
soon for they are waiting on him?” She smiled ruefully and
continued. “But, exactly as you saw before, when you fought Red,
what happens in one dimension has no say in other places. Michael
has done some irreparable, physical damage to Jeremiah. Red’s
father is currently down at the apple tree and is digging for
hidden treasure, the fool!” She rolled her eyes in
mock despair.

Jane, her voice filled with hope more than
anything else, said: “But, he’s going to be OK somewhere else, is
that what you mean? Mikey will be in some other place, doing just
what he always does, he’s just not here, is that what you mean,
tell us… please!” Her face twisted with the sincerity of her plea,
Ken reached over and grasped her hand.

Then Maggie gave them the first piece of
good news they’d received for quite a while. With a smile… it was
almost a grin, but not exactly, because old ladies very rarely
grin, especially ones who happen to be as old as Maggie… she said,
lightly: “Oh yes, absolutely he will be, at this moment he is
sleeping, but in a while he will wake up, wake up in a place where
he imagines he has always been. This will all have been just a
dream to him, a distant memory?”

Unbelievably, the old woman then proceeded
to laugh. “Ah, my Michael, he always was such a handful!”
She then told them that Jeremiah had been running from the Police
for months, he had been involved in a brawl in some bar along the
way, a man had been killed and Jeremiah had fled to the next
county. In panic, he had pawned his pistol and then purchased a
hunting knife. The one, which at that precise moment in time,
Melias was expertly removing from Red’s huge chest, eventually the
Demon within had called him and he began to make his way back home,
he kept to the back roads and small hamlets. Keeping a low profile
and living off the land and his wits, he had slowly made his way
back towards them. His bad timing, or that of fate, was immaculate
and it had given them enough breathing space to allow the trio to
have their way with Red. The portion of putrid hatred and anger
that had begun to flower within the young man was effortlessly
swept away by the intervention of his new friends.

Maggie informed them that Red’s father had
actually been on the farm for three days now, sneaking up to the
house at night and watching them, he had probably decided there
were too many people there and so had hung back and waited until
finally the opportunity presented itself.

It was an opportunity that was not to be
long in arriving…

Maggie told them of how Tori had decided to
hitch a ride out to the farm, she, Maggie, had been too busy and
Tori had always liked the adventure of hitchhiking anyway. She knew
one of the neighbours would be along shortly and so, after waving
goodbye to her grandmother, Tori had taken a long-legged stride
along the road out of town. Maggie told them that she had said
farewell to Tori and had planned to be on the farm herself before
sundown. “I told her to be careful, we all knew the time was
coming, we knew Michael was going to have to give of himself, but
we just didn’t expect it to be so soon, so soon or so violent?”
Looking at them, the old woman seemed to suddenly age. “I hope to
the heavens that she is all right, she is so young, and he is so
powerful…” She walked across to her chair and sat back down. After
rearranging her gingham dress, she looked up and said, “Well, let’s
just cross our fingers, shall we?” As she sat and smiled quaintly
at them, Maggie was the epitome of the typical, much loved,
grandmother.

It was hard to imagine her being involved in
any of this.

Ken thought about that for a while, that and
a few other things, too, however, foremost in his mind lay the
desire to get some of his bigger guns and go and help Tori.

It was not to be.













Chapter 31 - An Eye for an Eye






With the throttle held wide open, Mike’s
sister roared from the barn and headed towards the back gate. With
her black hair flying and those blue eyes blazing, the young
temptress, Tori, raced towards the Demon. She grinned in the dusk
and used her left hand to make sure that Ken’s pistol was tucked
tightly into the waistband of her jeans. The stains of Mike’s
blood, which lay spattered on her shoes and legs, filled her soul
with a fire, it was a fearsome blaze and it burned so green that
its colour would have been almost unwatchable.

Tori flew through the dusk, the motorcycle
beneath her throbbing with its sympathetic urgency. Michael was
with her, she could feel his arms around her waist. His magic rode
with her and together they fearlessly plunged towards the Dragon.
She and her family had been through this scenario many times
before, had endured it repeatedly, and had fought it again and
again. On more than one occasion they had lost the battle. Many
times they had left a broken carcass behind as they fled a
particular world with the Demon’s giggling laugher following them.
It wasn’t always about blood and death, no, on many an occasion it
had been more about simply stopping the childish games the Demon
liked to play. Red and the Rip were just the latest toys that it
had been amusing itself with. Well, this was one game she
wasn’t going to lose. Michael had given himself to the cause, his
was the ultimate Gift and Tori had no idea when or where she would
see him again? She had lost him once more but she would find him
again, one day soon she would find him. But for now she had two
things on her mind: The Demon and Red, she would deal with them in
that order and deal with each of them differently, her emotions for
both men were also different, entirely different feelings
altogether.

“Love and hate,” her grandfather had told
her. “Are very similar emotions – the trick is learning how to use
them, my dear?” His words came back to her and Tori realised what
he had meant. She smiled to herself as she saw the apple tree
silhouetted against the night sky. She knew how to use hate all
right, yes, even if it was something she had only recently began to
understand fully, Tori intended to use it to its full extent in the
very near future. She drew to a halt about thirty yards away from
the mound, kicking the stand down, Tori killed the engine,
dismounted, and then stood silently watching as the man before her
went about his work. He was digging frantically beneath the apple
tree and was so engrossed in his work that he seemed not to have
heard the noise, which the Harley must have made as Tori raced
towards him.

She stood in the darkness and watched
him.

Jeremiah Tolder held the shovel in one hand
and was smashing it’s blade in the soft earth beneath him. He
wasn’t making good progress as he was only using one arm. Red had
broken the other one at the shoulder and now the injured limb hung
uselessly by the man’s side. He was enraged and swung the shovel
viciously, it clanged off the tree that stood in silent observation
above his frenzied actions. The tool bounced back harmlessly, the
vibration of its strike making the last few red apples release
their weary grip, whereupon they fell to the earth and landed with
little thuds. Tori recognised their falling and watched to see if
they would burst in to green light as they had in the dream, all
they did was to roll down the slope and come to a rest when their
momentum had exhausted itself.

She looked back up the slope to where the
man stood.

