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CHAPTER ONE
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Thin light seeps into the room as Deacon opens his eyes. Everything is in place as it always is; the left curtain panel sags in the middle where the plastic hooks had snapped after he yanked them closed in a drunken stupor months ago. The right hangs back on itself from the corner, the hooks pulled from their metal rings on the pole above. Cobwebs hang in dark and dusty strands from the ceiling to the pole and cover the curtain tops. The rooftops beyond the window are faded behind glass, dust-spattered on the outside, and spotted with black mould on the inside. Pink rosebuds and green tendrils turn in on each other as the wallpaper lifts from the plaster beneath, curling a little more with each damp month that passes. Motes dance in the light, but even their sway seems sombre.  

Beside the bed, and covering the floor, are dirty clothes and towels, their damp mustiness pungent even above the fug of stale and beery air that fills the room. Deacon’s arm slips from the bed, and his hand hits the floor as he wallows in the fog of grief that overwhelms him each morning; memories of Jules, and Finn, the two women who had captured his heart, of Kit, his adopted son, and Saul, his dead son, suffuse every synapse, every cell, every fibre of flesh. As knuckles scrape against the cheap nylon carpet, pain bites at the broken skin across their tops, and the memories flood back; Dan Morgan!

With a jerk he sits, the dull ache of last night’s alcohol making his head heavy, and groans. Dan Morgan. After all these years of searching, the man had finally walked into Deacon’s life. Cradling his head in his hands, his belly queasy, Deacon remembers the previous night: finding Dan and Cassie Morgan on the road, willing himself to break the man into pieces on the spot, but bringing them back to the pub to dish out his punishment, then Cassie’s desperate plea for him to help find her children. He’d relented, gone with them up to the farm, watched in amazement as Saskia had shown some human decency and executed Maurice Stamford for being ‘a nonce’, then turned on her heels and strutted off back to her slave farm. He had to admit, Saskia was one messed up bitch; on the one hand more than happy to despatch a paedophile, but on the other, gleeful at capturing, and enslaving, men, women, and children. Sure, she claimed they were a workforce, but when you kidnapped people and sold them to the highest bidder, you were a slaver, pure and simple. 

Dan Morgan’s accepting eyes as Deacon’s fist slammed towards him flash in his memory and he swings his legs over the bed. Bottles skittle across the floor, their progress quickly halted by a pile of unwashed clothes. Deacon staggers to a stand and lumbers with heavy steps downstairs, and out of the back door. He relieves himself against a far wall, splashes his face with water from the rain butt, then searches the kitchen worktops among dirty plates, boots, beer tins, and bike parts, for a tube of toothpaste. 

A series of repeated thuds break the quiet and then Chris tramps down the stairs followed by his girlfriend, Shona. Unlike Deacon, the man looks fresh, a little puffy around the eyes from too much beer the night before, but uncrumpled, with hair brushed, and beard long, but not straggling. Feeling a pang of discomfort at the comparison, and Shona’s searching gaze, Deacon makes an effort to tuck in the shirt he has slept in, abandons the effort, grabs an open tin of beer from the counter, and takes a swig. Shona, a good-looking woman Chris has recently acquired from among Jackson’s gang - along with two hard-fought beatings from her ex - stands close to his side, unsure of Deacon.

“Bad night, boss?”

Deacon grunts. “Nah, slept like a baby.” In truth, Deacon has no memory of making his way to bed, or of going to sleep. He takes another glug from the can. The last memory he has is of Dan Morgan’s face as they’d locked him in the cellar. He sputters, beer dribbling from the side of his mouth. Dan Morgan is in his cellar! The thuds repeat.

“Sounds like our guest is getting pissed off.”

The memories flood back now. He’d hit Morgan square on the chin, knocking the man out, and dragged him back to the van as Saskia had strutted back to her slaves. Cassie, and the kids, had screamed for Deacon to leave him alone, but three years of grief, hurt, loss, and anger had swirled into rage, and Deacon could not be persuaded. Dan Morgan would pay for those years of hurt, for killing Jules, for destroying their lives, and the billions of other souls across the planet the plague had taken. 

Unable to think straight, he’d brought him back to the pub and tied him to a chair in the cellar, locking the doors with a heavy chain and massive padlock, shutting Dan Morgan’s pale and frightened face in the dark. Deacon pats his pocket; the key is a hard lump against the fabric. 

“So ... what are we going to do with him?”

Deacon’s head throbs. Over the past three years, he has yearned daily to catch up with Dan Morgan, but beyond grabbing his collar, and staring into his frightened eyes, Deacon has not planned how to punish the man. He takes another swig of beer, remembering Baxter, one of Lennox’s original crew, hanging from improvised gallows at the petrol station, punished by Jackson for attempting to rob his fuel stores. There were stories too, of Jackson hanging one of his own for stealing a tin of spaghetti hoops. Deacon resolves to mete out a similar style of justice; if Jackson could carry out executions for attempted robbery, and petty theft, then Deacon is certainly justified in executing the man who, in his greed and blind indifference to the suffering of others, had slaughtered billions of men, women, and children. 

“We’re going to give him what he deserves.”

Chris chuckles. “And what’s that boss?”

“Death.”

Thudding comes from beneath his feet. “Fetch Jake, and get Morgan hog tied. We’re going to the quarry.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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Jackson takes a lungful of air and stretches his arms, grimacing at the cracking in his back and the ache in his shoulders. The right one gives him a shot of pain as he rolls it then pulls at his elbow, stretching it out across his chest. He likes the others to know he leads from the front, and works just as hard as they do, but he has paid dearly for yesterday’s efforts chopping wood to replenish their store in preparation for the coming winter. He had learned the hard way that it was too big a risk not to have a large reserve beyond what they thought they needed for heating and cooking; anything less caused massive discontent and unrest among the ranks, and he won’t tolerate another attempted usurpation of his power. 