He howled at the ground, the sound was a
deep, guttural screech, and Tori heard him gurgle afterwards. He
dug the shovel into the ground and she watched as the black
crucifix from her dream presented itself. She stared at it for a
while and then looked at the man again – he was couching and
sounded as though he was struggling to breathe. He made a choking
sound and then reached for his throat. Rubbing it furiously, he
tried to speak again but his strangled rage only exited his mouth
in a gasping stream of soggy gibberish: “Fuk! I was erghh, arrggh
mutha… so help me I… get, urrghhle… Fukshhukgh…” Jeremiah sounded
as if he was trying to scream, scream whilst somebody else was busy
pouring a glass of warm water, or something much worse, down his
throat. He stumbled to his knees and then spat a mouthful of the
fluid to one side. Tori couldn’t quite see what it was he expelled
from his rasping mouth, but she hoped it was blood. Mike had hit
him so hard in the throat that she’d heard things snapping in
there; the blow had stopped him in his tracks, at least for a
while. Mike had turned from the pole axed giant and bent down to
help Red, the young man was just in the process getting to his own
feet after having been knocked to the floor by his enormous father.
And it was around that time when the knife had come out…

Forgetting the past for a moment, Tori began
to walk towards the kneeling tyrant. She never made a sound as her
tennis shoes touched lightly on the soft grass below. She felt as
though she may be able to sneak right up on him. She was wrong.
Suddenly, he raised his head and sniffed deeply in her direction.
He turned to her and glowered into the darkness as his eyes
searched for the source of the smell. It took him about five
seconds before he managed to focus on her tall figure. Seeing her
standing there in the half light, he growled, like a dog, and then
staggered upright. “Oh, its yoo is it – I see yoooo, cunt bitch!
Ahh, right… Garrghh, I geddit, yoo fuks think it’s my time, huh?
This time we’ll fuggin see yoo cu…” He choked once more and Tori
saw his legs momentarily buckle. In rage, he braced himself and
stood his ground, cursing her with his insanity: “Shrgaghh…
bastarddd – bitch, fuk all yoo geshh pricks, I killyaa!” He spoke
almost pure gibberish, and once again, Tori could hear him
drowning. By now she was close enough to see that it was blood
coming from his mouth, and there was plenty of it. The fluid looked
like oil as it dripped from his lips under the darkening sky. Tori
very nearly laughed at the sight – it was as though some kids had
put makeup on him for Halloween night.

The irony of that crazy thought amused her
intensely. She actually giggled. Giggled and then pulled the pistol
out of her jeans. The action made her find the situation ever
funnier – she laughed out loud and started to walk up the slope
towards him. The weight of the gun made her hands feel heavy and
she glanced down at them. The reality of the dream once again
sneaking up behind her and exposing the truth – everything was
planned, everything was linked, and this was just one part in a
long chain of correlated events. She laughed loudly at the
realisation, in a wonderful liberating rush, all of her darkest
fears left her. “I have no fear, everything is planned.” She
thought, and quickened her pace, striding purposefully up the
hill.

As she neared him, Tori whispered: “Yeah,
you cocksucker, have a good look at me laughing, I’m the laughing
teenager that’s going to blow your big, festering head right off
your shoulders! Look at me laughing, Mister Demon, look at me
laugh!” And with that comment, Tori raised the pistol and shot
Jeremiah in the throat.

Suddenly, just like in the dream, she was
flying towards him again, Tori felt herself being pulled into the
man. As she tore forwards, racing across time, she began firing at
him once more – time after time she pulled the trigger, and time
after time she watched as the bullets smashed into his head. She
saw them, everyone single one of them, watching as the chunks of
flesh and bone flew into the air. The man fell to his knees and
then collapsed onto his back. Tori saw his head ballooning
grotesquely and then watched in mesmerised terror as the man’s eyes
began to change colour. Jeremiahs face, which the Demon wore like a
mask, seemed to crinkle; it bulged obscenely and then seemed to
collapse inwards, its eyes turning a deep, fluorescent yellow.
Blood, and something else, something black and terrible, erupted
from his lips in a fine spray. It lifted above him into an awful
mist, a horrible black vapour that seemed to take on a shape of its
own. Tori knew the transformation was impossible, but she also knew
that her eyes weren’t lying to her – the blackness was alive! As
she stood and watched, the feeling of being witness to something
new, something overwhelming, filled Tori’s head. In a sudden rush
of truth, she realised that for the first time she had actually
come face to face with the Darkness, for the first time she could
actually see it! As it hung above his mouth like some insane liquid
kite, the awful fluid looked as though it had grown wings.

Tori stopped her rush to find that she had
come to a halt right above Jeremiah’s crumpled form. She had no
idea how many bullets were in Ken’s gun, but without hesitation she
fired the rest of them into the Dragon’s spewing mouth. The bright
flash leapt from the muzzle of the weapon, its searing light
illuminating the leering face below her. Lumps of flesh and teeth
smashed into the back of its blood filled throat, the horrible
tongue disappearing in a gobbet of pink mincemeat. The impact of
the bullets caused the black mist that hung above his head, to
suddenly lose its force and, like a burst water balloon, it
splashed back onto that dreadful, shattered face. With one last
gurgling curse, which seemed to emanate from the very air around
her, those terrible yellow eyes blinked out.

Tori stood there and kept pulling the
trigger, not hearing the pistol’s hammer as it fell repeatedly onto
an empty chamber: ‘Click, click, click…’ She stood looking
down at the remains of her assault for a while, standing there and
shuddering with fear and anger. Then, with a start, she dropped the
empty weapon onto the dead man’s face; the gun made a wet thudding
noise before slipping over the side of the mess into the
gore-covered grass next to the grotesque remains of his head. In
the same instant, she turned and ran back to the bike.

The darkness seemed to have doubled and she
sensed a wind coming from the east, it moaned as it filtered
through the woods to her left. She shivered and climbed on board
the old Harley and heeled back the kick-starter, praying for it to
start as she did so. Someone was definitely on her side tonight –
the old engine fired on the very first time of asking. With a snarl
of the exhaust, Tori turned and headed for home. She didn’t look
back.

The part of the Demon she had slain…
smashed… and then left behind within the useless husk of Jeremiah
Tolder’s broken body, didn’t feel so lucky. In fact, it didn’t feel
much of anything at all. And it sure as hell wouldn’t be doing any
giggling for a while, either. It was dead. At least for now it
was…













Chapter 32 - Saying Goodbye






It was the next day when they buried Mike.
There was only a small ceremony, there only needed to be as there
were just the four of them in attendance. They had made the
decision the night before – after Tori had returned. Sitting on the
porch and staring at the sky they’d remained in silence whilst they
waited for her to get back from her task. When she did finally
return, Tori had coasted the bike to a stop, leaned it against the
steps and then run into the house without a word. As the others
watched, they saw her heading into Mike’s room and closing the door
behind her. Maggie rose to her feet and suggested that perhaps they
should clean the place up a little. It was a distraction that
suited Jane just fine. Ken looked as though he too would be pleased
with something to do and had set about making a hasty repair to the
broken window, and the severed banister rails. Jane fetched endless
buckets of hot water onto the porch, and together they had sloshed
and scrubbed the awful memories away from its wooden surface.

After a while, Tori had joined them. Taking
a seat next to Mike’s rocking chair, she had looked at them and
whispered: “It’s done.” They left it at that for now; Jane knew
they would hear the rest when Tori decided that she was ready. It
was then when Maggie had calmly suggested that they should bury
Mike themselves. “We don’t want anyone knowing what has happened. I
mean, what should we tell them about this – the Police and the
doctor will be here, and then…” She let the unspoken words point
them in the direction of the only real solution.

“What about the other… thing?” Jane
shuddered as she struggled to say its, his, name. “Jeremiah
– what do we do about him?” Tori looked at her without a hint of
remorse or pity, without a hint of anything. She was stonily cold
and talked as if it was an old boot, or something even less
important, which they were worrying about.

“He will be gone in the morning, they always
are. I would be surprised if his body is still there even now?” She
stopped herself and then apologised. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know
this must be incredibly difficult, it’s just that, well, I’m
thinking about Red and Michael and…” She grimaced and turned
away.

“Would you like me to make a…” Ken choked.
“Make a coffin, I have enough wood, I mean it won’t be brilliant,
tomorrow is…” Maggie smiled, then stood and walked across to him.
Walking around until she reached the back of his chair, the old
lady put her hands on his shoulders and then, with eyes shining,
she spoke to her anguished friends once more.

“Oh my dears, what have we done to you, I’m
so terribly sorry. Even in this our darkest hour, you still have
the capacity to give. Jane: I can hear you thinking about rescuing
some of your poor flowers for Michael!” She motioned with her head
towards the scattered plants, which they had never had the heart to
clear away. Jane looked at her and nodded. Maggie said, “Thank you,
Kenneth, for the kind offer, and thank you, Jane, for your gentle
thoughts. You are so nice. Everything my father has said is true,
many times over it is true!” She placed her hand on the top of
Ken’s head, as she did so he felt her sincerity flood into him and
continued to listen to her caring words.

“There is no need to do anything at all
except have pleasant memories about my grandson, he is sleeping at
the moment and tomorrow he will wake up. That is all you need to
remember – I will take care of the rest… We will try to sleep, and
then tomorrow we shall say our goodbyes to dear Michael. Don’t get
all fancied up, there is no need, it’s not the way he was?”

They did trust her, and after an utterly
sleepless night they found themselves trundling down towards the
apple tree in the old truck.

When Ken and Jane had gone into the bedroom
to see if they could help with Mike’s body, the pair had received
yet another gentle reminder of the fact that there were things
happening over which they had no control and little, or no,
understanding of. Mike’s body was lying on the bed and he was
covered in a material of the purest blue. It looked like metallic
paper and shone with a deep glow. It was wrapped very tightly
around him and looked almost rigid. Ken thought: “It sure beats the
shit out of the poxy bits of two-by-four I would have used… sorry
mate!” He smiled as he thought about what Mike would have said back
to him, his friend’s sarcasm crackling through his mind. Maggie had
told them to take one corner each and, once they were in position,
she had ordered them to lift the body. Jane and Ken both tried too
hard, Mike was a big guy and it was going to be a major effort.
But, as they set their muscles for the big lift, they were totally
taken off guard by the way in which the corpse almost floated into
their hands. It was though the cloth had been draped around some
polystyrene cut-out of their friend’s body. Ken only just stopped
himself from uttering a surprised curse. “What the f…” Jane looked
across Mike’s body at him and smiled. Ken shook his head. “Sorry…”
He said, and shut his mouth. Mind racing, he helped the other three
‘float’ Mike outside into the waiting truck. As they placed him
gently into the rear of the vehicle, Ken had an overwhelming desire
to put something heavy on top of the gleaming blue cloth. He felt
sure Mike would simply rise up and drift away before they reached
the apple tree…

It was consequently they found themselves
coming gently to a halt at the base of the mound where the apple
tree grew. They all got out of the truck and Tori jumped down from
the back where she had been riding with her brother. “Let’s go and
find him a good spot!” She said, and then trotted lightly up the
slope. Jane and Maggie held hands whilst Ken brought up the rear.
As they wandered up the small slope, stopping and looking backwards
every now and then to find the best view, Ken suddenly had a
terrible thought.

“Bollocks, I never fetched the digging tools
with me!” He ran up the slope. “Maggie, listen I’m sorry but…” She
turned to him and once more Ken knew that Maggie, just like her
father, could see right into his head. She looked at him and shook
her own head with a smile. Ken almost stuttered: “Oh, OK then, no
problems?” He looked at Jane and gave her an eye signal, one which
he tried to make say: “I’ll tell you later?” She, too, smiled at
him. Ken shook his own head. “Everyone is fucking
smiling around here…” He didn’t feel like smiling in the
slightest; in fact, Ken felt like kneeling in the warm grass and
screaming at the Godless sky, screaming for Mike to come back and
help him with this… Dragging himself from his own self pity –
because he could just about hear Mike taking the piss out of him
for being a whiner – Ken took a deep breath and then jogged to
catch the others up. As he joined them at the top of the slope, Ken
saw Tori looking at the disturbed earth and the shovel, which was
stuck in the ground beneath the tree. “That’s why Maggie smiled,
they’ve already started digging – when in the hell did they do
that?” He walked up to the shovel, and said, “About here yeah,
looks good to me…” He wiggled the shovel until it came free and
turned to look at them.

There were no smiles this time.