He lets his arm dangle, the tightness in his muscles has reduced, but the pain in his shoulder sits deep and nagging. Reaching inside his pocket, he pulls out a black tube of cream, rubs some onto his joint, then quickly replaces it as the door to the communal room swings open and footsteps pad across the floor. 

“Morning, Guvnor.” Carey steps beside Jackson. “That is one sweet sight,” he says looking out across the expanse of neatly planted vegetable beds that now cover what had been the local football field. Only narrow strips of grass, just wide enough for a man and his barrow, remain between dozens of oblong beds. Beyond the wall that surrounds the pitch, and mounted on the viewing stands, are dozens of solar panels, whilst along another side are four small wind turbines connected to the clubhouse. Life in the apocalypse may be tough but, for those loyal to Jackson, the football club had become a relative paradise. Jackson doesn’t share Carey’s enthusiasm; to him, the field, and the other areas of pasture that the group have claimed and begun to plough, sow, and harvest, are a terrifying burden that has to be protected at all costs. Each day reports come back about another field being ransacked, or fruit trees stripped, and yesterday they had received dire news from the farm; their entire flock of Hebridean sheep had been rustled. Jackson has his suspicions, and his number one suspect is Lennox Devereux and his evil sidekick, Saskia Volkov, but a close second is that drunken wannabe highwayman, Deacon Carlisle.

“Glad you didn’t say that it was a ‘good’ morning, Carey!”

“How so, boss?”

“We’ve got some thieving bastards to sort out. It will be a bloody crappy morning for them once I catch up with them.”

“The sheep up at Glebe Farm?”

“Exactly.”

Jackson riles as he remembers the chocolate-brown face of the lamb he’d helped birth last year, knee-deep in snow, up to his elbow in the ewe’s vagina. “When I get my hands on them, why I’ll ...”

“That’s what I’ve come in to tell you-”

“You’ve found them?”

“The sheep? No. But I have just passed Carlisle and his mate Chris Brock. They were headed out of town, down towards the clay pits.”

Jackson narrows his eyes; there are plenty of grass-filled fields out that way, perfect for grazing a flock of sheep.

“I thought it was odd, and that Shona was with them too.”

Jackson growls at the mention of the woman’s name. 

“Do you think it was her that tipped them off about the flock?”

“It could be,” Jackson agrees. “I wouldn’t put it past the bitch. Bloody women; they’re all the same; conniving and deceitful.”

Carey murmurs an unconvinced ‘too right’ and Jackson swivels from the burgeoning harvest of the football field and closes the double doors. “Get Elliot. We’re going to lynch ourselves some sheep thieves.”

Five minutes later, rifle loaded and slung across his back, Jackson sits astride his bike, the heavy thrum of its engine felt as vibrations through his buttocks and thighs. The massive concrete towers of the suspension bridge loom and, as they pass beneath the flyover where the road moves from land and out over the water, he opens up the throttle; twin exhausts boom with a guttural roar. Behind him four bikers ride in formation, and behind them Trina drives the jeep and trailer; if the sheep are down by the clay pits, Jackson is going to make damned certain they are returned to their rightful owner—his very self.

Overgrown hawthorns hide the gently nodding reeds and bulrushes that populate the blocky ponds running parallel with the treacherous river. In this direction the ponds, which had originally been dug out for their clay for the local tile and brick making yards during a long-gone era of prosperity and boom, run for at least a mile. 

He passes the allotments originally commandeered by Deacon Carlisle, but now under Jackson’s control, and then approaches the dump. ‘Recycling Facility. Open Friday to Tuesday 1000 to 1800’ is printed on a greening sign strapped to huge metal gates, perpetually locked by a thick chain and padlock. No more landfill, he muses, the whole town was being recycled and repurposed these days, and the only thing in production was life itself: copulation, pregnancy, birth, and inevitably, death. As he rides through a vast cloud of gnats, he muses that insects seemed to be the only ones getting a good deal from the plague that had destroyed Mankind.

Almost three-quarters of a mile out of town, tyre tracks, wet from the puddles left by last night’s rain, guide Jackson into the old quarry.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Throwing open his door, Deacon stamps to the ground and then yanks the passenger door open. Dan Morgan’s eyes bore into him, the arrogance that had once stared back at him from the laptop in the house he’d shared with Jules, has disappeared. Replacing it is abject fear, the sour stench of which, Deacon can smell rising from the man as he grabs his upper arm and hauls him from the seat. 

Dan stumbles, grunting through the cloth forced between his teeth as his knees hit the stony ground. White shards of chalk skitter as he rolls onto his side and curls into the foetal position. Gagged, and with hands and feet tied, he scours the landscape before coming back to stare at Deacon and then Chris, Jake, and Shona as they jump from the cab.

“Nowhere to run, Dan. Nowhere to hide.” Deacon croons. “The day is finally here.” He kicks a heavy boot into Dan’s rump and the man grunts. Deacon forces a grin, disappointed at the lack of satisfaction he feels in kicking the man’s arse, and scans the surrounding area. Beneath the grasses and dandelions, and trees that have settled in earthy crevices, the rock is a brilliant white, and the quarry’s sides rise steeply from the floor of scraped-rock. At the far end sits a car, its bodywork blackened with fire and now rusting, the branch of a nearby sapling poking through from one broken back window to another. 

Deacon checks the trees for a suitable branch, then, taking a coil of rope from the boot of the vehicle, he strides to an alder with several nearly horizontal branches. Two of the branches are too close to the ground, but he throws the rope over the third. Dan’s muffled complaints rise to shouts as Deacon coils the rope around the branch. In the distance, the hum of bike engines roars. Jackson out of his box again! Ignoring the noise, he strides back over to Dan, instructs Chris to take his arms whilst he picks up his feet. They carry him across to the waiting noose. 