“No!” Tori said, “Definitely not here, it’s
where I killed him, Jeremiah – I shot him in the head, over there,
that’s where he was digging.” She pointed to the spot; turning to
look, they could all see the flattened grass where the beast had
been walking around before taking some of Tori’s hot lead to the
face and then falling onto the ground. There was no blood or any
other tell-tale marks and only the small area of flattened grass
gave any clue as to the horrific events to have befallen that
place. Suddenly remembering, she walked across to the spot and bent
down. Finding what she was looking for, the girl stood upright and
turned to Ken. Holding it delicately, between thumb and forefinger,
Tori returned the Beretta to him. Ken put the safety catch on and
then slid the pistol into the waistband of his jeans at the small
of his back. Looking down, Ken could see that the ground was
littered with empty shell cases.

He’d counted to nine before his wife’s voice
made him look up.

Jane asked: “What was he digging for; you
mentioned treasure or something, Maggie?” The old lady turned to
Tori, seeing her grandmother’s look, the girl reached into the
pocket of her jeans – she had done as was asked and had come
casually dressed, the only thing she had made a special effort
with, were her shoes. They were bright red and suited her perfectly
– pulling her hand from the pocket, Tori fetched out a small, cloth
bag. Opening the drawstring, she extracted something from within
the black bag and then held out her hand. The object, which now
rested upon her pink palm, shone dully in the early morning
sunlight. It was a medal, or brooch, and looked like the one George
had given to Jane and Ken; it was very similar to theirs but
somehow different. Tori looked down at them, she was nearly the
same height as Ken, anyway, and several inches taller than Jane,
but now, as she stood on the slope above them, she seemed even
taller than normal. Glancing at the object in her hand, she said,
“It’s the other half of the one that you have in your possession,
they are the only two in creation and Michael has had this one for
a long time… We are not really sure what their true meaning is, not
yet. I know you have both experienced its power. When my
grandfather gave it to you it was as much a test as it was a gift?”
She looked down at the small medal and then back to them as Jane
spoke.

“Why did Jeremiah think it was buried here,
why would he think that?” Jane said, as she looked at the object
and then back to Tori.

Ken couldn’t tear his eyes from the small
metal ship. He felt like it was calling him and his mind became
filled with an overwhelming desire to reach out and grab it…

Tori, in reply to Jane’s last question,
said, “Because my great grandfather, George, made him think it was,
he gave him a dream and it drove Jeremiah mad, literally! The
difference between this item and the one in your bag back at the
farm, would be as much an opposite as black is to white. Your medal
is filled with goodness and only the truly good can hold it.
That is what I meant about a ‘test’…” She stopped for a moment, as
if to contemplate her words, and then continued. “Should you have
turned out not to be the good people… whom my grandfather
thought you were… then the powers of the good ship would have
unveiled your lies immediately!” Maggie walked up the slope to be
with them.

Joining in the conversation, she finished
off where her grand daughter had started. “An evil person cannot
hold the ‘Ship’ you possess, simply touching it would burn their
minds. However, this one,” she said, looking at the object in
Tori’s hand. “Is exactly the opposite – a good person could never
remain good once they had touched it, this little Ship would
sear them and immediately fill their soul with blackness!” Ken
shoved both his hands firmly into the pockets of his jeans and
watched as Jane looked pointedly at the easy way in which Tori
handled the piece of metal. Maggie laughed. “No, no, my dear, Tori
is not evil by any means, and nor was Michael, but they both have
the ability to touch either one of the Ships; the evil twin merely
seems to surrender itself to their magic. They are the only ones
amongst us to have this ability.”

“But,” Tori said. “Should someone evil take
ownership of this,” she raised the Ship and held it up for them to
gaze at. “Then imagine what it could do for them – look how you
felt when you touched it’s beautiful other half. Can you imagine
what the other side of the coin would be like?” Pausing for a
while, she looked across their heads at the lake as it lay
shimmering behind them. Refocusing she told them: “George laid the
seeds of this device deep in what remained of Jeremiah’s sizzled
mind, he gave him a dream, but deliberately made it ambiguous, he
disguised the truth just enough to confuse them. Red’s father and
the Demon knew we had this, but they weren’t sure where? Gradually
they saw us together, all of us, many times under this beautiful
tree, they saw us and put two and two together. Unfortunately their
calculator was as fried as Jeremiah’s brain!” Tori smiled
innocently at them. “So, now you know what he was digging for, it
had consumed him totally and together with his cancerous hatred,
Red’s father became an ideal host for the Dragon. Unluckily for
them, the single mindedness of their obsession was to be their
final undoing?”

She stopped talking mid sentence and walked
past them, looking around as she went. Finally, she stood still,
then crouched down and looked around the mound once more. Nodding
to herself, Tori rose to her feet and said, “This is the spot… here
is where we shall say goodbye to Michael.” She jogged down the
incline and shouted for them: “Come on, it’s time to say goodbye!
Grandma, you stay there, we can manage?” Maggie nodded and stood
gracefully with her back against the tree. She watched as the other
two went down to help with Mike. Within minutes, they had laid his
blue sarcophagus on the spot, which Tori had decided should be his
final resting place on this earth. She referred to it as his
‘Departure Spot’. They stood and looked down at Mike and listened
as Maggie asked if anybody wanted to say anything?

Ken did.

Maggie nodded her approval, so he walked
over to Mike’s blue shroud and knelt next to his dead friend.
“Yeah, well… I guess that we’ll see you later then, Mikey,” he
said, voice cracking with emotion. “You make sure that you have a
good time, wherever it is that you are. I hope you’ll remember us
when we do meet again – we had some pretty fine times, didn’t we
mate?” Ken paused to compose himself. Taking a deep breath, he
said, “Take it easy brother, and I’ll see you around sometime, when
the time comes I guess, OK Mike?” He stood up and they could see
his eyes were filled with tears again.

Jane stepped forward and placed a small
flower on the blue shroud. She had picked it from the plant, which
grew at the bottom of the mound below. She, too, knelt by Mike’s
side. “Like Ken says,” she said, “We’ll see you later, sweetheart.
We had fun, huh? Maybe you’ll find a woman in the next place, you
know, one that you can keep...” She sobbed, and then after taking a
deep breath, said, “Bye Mikey, goodbye love.” She turned away and
rested her head on Ken’s shoulder with the tears streaming down her
face.