Dan bucks against their grip, one word repeating, ‘Please!’ Stones sink in Deacon’s belly with each plea. Stay strong, idiot! This has to be done. At the tree, they lay him back on the ground. Deacon’s gaze locks with Chris’ as Dan continues to beg; there is no hint of enjoyment in the man’s eyes. Shona shifts from foot to foot, obviously uneasy. Nausea swirls in Deacon’s belly. Just be strong! 

“Peath!” Dan shouts through the cloth. “Am thorry ... Peath!”

“Should we be doing this?” Shona takes a step away from Dan as he attempts to shuffle away from the tree. “I mean ... we can’t just kill him.”

Sweat beads at Deacon’s hairline. “Why not?” His question is defensive, but he doesn’t meet her eyes, and makes a pretence of adjusting the rope. “We have a rope. We have this scumbag. We know he’s guilty.”

“I ... it’s just that ... that in real life, a jury would decide if he was guilty, not just one man.”

“In real life?” he scoffs. “What the hell is this ...”  he gestures to the sides of the quarry, the car, Chris, Jake, and then himself, “if it is not real life? Jesus, woman!” His voice rises with bitterness. “It can’t get much more real!”

“I just meant ... that before The Death ... in civilised times ... that it would be done properly.”

“Civilised! Properly?” 

“Yes, properly. Jackson says that it is the mark of a civilised society for criminals to be judged and sentenced by their peers.”

“Which is exactly what we’re doing, Shona. I have judged him and I have sentenced him to death.”

“Yes, but, just one man alone-”

“Was Baxter judged and sentenced by his peers? And what about the bloke who stole the spaghetti hoops?”

“Frank broke our rules; he knew the consequences. Baxter tried to steal our fuel.”

“Yes! And it was Jackson who had them executed for their crimes, just as I am executing Dan Morgan. He killed billions of people for Christ’s sake! My Jules died in agony because of him ... Saul ...” A lump rises in Deacon’s throat. He swallows down the emotion. “Doesn’t Dan Morgan deserve to die?” 

“I’m not saying he doesn’t deserve to die, it’s just that he should be put on trial first. Jackson-” Shona’s reply is drowned out by the roar of bike engines.  

“Speak of the devil.” Deacon is unheard as Jackson rides through the quarry’s entrance at the helm of a row of bikers. At the rear, a khaki Land Rover follows, a large livestock trailer bumping across the stony ground behind it. “Very bloody dramatic.”

The bikes roll to a stop beside Deacon’s van. As the engines die, Jackson strides towards them. In a swift move, he pulls a rifle from behind his back, and aims it at Deacon. 

“Hands up!” he shouts as he continues to stride forward.

Deacon declines to raise his hands; Jackson doesn’t scare him and he won’t show any deference to the man. Jackson continues forward, gun raised and pointing straight at Deacon. Taking a decisive step forward to meet him, Deacon asks, “To what do I owe this pleasure?” 

“The pleasure will be all mine, Carlisle, once I start on you.”

“Get back on your scooter, Jackson. I’m busy.” 

“Peath!”

“What you got there?” Jackson’s attention moves to Dan still wriggling against his bonds. 

“Unfinished business, Jackson, and none of yours.”

“Oh? Is that so?” Jackson’s eyes narrow. “I’m not so sure about that. It looks to me like you’re taking the law into your own hands.”

“And what if I am?”

Jackson’s eyes narrow and lock onto Deacon’s. “Well, then that would make it my business, seeing as I’m the law around here.”

Deacon snorts; with his overly long moustache and greying lamb chops covering his jaw, Jackson has become a cliché. All he needs is a Stetson and a sheriff’s badge to complete the picture. “You’re the law?”

Jackson’s shoulders square and he rises to his full height. “I am.”

“Says who? On whose authority? There’s no one in charge around here.”

“Well, that’s just where you’re wrong, Carlisle. Now, hands up before I shoot them off.”

An intense and angry frown deepens across Deacon’s brow as he stares back at Jackson; since when had the man become the one in control of the town? Perhaps since you started using the bottle as pain-relief, Deacon? 

“Best do as he says, boss,” Chris says as the other bikers, also armed, group around Jackson. 

Deacon rears. “You may want to keep your own Micky Mouse Club under control, Jackson, but your jurisdiction doesn’t spread to me, or any of the other survivors.”

“You don’t control me, Jackson!” Shona shouts, though she slips behind Chris.

He places a protective arm around her. “She’s right! You’re not the boss of us.”

“No jurisdiction here, Jackson,” Deacon affirms with a smirk.

Jackson’s stare becomes steel. “Well, you see, Carlisle, that’s just where you and your buddies are wrong.” He takes another step closer to Deacon. “I can explain it all to you later, but right now I have more important business to attend to; I want my sheep.”

“Sheep?”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Dan had accepted the punch from Deacon with stoicism; it was the least he could do, and was the least he deserved. From Deacon’s reaction to Cassie, and his willingness to help rescue the children, Dan had judged him to be a man with compassion; he’d been wrong. The punch had been intense, powered by deep-rooted pain and rage, and Dan had been knocked unconscious whilst Cassie, Rick, and the children, had watched on in silence. When he came round, only Celie was paying him any attention, and she was only looking over her shoulder as Cassie guided her back to their car. He isn’t sure what hurt more: the crashing thump against his jaw, or Cassie’s indifference to his suffering? 

As he’d pulled himself to his knees, mud and stones still clinging to his cheek where he’d hit the ground, a massive hand had grabbed his shirt collar and he had been hauled from the verge, then half-dragged, half-carried back to Deacon’s van, and thrown inside. They’d gagged him, and tied his hands. At that point he’d been merely alarmed, but fear had set in later when they’d tied him to a chair in a damp basement and his imagination had begun to wreak havoc on his nerves; every sound was a rat scurrying towards him, every squeak of floorboards from upstairs was Deacon finally coming down to torture him. He imagined the giant’s massive frame at the top of the stairs, backlit by the dim kitchen light, bag of tools in hand, clomping down the wooden steps with his hobnailed boots, beard-rings clinking with each step. As the hours had worn on, and his heart had reduced its terrified pounding, he’d succumbed to a fitful sleep, only waking to the thin light of dawn as it seeped in through a narrow and grimy window close to the basement’s ceiling. 

As the morning wore on, and the basement brightened, he scoured its walls, surprised at how organised the place was. Metal shelving covered three of the walls, and a long wooden workbench had been constructed against another. Each shelf was stacked with wooden or plastic trays and the earthy smell of root vegetables mingled with apples. In some, straw poked from the sides, a trick that he and Monica used in their efforts to preserve the fruit they’d found growing in one of the orchards in their village. He’d yearned for Monica then, been unable to stop himself calling her name; perhaps if he thought about her hard enough, she would come to save him? Wallowing in self-pity, he had sat with head bowed, skin damp in the chill basement, and allowed a tear to roll down his cheek. Thudding from above, and the banging of the cellar door opening, was followed by heavy footsteps and the two men who had tied him to the chair last night. The waft of stale beer accompanied them into the room. Only when they’d dragged him back into the kitchen had the terror, and desperate need to save himself, kicked in.

A droplet of blood stains the chalky ground beneath his wrists as he continues to strain at the ropes. The back of his hand is raw, but he has managed to loosen the ropes a fraction and moved at least three feet away from the others without being noticed. 

As their conversation becomes heated, he increases his efforts; the soreness on his wrists and hands sharpens as he tugs at the rope, forcing it over the back of his hand. It reaches the knuckles, and he shunts back another couple of feet. Jackson squares up to Deacon, their respective henchmen take steps forward, and the woman backs up to their van. Pain across his hand brings tears to his eyes; the skin is raw, peeling beneath the pressure and roughness of the rope. Behind him, just beyond the burned-out car, the quarry has a gentler, tree-covered slope and beyond that, a woodland; if he can make it in there, then he has a chance to get away. If he doesn’t, he is more than certain that today will be the day he dies although, at whose hands, he is no longer sure. Deacon bats at the muzzle of Jackson’s rifle and they both begin to shout. Angry voices fill the cavernous quarry, with Jackson’s louder. Dan hears, ‘my sheep’, ‘thieves’, ‘my property’, ‘my people’. Deacon raises his above Jackson’s: ‘no thief’, ‘arsehole’, ‘my property’, ‘take what I want’, ‘you’re not the boss’. 

The rope slips off Dan’s hand as Deacon throws a punch. The woman screams. Jackson staggers back, blood seeping from his nose and dripping into his large moustache, and Dan, the pain suddenly relieved, loosens the coils of the rope, unties his feet, and runs, then sprints, towards the blackened car. Screams, shouting, and thuds sound behind him and, as he reaches the bonnet of the wreck, a shout of guttural rage reverberates, ‘Dan ... Morgan!’

Dan staggers behind the car, stumbling at the passenger door, then quickly assesses the area. The urge to run is immense, but he slows himself to check the position of the others. Rising from a crouch, he peers through the broken window frame. Jackson, his gang, and Deacon, are all staring in his direction. Shona has retreated to the car. Only Chris is running out across the quarry towards him. Dan’s sphincter contracts and he springs to the sloping bank and its covering of shrubs and trees. 

Arms up to protect his face, he pushes through the criss-crossed branches of the hawthorns. Thorns spike his sleeves, and one rips his cheek, but he forces through. On the other side, the ground opens to more sparsely spaced trees. 

“Morgan!” Deacon’s guttural roar fills his ears as Dan twists between the trees. The cracking of branches tells him Chris isn’t far behind. He climbs higher, pulling at roots, saplings, and the fibrous stems of bracken, grasping at anything that will give him purchase and help him climb the steep slope. Engines thrum in the quarry. His heart pounds. The trees give way to a wooden fence and a field of overgrown wheat beyond. He makes a mental note to search for a similar field once he and Monica find a new place to live—if he can get through the day alive!

***
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“THREE YEARS I HAVE been looking for that man! Three fucking years and now you have fucked it up! You utterly useless turd!”

Jackson’s lips pull back in a scowl revealing his teeth. “Why you snivelling, drunken wretch!” With a snap of his fingers, the two remaining bikers close in around Deacon. Jackson’s rifle trained on Deacon’s chest they grasp his arms. He tugs free and gives the man to his right a kick. The man buckles, and drops to his knees.

“That’s enough, Carlisle! Just stand the fuck still. I came here for my sheep, not to-”

“I’ve already told you; I haven’t got your rotten bloody sheep!” He yanks his left arm free and the biker holding it quickly steps to the side, out of kicking reach. “I was up at Lennox’s place last night rescuing a couple of kids, not stealing sheep.”

Jackson’s eyes narrow. 

“It’s true, Jackson,” Shona calls from the car. “He went up to get a couple of kids back for a woman from across the river.”

“Cassie Morgan.”

“Who the buggery is Cassie Morgan?”

“Dan Morgan’s wife.”

“And he is?”

“The bloke who just ran off into the bushes.” Deacon sighs. “Dan Morgan is the reason we are all living like pigs in shit. He was the CEO of Morgan Industries, the company that developed the bacteria that caused the plague.”

Staring at Deacon as he explains exactly who Dan Morgan is, and just why Deacon had been about to execute him, Jackson’s face grows stony and he looks from Deacon to the scrubland the man had escaped into. As his brows furrow, Chris returns at a run. There is no sign of Dan Morgan.

“He got away!” he pants as he joins them.