Tori and Maggie walked forward together. The
younger of the two women knelt across and placed the metal Ship on
top of Mike’s shroud. Its dark metallic hue rested in stark
contrast to the bright blue of the material and, standing out like
a beacon, the creamy white and yellow of Jane’s flower. Then, as if
rehearsed, they both said in unison: “Michael we love you. Thank
you for your Gift to us, and to all the worlds in which we move.
Take this Ship and travel safely within the light of all
that she stands for. Go and seek out the Dark One. Goodbye
Michael.” Both woman lowered their heads and stood holding hands
for a while. After a few seconds, they turned and Ken could see the
blue blaze, which must have been gleaming in their eyes, slowly
soften as they smiled. “It’s done, he is free once more! Come on,
let’s go to the house.” Maggie said, and slipped her hand in Jane’s
whilst Tori did likewise with Ken – together the foursome slowly
made their way down the hill.

When they reached the truck, Ken stopped
them and said, “I’m sorry, but I have to ask: we aren’t just gonna
leave him like that are we, there are wolves and things up here
and… well, you know?”

Maggie apologised profusely. “I’m so sorry
Kenneth, it’s simply that we are so used to having you around that
I think of you as family – there are times when I tend to forget
that this is as new to you as will tomorrow’s dawn be to all of
us!” She reached over and touched his hand gently.

Tori laughed. “Maggie is right, we are so
used to you being here with us that we take things for granted –
Michael will be fine underneath the tree, there is not a creature
on this planet that could get through his shroud. He will make his
own way from this place from the beasts,” she pointed towards the
tree. “Tonight you will see his departure. People for miles around
will see him leave.” She laughed again and said, “Just you wait and
see!” Her voice was filled with happiness. After one last look back
up the hill, they turned away and climbed into the truck, Tori
hopped up into the back as usual. The sight of the glittering blue
coffin fetched a lump to Ken’s throat and he had to look away.

Engaging first gear, Ken drove them
home.

Drove them home in silence, drove them home
without Mike.













Chapter 33 - 23:55 – Exactly






Tori had been right about Mike’s spectacular
exodus. At exactly five minutes to midnight, he made his grand
farewell. Earlier, after returning from the apple tree, Jane and
Ken had spent the rest of the day aimlessly tidying up the house
and trying to get things straight. Strangely, both Maggie and Tori
had almost immediately gone for a nap. On arrival back at the farm,
both of them had seemed to wilt. Jane had shooed them to bed,
without resistance they made their way into Mike’s room and closed
the door. When she had peeked around the door, several hours later,
Jane found them both to be sound asleep. Maggie was holding Tori in
her arms like a mother would her young child, one who perhaps had a
touch of the fever. Jane closed the door softly and went back to
trying to occupy her mind. Ken didn’t seem to be in the mood for
talk and she left him to it. It was comforting to hear the manly
noises as he put right the damage outside.

Later, they had gathered on the porch and
sat whilst Jane made them a fresh pot of coffee. Maggie and Tori
looked much better and the long rest seemed to have recharged their
previously deadened batteries. Ken had done a fine job with the
house and things were almost as they were before. Jane noticed that
he had missed the spatter of blood, which Red had screamed onto the
underside of the roof. It lay there in a dark, black spray above
them, she didn’t mention it to Ken as her husband was starting to
look somewhat shattered, instead she stood, went back into the
house and then returned armed with two ice-cold bottles of beer for
him.

He took them from her, saying: “Thanks babe,
I’ve just about had all the coffee I can handle, to be honest. I’ll
get that mess tomorrow?” He raised his eyes towards the offending
ceiling above them and winked at her.

Jane laughed. “You are such a clever bugger
at times, Ken!”

He winked at her again and then chugged long
and hard on his first beer. Jane figured tonight could be one of
those occasions when her husband decided to make the most of warm
weather and cold beers. She must have had a touch of the
mind-reader about her…

Whilst they sat and chatted, Tori filled in
a few of the gaps for them: She had hitched a lift with Kristi, old
Mr Lumpton’s youngest daughter, from the farm about three miles
down the highway. Within minutes of Tori leaving the outskirts of
town, Kristi had pulled over in her little silver Honda. The two
girls had laughed all the way back to the turning for the track.
Kristi was a bundle of fun and she had driven Tori right to the
door of the farmhouse, they’d said their goodbyes and Tori had run
into the house in search of the others. In her haste, she had
missed the old blue Chevy that lay hidden behind the barn. “I
should have known,” she said, with remorse. “That’s where we hid
all the cars when we had the party – I should have looked!” The
house was empty and, after shouting for everyone several times,
Tori had figured she knew where they all were, deciding to join
them immediately, she had headed for the steps. As she turned back
to the house, to make sure the fly screen was properly closed
behind her, Tori had heard a loud creak from the top step… it
always made that noise when it took the weight of someone big… and
she turned with a smile on her face, fully expecting to see
Red.

Instead, the young woman found herself face
to face with the Demon. It had been a while, but even through the
huge red face of Jeremiah, the young woman had immediately
recognised the Dark One. She said, angrily, to them: “It shocked
me! I knew that the time for confrontation was near, but I wasn’t
ready for him and I just stood there and watched him. I was so
scared – I knew that I was done for!” Jeremiah had clambered up the
stairs and stared at her for a while, tilting his head to one side
the beast had looked her up and down, giggled, and then licked his
lips. Although she had never heard Jeremiah talk, Tori knew that no
man could ever sound like that. “His voice rustled like dead
leaves, he sounded like a bag of rusty nails being shaken; it was
awful because I could definitely hear Red’s voice inside of him!”
She struggled to find the words to adequately describe the obscene
rasping sound, which the man’s voice had made. “I just can’t
explain how horrible he was?” she said, and then looked
apologetically at them.

Jane knew exactly what Tori meant; she
remembered only too well from her own dream: ‘Aww c’mon Lady
Jane, where’s yore sense o’ huumorr?’ She shuddered as the
awful sound echoed in her memory. Yeah, Jane remembered all right,
smiling at Tori she told her not to worry as they could all imagine
the noise, easily.

Tori said that Jeremiah laughed at her and
had then said something about: “Me being fresh out of friends,
about how he had something that would keep me ‘Reel
Company…’ Then he attacked me, he just leapt on me; he was so
big, so heavy, I just can’t tell you!” The memory made her eyes
widen with shock as she relived the scene with them. “He put one
hand around my throat and lifted me off the floor and I knew then
that I was dead, for sure! I kicked him in the balls, but it was
like kicking the wall and it only made him laugh even more, the
filthy bastard!” She had tears in her eyes now and Jane saw that
they were tears of anger; Tori’s blue eyes swam with emotion. She
paused, as if to clear here mind before continuing.

“And then Michael turned up, my Knight in
blue jeans had arrived. Riding a black and red Harley too – Mike
always was a cool customer!” Her emotion turned to one of joy as
she remembered her brother. “Then there was a fight, I never knew
Michael was like that; he smashed that thing to the four walls of
this place!” She waved her hand in an indication of the general
area. “It was the most fearful thing I have ever seen, Jeremiah was
so incredibly strong and he threw Mike around like a rag-doll… I
was so scared, but Mike just laughed and kept on coming back at
him, he was like a terrier and I think he scared it, I don’t think
it had expected that?” She looked at them and they could see the
pride she felt for her dead brother. She then told them what had
happened when her other ‘Love’ had duly arrived, it was how Tori
referred to Red, and was the first time she had bared her true
feelings for the young man.

Jane had been half wondering if Tori’s
relationship with the Red had merely been part of the act…
collateral damage, so to speak… but, by the sound of things, she
was thankfully wrong?

Tori said Red had flown up the steps and
lifted her onto his shoulders – she had been trapped, crouching in
the corner with disbelieving eyes watching the insane melee of the
battling men before her. Red had carried her to the truck and told
her to stay put before bounding back up the steps to join the
fight. Tori said that he, Red, had grasped his father around the
neck from behind and then slung him sideways. Jeremiah had crashed
into the wall beneath the kitchen window, his huge bulk causing
such a shock to the wooden wall that the glass in the window had
shattered. The man had instantly bounded to his feet and, ignoring
Red, launched himself towards Mike again. As he rushed past, intent
only upon Mike, Red had barged into his father, sending the cursing
man staggering once more.

This time Jeremiah didn’t ignore Red,
turning around, he snarled at his son and then punched him. It was
an almighty blow, and one which Red only half managed to avoid – as
he ducked, Jeremiah’s fist smashed into the top of his head and Red
collapsed where he had been standing, with the ring on his father’s
finger having cut his head to the bone. “There was blood
everywhere!” Tori said, looking around as if in an attempt to see
the terrible reminder of their ferocious battle.

With her voice lowered, she told them of
how, when Mike had seen the felling of Red, her brother had turned
to Jeremiah and swung a blow of his own, his extended knuckles had
expertly lanced into the Dragon’s throat, and with the brittle
sound of snapping cartilages, Mike’s blow had stopped the man in
his tracks. Jeremiah fell to his knees on the wooden floor with his
face: “Turning an almighty purple…” Tori said, she told them that
she had thought it would be the end to it as nobody could possibly
come back from such a crippling blow as the one Mike had delivered
to the Beast – no one except the Beast himself, it seems. She said
that Mike had grabbed Red, with a jerk of the arms, he hefted the
young man to his feet, as he looked into Red’s eyes, Mike failed to
see the man behind him stagger to his own feet and then reach
unsteadily down to the outside of his left boot.

Tori said Red had screamed at Mike to move
and then pushed him to one side. As his father lunged at Mike, Red
had grasped Jeremiah’s arm and swung him violently, the action sent
the huge man staggering past them. Jeremiah’s own bulk had made the
movement even more effective and he crashed shoulder first into the
solid oak banister. They had all heard the two, loud cracking
sounds. One came from the shattering wood, whilst the other, more
sickening noise, came from the snapping of bones in the Demon’s
upper arm as he crashed through the barricade and fell onto his,
dangling, broken limb. Tori said the sound of scraping bones was
sickening – Jeremiah had uttered a long horrible scream. That was
when they had all seen the long knife.

It twinkled in the sun, sharp blade pointing
first at Mike and then at Red, Jeremiah seemingly unable to make up
his mind as to who he should attack first? Then… like a giant,
injured baboon… Jeremiah had leapt back up the stairs. Tori
blinked. “I can’t really think about what happened next, it was so
quick?” She stopped again, and sat there in silence for a while
trying to remember. They watched as she stared at them, her own
mind rolling back the hours. The she said: “Mike stood up to him, I
can remember seeing the knife flashing in the sun, Jeremiah’s arm
was like a piston… I saw it going into Michael and he screamed!”
She looked away and Jane marvelled at Tori’s strength.

After composing herself slightly, the girl
continued. “Then I saw Red, he leapt onto the bastard and the three
of them went down in a heap. Mike was on the bottom and I heard him
yelling at me to run, he was screaming: ‘Get Ken, Get Ken!’
I tried to run up the stairs to see if I could help, it was then
Red turned and he also told me to run, his mouth sprayed blood all
over me!” Tori shuddered. “I heard Mike scream again and… and then
I did run!” She breathed deeply. “The stupid thing is…” she said
and shook her head in acknowledgement of the wicked irony, “Is that
I was sitting just inches from your gun, it was right there in the
door of the truck, I could have saved him, I could have… I
didn’t think – I never knew this was going to happen, I wasn’t
ready!” She moaned, just the once, and then stood up. “The rest is
history,” she said. ‘Would anyone else like a drink?” Without
another word, she turned and walked into the house.

Fetching some fresh coffees, and another two
beers, Tori rejoined them on the veranda where together they sat
and watched the night come to them. It brought with it a slight
chill and Ken disappeared to get some wood for the brazier.
Dragging it over to the porch, he soon had a nice blaze going and
the grieving foursome dragged their chairs nearer to its welcoming
glow. It warmed their bones and pushed the chill from within their
hearts. Jane had made the other women a stiff drink – her personal
favourite was chocolate milk, served piping hot with lashings of
brandy – stirring another tot into the mixture, she suddenly
thought: “What the hell, life’s too short…” and splashed a bit
extra of the dark gold liquid into their mugs. She raised her own
drink in a toast to Mike: “Cheers Mikey!” she said, and after
having a quick sip, carried the drinks outside and rejoined the
others on the patio. Ken had pulled some sausages from the fridge
and was busy grilling them on the fire.

He looked at the women and said, “Yeah, I
know, I know… but we still have to eat?” What had started off as a
horrendous day was now seemingly in the process of becoming
slightly more amiable. Alcohol is such a wonderful thing,
sometimes. Talking of wonderful things – Mike’s departure was more
than merely wonderful, it was truly amazing!