Jackson squares his shoulders, grips his rifle a little tighter, then says, “In my official capacity as Chief Law Enforcer of Barton, I declare Dan Morgan an outlaw and criminal, wanted on the charge of mass murder. It is my duty to bring him to justice.” He turns to Deacon with a steely gaze. “Carlisle, you’ve had your turn at kangaroo justice, we don’t tolerate vigilantes around here.”

Deacon scoffs and shakes his head; the man is ridiculous. “He killed my wife-”

“He killed my wife too, Carlisle.” Jackson pats his chest, then jerks a thumb at the petite brunette beside the livestock trailer. “He killed Trina’s aunt, her mother, and her brother.” He turns to the biker at his side. “He killed Elliot’s daughter, and his son.” He points to another man. “And he wiped out Carey’s entire family. Isn’t that right, Carey.” The man nods, his eyes already betraying emotion. “Dan Morgan must face justice—for us all, not to satisfy your grief.”

“But-”

“My word is final, Carlisle. Now ... I’m not an unfair man. I accept that it wasn’t you who stole my sheep, and I recognise your need to see justice meted out to Dan Morgan, I even share your need for vengeance on behalf of everyone who died because of his ... selfish greed, so I offer you this ... Join me.”

Their eyes lock and, despite his burning resentment, Deacon accepts. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER FIVE
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Saskia’s heels sink a little further into the soil as she leans into Lennox. Her head throbs at the point where she’d caught a blow last night, but she thrills as the flames of the pyre lick higher. The boys had done well, and the pile of logs beneath the body had been at least three feet high; there would be nothing left but false teeth and ashes by tea time. 

A truck, red and gleaming in the morning sun, works its way over the long driveway to the farm and she walks back to the yard to greet their visitor. Fluffing blonde curls over her shoulders, she strides out across the ribbed concrete, boot heels clacking, making sure every part of her five foot and one-inch frame is presented with absolute perfection and confidence; she is the boss, they had all best remember that. 

The truck sweeps into the yard and barking erupts from the pens beyond the brick outhouses as Durham jumps from the cab of the polished flatbed truck.

“New motor, Durham?” Lennox asks as the men clasp hands mid-air in a show of manly greeting.

Durham pats the front bumper. “Yep.” Traded it with Trask yesterday.

“Traded?”

“Bloke owed me. He’s been a regular at the house—all on the tab.”

Lennox chuckles and Saskia grimaces, irked once more that she hadn’t thought of instituting a brothel in the town but, in her defence, she had underestimated the men’s drive to fornicate; since the apocalypse, it took almost everything out of her just to get through each day.

Durham catches her gaze, and his nose wrinkles. “Stinks of barbeque around here. You lost another one, Saskia?”

She bridles at his reference to the two ‘workers’ that had died in the past three months. “No, I have not. My stock is clean and healthy. No, this is ...” she gestures to the burning pyre with its billowing black smoke just beyond the orchard, “was ... Maurice Stamford. He picked a fight with the wrong lady.”

Durham whistles. “You killed him?”

“He was a nonce. He deserved it.” 

“Jackson won’t-”

“Stop right there!” she spits stabbing a hand out to exaggerate her point. “Jackson Devereux has no say over what I do.”

“That’s not what I’ve heard.”

“What have you heard, Durham?” Lennox asks with a frown that matches Saskia’s. “What’s he been saying?”

“It’s not what he’s been saying.” Durham moves towards the farmhouse as he continues to speak. “It’s what he’s been doing. Some of his lads are regulars, and a few beers, and a stroke of a hand in the right place, loosens tongues.”

“Disgusting!” Saskia mutters.

Durham raises a brow in her direction and laughs. “Not disgusting enough for some of them. Anyway, word is that Jackson has appointed himself as Lord High and Mighty Sheriff of the town. Says he wants the place to be civilised, like.” Durham snorts. “And won’t tolerate any wrong doing.”

“We’ve heard about that.”

“The man has got way above himself; he’s just the leader of a poxy motorbike gang for crying out loud.”

“Well, it seems he’s going all out to be the de facto leader of the town.”

“Pah!”

“One of his lads told me that he’s planning on putting a guard on the roads so he can keep undesirables out.” Durham gives Saskia a meaningful glance.

Pinching her lips together she throws him a glare. He laughs in return. “Only kidding, I’m sure he’d let you in, Sas. Seriously though, he’s talking of charging a toll to get in and out—like a tax.”

“Tax! I’m not paying no bloody tax to get into town—bloody shithole!”

“And, he’s set up a court.”

Lennox snorts with derision. “A court! What the hell for?”

“Like I said, he wants the place to be civilised. Apparently, he’s said anyone committing an offence will have to appear in the court and face prosecution.”

“What the hell!”

“There’ve been two women up in court so far ... and whipped.”

“What for?”

“Skiving.”

“Skiving!”

“I guess it’s one of the crimes he has written down in his book; he runs a tight ship down at the football club and he doesn’t put up with shirkers.”

“So ... he had them whipped?”

“So I’ve been told.”

“I saw him hang a man when they first took over the club,” Saskia adds.

“Aye, that would be Frank. He stole a tin of pasta by all accounts.”

“Jesus!”

“Anyway, like I said, he wants to rule the roost, and if he finds out you’ve murdered Mangey Maurice then he may have a few words to say to you.”

“I didn’t murder no one. He was a nonce! And anyway, I don’t care what Jackson thinks, he’s not the boss of me.”

“No, he’s not, I am,” Lennox chimes in. 

Saskia spits back a ‘no you’re bloody well not’ but hugs a sense of satisfaction to herself; belonging to Lennox was exactly what she wanted, at least until she tired of him. “If Jackson comes up here ... he’ll find out the hard way exactly who is in charge. He can take his law book and stuff it where the sun don’t shine.”

“Agreed.”

The fire spits and the flames leap. A dog howls from the pen.

“If I didn’t know that was old Mangey burning, I’d be tempted; smells like barbeque.”

Saskia gags at the thought. “That is disgusting!”

“It is,” Durham winks. “But don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it—in the winter months, like.”

“No, I most certainly have not. We have plenty of meat here.”

“The dogs,” Lennox explains with a glance beyond the yard.

Durham grimaces.

“Durham,” Saskia says, tired of the irrelevant chatter and irked by the flicker of disgust in the man’s eyes at the mention of dogs. “What exactly are you doing up here?”

“Apart from gazing on your beauty, my lovely, I’ve come to check out your new stock.” His gaze shifts from Saskia, to the padlocked brick outhouses across the yard. 

Saskia offers him a sour smile. “Well, then, you’re out of luck, my new stock has already been moved on.”

Durham huffs. “When will you get new stock in?”

“Come back tomorrow.”

“I’m not wasting more fuel coming up here to check on stock that doesn’t exist, Saskia!”

“Well, you can find your whores from somewhere else then!”

“I may just do that!”

“Now, now, children. No need for bickering. I’m sure what Saskia meant to say is that we’ll let you know when we have any girls-”

“Women! I’m not getting him no underage girls for that whorehouse!”

“Keep your knickers on Saskia! We’ll let Durham know when we have suitable women for the house.”

“I need strong men and boys too—my veg won’t pick itself.”

“Sure-”

“And I need someone who knows about electrics, and particularly solar energy.”

“What the fuck do you think I’m running here, Durham?”

“Well, it ain’t no nursery school!”

“We’ll do our best, but we can only get what we can get, and people are thin on the ground. Why not ask Keith to help, he knows about electrics. Maybe you could borrow him from Jackson?”

“Jackson’s tight; he wants to keep Keith all to himself.”

“Well, it doesn’t hurt to ask, fella.”

“True, but I doubt it’ll do any good, look what happened with Carl. He practically keeps that man locked up; he’s so scared of him being poached. Anyway, if you haven’t got anything for me in the sheds, I’ll be off. Drop in again soon, Lennox,” he says with a wink and then a sly glance at Saskia. “Josie’s missing you real bad.” He snorts then returns to the car and Saskia turns with a scowl to Jackson and an intense urge to scratch out Josie’s eyes.
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CHAPTER SIX
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The garden gate clicks shut as Jude Sinclair makes her way to the end of the garden, passing rows of stunted carrot and potato shoots, to the fruit bushes. Birds twitter fiercely in the surrounding hawthorn, breaking into the stillness of the afternoon. On the far distant hillside dark brown shapes move over the grass, a small flock of now wild sheep that has wandered in from the surrounding countryside. This is the second day that they have grazed on the hillside, and she has decided that later, once the berries have been picked for supper, that she will make an effort to herd them into the field behind their house. Her belly rumbles; the last time she had eaten lamb was before The Great Death. 

Alerted by the clacking of the gate behind her, she turns to watch her younger brother run. Bucket in one hand, a trowel in the other, he wears a huge smile as he skids to a stop beside her. 

She laughs as he knocks against her. “Don’t you walk anywhere?” she says, turning to him whilst simultaneously shaping the words with her fingers.

He replies “Nope!”, the word coming out formed, but with a slight thickness of the tongue, and signs it too with a flick of his hands and a broad grin.

The birds twitter furiously then a dozen suddenly launch into the sky. A black cat slinks from behind a tripod of bamboo canes, a mouthful of feathers still twitching between its sharp incisors. Ben nudges Jude and signs, “Hamas got one!”

“Bad cat!” Jude scolds.

“He’s not bad, Jude,” he gestures whilst forcing the words around his tongue. “Is natural—what cats do.”

“You’re right, Ben, but I just hate to see those birds die. Before the Great Death I would have put a collar with a bell on him to warn the birds he was coming.”

“If you did that, he would starve.” Ben rubs his belly.

“He would now, but before, we would have fed him cat food so there would be no need for him to kill the birds.”

Ben shrugs and makes a sad face.

“We used to buy tins of cat food-”

“Birds in tins?”

Jude laughs, reminded once again that the way they live now, with all its deprivation, is all that Ben knows. So much that they took for granted just isn’t available any more. “No, it would have been beef or pork, or chicken.”

“Chickens are birds,” he signs.

“You’re right again.” She strokes the back of his head. “Are you digging potatoes for tea?”

“Yes. Dad said the ones in this bed should be ready.” 

Jude follows the point of his garden fork to the stumpy tops of the potatoes’ leaves and the dry earth of the bed, her belly churning at the sight of deep cracks across the clay-rich soil. So far this year, mother nature had been stingy with her supply of rain, and despite repeated prayers, and Ben’s effort at a rain dance, the skies had remained dry and the crops had begun to wither in the increasing summer heat. She checks the sky; bright blue with only the faintest wisp of cloud. Around her, the leaves are already browning. The summer had been scorching, and autumn was already on its way, and so far, they had only managed to put by enough food to get them part of the way through the winter. She forces a smile as Ben crouches to dig at the soil and makes her way to the end of the garden and the fruiting shrubs.

As she reaches them, a dozen birds, wings flapping, launch themselves into the sky. Running to the closest redcurrant bush, she drops to her knees. Yesterday the bush had been laden with clusters of red and jewel-like berries, today the shrub had been picked clean. A blackbird flutters down onto a nearby redcurrant then flaps its wings, a red jewel in its beak. The branch recoils as it launches into the air and Jude shouts, “No! ... No! No! No!” as it disappears into the hawthorns that skirt the garden.

Noticing her frantic arm waving and shooing of the birds, Ben sprints to her side. “What happened?”

She tugs at the netting. “The netting has been left up ... and look! The bloody birds have stripped the bushes. Look!” she repeats pointing at the redcurrant bushes. All five have been stripped of fruit, and only one, at the back of the bed, still carries any berries. “But I pulled the netting down!”