At bang on five minutes before midnight…
23:55hrs exactly… as they sat watching the sky and sipping
on their drinks, a barely discernable whistling noise started to
fill the air. The gathered humans never heard it at first as the
pitch was far too high. However, what they did hear was every dog,
wolf, fox and anything else with even the slightest trace of the
canine gene in its blood, suddenly start howling. They didn’t bark
or yelp – no yapping or whining, either. No, they howled. Every
single one of them howled! The wailing chorus that floated through
the night air, echoing across the dark fields like some strange
warning siren, was one of the most eerie sounds, which Jane, or any
of them, had ever heard. It was almost as though they were singing.
And then, at a single stroke, their moaning choir suddenly stopped.
The unexpected silence, which it left in its wake, seemed to be
almost louder than the noise the beasts had been making. Ken looked
in disbelief at the women next to him, then, more jokingly, looked
at his beer. The women laughed at him, shaking their heads and
using the moment to remove some of the madness from the bizarre
situation. Sitting there laughing, they all began to feel the
slight vibration that pulsed through the house. It was only a
fleeting moment, like imagining the beginning of an earthquake…

“What was that?” Jane said, and looked at
the ground in surprise; Ken had felt it, too, and quickly checked
upwards to make sure the roof wasn’t coming down or something?

Maggie smiled at them and said, “Michael is
leaving, look at the sky…” They did as she had said. Mike started
with a faint glow, it came from down by the apple tree and its
luminescence gradually brightened the air surrounding the tree. The
light didn’t really have a colour as such; it was merely a faint
glow that sat there, pulsing softly for a while. Jane didn’t think
anyone much further away than she was, would have seen it. Then
suddenly there was that familiar ‘Rrrrriiiippp’ feeling – its
passing wobbled the air around them. They felt it in their heads,
it was though they was standing on the platform of an underground
railway station and one of the trains had come hurtling past
without stopping. The buffeting vacuum of the train’s passing
almost feels like it will suck everything along with it into the
blackness of the tunnel ahead. With very much the same sensation,
the strange, ripping sound seemed to pass straight through them;
the feeling almost took away the breath, and certainly blurred the
vision. Before any of them had a chance to say a word, Mike’s
gentle glow began to lift magically into the air. All trace of
passiveness was now long departed and the previous soft orb had now
turned into a ball of the most brilliant blue light – it was laser
bright and crystal clear. The light was so bright that it very
nearly forced the onlookers to turn away, but it was so fascinating
that they could not turn away.

They had to watch, had to…

Suddenly, as though it was being sucked into
an invisible pipe, the light began to stream upwards, slowly at
first – dripping aloft in gentle pulses – then it began to quickly
accelerate, before turning into a solid upward pouring stream of
light, and the speed at which it climbed was almost mind boggling,
like a brilliant, blue fireball, the light rocketed into the
heavens. As Mike disappeared, the four spellbound onlookers saw
that his passing had left behind a faint halo of light, the strange
substance hung in the atmosphere like a giant, green smoke ring.
They heard a far off rumble, and then the sky darkened. Tori
shouted: “I’ll see you later, Michael, my baby – see you
Mikey!” Then, no longer able to hold back her terrible
emotions, she burst into floods of uncontrollable tears. The others
gathered round the girl and let her sob, holding her tightly until
the pain had gone.

When it had disappeared and gone into the
night… disappeared like Mike had disappeared… Tori looked up at
them and, whilst smiling through reddened eyes, said, “I’m sorry,
I… well, I guess that I don’t really need any words, do I?” They
nodded in understanding and hugged her once more. Tori looked at
them and then smiled again. Jane kept hold of her hand and remained
sitting next to the young woman, their grip intertwined so tightly
that it seemed as though they may never let each other go.

As the foursome sat on the porch, the
silence hanging over them broken only by the sound of logs spitting
in the brazier, the mood seemed to lift a little, and then as one,
they looked up into each others faces and smiled, orange firelight
glowing against their pale skin.

As if jolted by the noise of the spitting
logs, Ken got to his feet, threw some more wood on the fire and
said, “Well… I don’t know about you guys, but I’m gonna sit here
and have a few drinks on Mike. That was one damned fine light show
– I’ll bet you all that I don’t get one anywhere near as
good?” Laughing at Ken’s sick humour, the women picked up their
glasses and together they managed to successfully gate crash his
private party, Ken’s last farewell to Mike.








Chapter 34 - Michael






It was a long time later, two whole years,
maybe even longer, before they began to recover from the terrible
loss of Mike. Months of coming to terms with all the things that
had passed. Two long years of looking at the sky and wondering… It
also took several months of helping Red to try and understand;
helping him to deal in his own way with the man he had become so
fond of, perhaps even loved. Red had been returned to them in one
piece, sporting only some nice neat scars on his barrel-chested
body, but it was his mind that needed far more healing, he didn’t
know, nor would ever fully understand, the complete picture.

Tori spent every waking hour with him and
gradually she drew him up from the pit of despair, the terrible
black hole that Red seemed to have lodged himself at the bottom of.
The young couple spent hours down by the lake and sitting under
Mike’s Tree, as it became known. Red wasn’t a really boy any more,
he hadn’t been for a while now, but it was simply the way in which
Ken thought of him, he would always be a boy to Ken – the boy who
changed everything for he and Jane – Red, the boy who unwittingly
changed the lives of many people and, most of all, changed things
for Mikey. Ken reckoned that Red was learning to be a man in some
other ways as well.

It was obvious that he and Tori were very
close. Ken and Jane saw the flower of the couple’s youth begin to
bloom. It didn’t take Red long before he began to feel better, who
wouldn’t with such a woman by their side? Tori had also blossomed
and beauty seemed to radiate from her every pore. She was truly a
beautiful creature.

The apple tree, Mike’s Tree, had also
bloomed magnificently. The boughs of which now provided an almost
endless bounty of the sweet fruit for nearly the whole year round.
The juicy green apples were without doubt the finest that
Ken had ever tasted, every time he ate one it was as though it was
his first, and he never tired of their taste. Jane had taken to
delivering baskets of the fruit to Maggie in the store, and between
them they had accrued a fairly decent nest egg. Maggie would never
let on to Ken exactly how much she was talking about and instead,
with a mischievous twinkle in her eye, simply said: “It’ll be
enough when the time comes to use it, Kenneth my dear!” When Ken
asked her one time about how long this time was going to last, if
they really were going to be here forever? Maggie had said,
“Nothing lasts forever you know, and when you are both ready, well
then that will be the time! Are you missing your old world, my
dear, I could perhaps see if I can get hold of George – would like
me to?” She looked at him with her eyes sparkling in that cheeky
way she had.

Ken had thought about that one for a minute,
he had the crazy, mental image of Maggie picking up some strange
telephone… shaped like Ayers rock, or something… and dialling the
old guy. Maggie smiling at the screen and saying: ‘Umm… tickets
for two please George, my dear?’ No, Ken wasn’t in any hurry,
he loved life on the farm and felt years younger. He rose early and
worked the place for most of the day, when he felt like it that is.
Other times he simply lounged about or did some odd jobs, maybe
went fishing or chopped some wood, perhaps? He had also taken to
helping out Frank on some of the delivery runs for the hardware
store. He had even made a few cents doing a bit of DIY for various
people here and there. It kept him completely happy and, if he was
honest, he felt no need to be moving on. Not just yet anyway. He
had never really discussed any of the other things with Maggie or
Tori, either. Only once, when they had all been sitting under the
tree watching Tori and Red messing about on the lake in the dinghy,
which Ken had made for them, he had quietly asked Maggie: “How are
things going, you know, Maggie… upstairs?” The old woman had
laughed.

“Oh, they are fine and dandy my dear, just
fine and dandy, indeed! Everybody seems to be much more at ease
than they were before.” She looked at them, and said, “They have
you two to thank for that!” She hadn’t elaborated any further, and
to be honest, neither Ken nor Jane had felt the need to ask, the
whole scenario was beginning to feel as though it had happened to
someone else.

Things were just the way they were supposed
to be.

Then, one day over breakfast, as they sat in
the kitchen with the log burner crackling away behind them, Tori
broke some news to them. Looking up from her toast, she had cleared
her throat, before saying, “Umm, Ken … Jane?” She looked at Red as
he sat next to her; face beaming like a kid at Easter. Turning back
to the waiting couple, Tori continued: “We were wondering if you
would mind terribly if we decided to get married – you know, man
and wife.” Realising what she had said, Tori blushed magnificently,
the flush of blood colouring her cheeks like a peach. “Sorry,
that’s obvious! But, well, you know what I mean?” She laughed and
reached for her future husband’s hand.

Jane and Ken thought about it, Red was
coming on for nineteen years of age, and they had never even asked
how old Tori happened to be. It was something that Ken had
deliberately steered clear of. “What shall we do if the she tells
us that she’s four hundred years old… or maybe even older?” he’d
said, when Jane mentioned it once.

Jane had slapped his arm and shook her head
at him. “Kenneth Robinson, you are such an unromantic! Honestly,
you men just have no idea!”

Sitting there in the present it didn’t look
as though Jane had any doubts about the proposed marital ideas of
the young couple. Her face lit with a bright smile. “Now that
sounds like a fantastic idea; Ken, what do you think?” Without
waiting for an answer she continued: “When’s the big day, who are
you inviting, there’s enough room here for the whole town – have
you made a plan?”

In fact, they had made a bit more than just
a ‘plan’.

Red, joining Tori in her red faced blush,
looked at them and said: “Umm… ma’am, Jane, I mean… Ken. Actually,
the both o’ you! Damn it, I’m stuttering like a fool here! Well,
you see, it’s like this: Tori and I are gonna have a baby and we
thought that maybe’s we should be getting ourselves decent
beforehand?”

It was at that precise moment when Jane had
kicked into overdrive, to say she was ecstatic would have been, in
the very least, an understatement. She ran around the kitchen like
a wild thing, whooping and shrieking as though her pants were on
fire. Her happiness was so undisguised that the others simply sat
there open mouthed. After a few minutes, when the blood rush had
subsided, she sat back down and laughed at them. “I am so
very happy, how long you have known, does Maggie know,
does…”

As the questions rained from her mouth, Ken
sat back and looked at his wife and thought. “That’s why I married
her, I guess – because, she’s ever so slightly mad, just like me?”
He laughed and joined in the celebrations. The final words belonged
to Tori.

When they had settled down a bit she looked
at them and said: “I haven’t been to the hospital yet, just the
doctor’s, and at the moment old Doc Peterson says it all looks
fine. He says that I’ll find out the sex of the baby later – but I
know it’s a boy. I know it is and I can feel him. It’s a boy and
he’s going to be a big tall boy, too, one with black hair and blue
eyes! Grandma says that she and Jane have made a nest egg for us –
she’s already started getting lots of clothes, blue clothes!” She
turned to her future husband and he smiled proudly at her. Tori
picked up his hand and turned back to them. With her blue eyes
doing that flaring thing again, she took a deep breath and
said:

“Red and I have already decided upon a name
for the baby…”
















The End












Author’s Note






Ken and Jane stayed on the farm for a long
time; it was a good place to be and with the prospect of a new baby
on the way… well, Jane just couldn’t wait! They still never figured
out exactly where they were and didn’t really care, either. Life
was good and they lived it whilst they could, safe within the
knowledge that it may change at any moment. In many ways they had
achieved their goal, the one of changing things a bit – they had
definitely changed Red.

He and Tori raised their son and turned the
farm into an art school for children. Red is an excellent teacher,
and to this day he can be found surrounded by kids. They’ll be
gathered around him, goggle-eyed, watching in awe whilst the big
guy lets his own particular magic loose upon on the blank canvas.
The old mill is his favourite spot, there and underneath Mike’s
Tree are the two places where Red gets the kids to do their best
work. His only child, a boy named Michael, turned out to be quite
something else. Tori had been almost completely right about
her son as the boy was definitely tall and did possess a pair of
fearsome blue eyes. However, she didn’t quite have the colour of
his hair correct. It was black just like she’d said, but unlike
Tori’s, Michael’s own hair shone with a deep, bronze hue. The
colour of his hair, very much like him, was extremely unusual.

I’ll tell you all about him later.

In the meantime, I’m going to let them be
for a while, allow them to have some time to themselves, you know,
get a bit older, raise young Michael and eat some green
apples. Let them live their lives without me and my big ideas.
They’ll be back later because their tale isn’t finished yet, not by
a long shot.

Of that you can be certain.
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