Ben remains silent. 

“I’m sure I did.”

Ben coughs and shuffles beside her. Realisation dawns and, as she turns to face her younger brother, his cheeks have flushed pink and he’s avoiding her gaze. She cups his chin in her hand, and asks, “Ben, did you-”

“Wathn’t me!” he shouts and avoids her eyes.

“Ben ...”

His face has reddened and his are eyes already moist with tears. “I only took one; I’m sorry, Jude,” his fingers fly as he signs. “Don’t tell Dad, please.”

Ben flings his arms around her waist. “Please! I’m sorry.”

“Hey,” she soothes though she scans the bushes with dismay, and crouches to his level, making sure he can read her lips. “It’s ... it’s not the end of the world, but you know better, Ben. You mustn’t come out here helping yourself. We have to be so careful-”

He sniffs, then rubs his belly, “I was soooo hungry.”

Her own belly growls. “I know.” She smooths the back of his hair, unable to chastise the boy she has helped raise since their mother passed. “Listen, we’ll get the brambles instead.” Ben nods into her waist and sniffs. “What are the potatoes like?”

He holds up the metal bucket. Inside sit five very small potatoes. “Well, Dad loves new potatoes, dig up a few more and I’ll pick some runner beans.” Ben’s nose wrinkles. “I know, they’re not my favourites either.”

“Meat?” he signs.

Jude cringes at the hopeful expectation in his eyes. “Not tonight, Ben. Maybe dad will have better luck tomorrow. But ...” she says with exaggeration, “do you see those sheep out on that hill?” She points to the five, small, chocolate-brown blobs moving about the hillside.

“Yes!” he says with excitement as he follows her finger.

“Well, if we can catch one of those, we can have roast lamb.”

“Mutton more like!” 

The deep voice startles her. “Dad!” she berates. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

He laughs, and glances into the bucket. Laughter lines fall away but are quickly replaced by a smile. “New potatoes! My favourite.” 

She catches his gaze and they exchange a flash of mutual understanding; the coming months are going to be hard.

“Hamas caught a bird, Dad!”

“He’s living up to his name then,” her father replies, tousling Ben’s hair, then mutters, “he always was a murdering bastard.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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The hunt for Dan Morgan had continued for half an hour after he’d escaped his shackles in the quarry. Deacon along with Chris, as well as Carey and Elliot, had followed him up the quarry side, pulling at the saplings and scrubby trees until they’d reached the top. A track, obviously made by the stumbling man, weaves a diagonal path through the uncut field of wheat. The hilltop field gives Deacon a clear view of the surrounding area; flood plains break free from the hillsides and flatten the land beyond the horizon, whilst the river winds through muddy flats edged with reedbeds that shine like golden sand in the hot morning sun. The opposite bank is cut by the chalk face of another quarry, whilst on this bank a picturesque village follows the riverside road out beyond the reedbeds and past the industrial grey towers, steel tubes, and warehouses of the cement works. There is no sign of Dan Morgan.

Deacon wipes his brow, his chest heaving at the exertion of pulling his large frame up the steep quarry side, and determines to cut back on the drink and get back into good physical condition. The heaving of his chest, the ache in his thighs, the sweat on his brow are a sign of his vulnerability; sickness in these days is a death warrant. You had to be strong, show no sign of weakness, or vultures like Saskia, and even Jackson, would swoop. Everyone looked out for themselves. Hand on hip as he catches his breath, he has a moment of clarity; as he ages, and becomes less able to fend for himself, who will protect him? No one. He has absolutely no one. Pushing down the surge of anxiety, he focuses on the field ahead. The weaving path follows the hillside upwards where the field is edged with hawthorn and the road that connects Barton with its outlying villages.

“He’s going to hide in that forest,” Elliot says pointing to the copse of trees that sits at the top of the hill on the other side of the road.

“We’ll never find him.”

“Of course we’ll find him,” Deacon snaps, irked by the man’s defeatist attitude. “We’ve followed him this far, and he isn’t exactly hiding his tracks, is he.”

“Sure, he’s left a trail through the wheat, but how are we supposed to find him in the forest?”

“Yeah, and what if he goes into the village? There are a thousand places he can hide.”

“Listen! I’ve been looking for this man for the last three years, I’m not about to give up now.”

Elliot grunts. Carey wipes sweat from his brow. Both men are overly lean and seem out of breath. Carey coughs; obviously unwell. Deacon turns to Chris; the man’s eyes shine with excitement.

“You ready?” Deacon asks.

“You bet!”

As Deacon takes a step into the wheat, engines thrum and Jackson appears at the top of the hill, followed by the remaining bikers and Trina with the livestock trailer. He slows then stops, waiting for Deacon to make his way across the field.

Two minutes later, Elliot and Carey have caught a ride with Trina and all follow Jackson as he motors over the undulating hills in the hope of catching sight of Dan. Deacon and Chris, both used to hunting and tracking, continue the search on foot. Just as Deacon crosses the stretch of field where Dan has left tell-tale tracks, a cluster of birds dart from the treetops about half a mile east.

“There!” Deacon stabs a pointing finger at the flapping crows. “He’s there.”

“How the hell did he get so far ahead?”
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ABOVE DAN, CROWS AND a few pigeons squawk, alarmed by the crashing of his body as he rolls down the suddenly steep slope. Hidden by undergrowth, the ground had given way, and he had crashed down the sides. The pain as the pointed end of a snapped branch tears through his jeans and scratches his thigh is instant, but he gasps with relief as he stops only inches from the shards of a broken bottle; having his belly sliced open by filthy glass would have been dreadful before the plague, but now, without access to medical care and antibiotics, it would probably be a death sentence. He rolls onto his back. Above him, hanging from the tree, and patterned with green mould, is a piece of orange tarpaulin that has obviously been used as part of a den; it reminds him of his own efforts in the scrap of woodland at the side of the park he’d play in as a child with a couple of the local lads from the village. He scans the area. Beneath the canopy is an upturned crate, the kind used for carting glass bottles from a brewer’s lorry or milk float. Beside it are several opened and empty tins, their labels mostly eaten away, the metal rusting. To one side are the remnants of a fire and a variety of small bones. Standing, he realises that the glass shards have been placed in a ring around the den, their sharp ends pointing to the sky. In front of them branches have been stabbed into the ground, their sharpened tips also pointing upwards, a primitive, but very nasty, protective wall. Birds wheel, squawk, then return to their trees.

Shouting in the distance galvanises him into action and, heart pounding, knees dirtied by rich, dark earth, he continues through the woodland, pushing through the undergrowth, and tripping over the worming roots. The distinctive thrum of engines mingles with the rustling of leaves and snapping of branches as he runs. Movement ahead catches his attention. From the undergrowth, a snout appears and Dan realises with relief that it is a pig. A large female, her teats distended and swollen, snuffles among the moss and rotting leaves on the forest floor. Despite his fear he considers returning to capture one, or even two, of the piglets that must be somewhere close by. 

Crack!

Startled, Dan turns to the noise, sure that Deacon, or one of the bikers, has found him. Instead, a huge boar with curling tusks stares straight at him. As it begins to trot forward, Dan squeals. The boar snorts, lowers its head, and charges. Dan sprints, pushing his way through the undergrowth and trees. He stumbles, gashing his forehead on a low branch, and has no time to react as the forest floor comes to an abrupt end and gives way to a sweeping road ten feet below. He crashes into the wooden fence that marks the forest boundary, then tumbles over its top and down to the road below with one hand clawing at the fence to slow his fall. He lands on a grassy verge with a thud, and jumble of legs and arms as the fence gives way. The boar squeals and follows him through the gap. 

The road forks, sweeping down the hill and following the river one way, and on the other cutting through the village and out across the Wolds. Twenty feet along the village road is a red phone box. The boar grunts as it jumps from the stone wall and runs across the road. It slows, turns in an arc, and trots back towards Dan.

Grabbing a stone from the retaining wall that holds back tonnes of earth and trees from the road, Dan throws it. It bounces close to the pig, and a shard hits its rump. It lowers its head. “Just fuck off!” Dan shouts then turns to sprint to the phone box.

Ignoring him, the pig grunts, squeals, then charges.

Dan screams and sprints. The boar quickly catches up, and knocks him with its tusk. He stumbles but manages to climb up the wall beside the phone box and pull himself onto its roof. The pig eyes him from across the road. In the distance, bike engines hum, and in the woodlands a flock of pigeons launch themselves into the sky. He can’t tell where the bikers are, the noise seems to come from all directions, but the birds are only a quarter of a mile away. 

“Shoo!” he hisses at the pig. 

It ignores him and instead trots closer to the box. Reaching down, Dan loosens a stone, and launches it at the pig. It hits its side. The pig grunts, but doesn’t retreat. Dan loosens more stones until he has a pile resting on the box’s roof. “Right, you bastard,” he hisses. “You’ve asked for it.” He takes a rock the size of a house brick and lobs it at the circling pig. It hits its ribcage. It squeals. Before it has time to recover, Dan takes another rock and throws it. This time it hits the pig’s head. It squeals again, its pitch higher. Blood seeps from its snout. Losing all control, Dan launches a volley of missiles until his pile is depleted. As the final rock hits the pig’s rump, it sprints back up the hill then disappears into the forest.
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AS THE SQUEALING BOAR runs back into the forest, Deacon pinpoints Dan’s location.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


[image: image]


Following the road that hugs the river, Dan passes the village shop. Poppies and grasses grow at its open doorway, but its dark interior is of no interest to him. He picks up his pace to a run, passing an overgrown bowling green, and an empty playground now half-hidden by the grasses and saplings that have seeded in the perishing black rubber of its ‘health and safety’ flooring. The air is still, empty of children’s voices, and a pang of guilt rides him.

He passes a row of bungalows, some with their curtains drawn. It had become common, in the weeks before everyone died, to draw your curtains as a signal that one of the household had died, and some people had even begun to mark their doors with red crosses. Dan had taken the closed curtains as a symbol of anger, yet another window blacked out in protest at yet another death caused by the greed of corporate Britain. He hadn’t blamed them. Access to coffins had quickly become impossible and then the fires began; backyard cremations, a desperate, and totally useless effort, at containing the raging plague. One aerial shot he’d seen on the news before that too went dark, showed a village, one not dissimilar to this one, where smoke thickened the air and, as dusk had turned to night, bonfires were lit in dozens of gardens. 

Initially, Dan had been outraged that with every news item chronicling the horrors of the plague his smirking face had been shown; Dan with champagne flute in hand, Cassie at his side in her Valentino evening dress, and vintage Cartier diamond cuff, the photograph taken at the fundraiser she had organised the previous year. 

He slows as he remembers images and stories of crashed cars, the overwhelmed then trashed hospitals, the looting, the mother dropping dead on the zebra crossing, the child in the pram, its fingers blackened, the grandmother dead at the supermarket till, her purse open at her side, emptied by heartless thieves, the young boy dead in his seat at school, the babies, mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters who had died agonising deaths without medication from an inundated health service. And with each story his image; Death and Dan. Dan and Death. They had become synonymous. Dan Bringer of Death, slayer of hundreds, then thousands, then millions, then billions, then ... then every-goddamned-body. He slows to a stop, his thoughts repressing his desire to escape, the stitch in his side impeding his efforts, and stares at a dark green door. The paint still shines although the brass numbers nailed to its front have dulled. Pots of perennials have flowered, wilted, and browned, their stalks jutting at irregular angles.

From the forest comes the sound of breaking wood and his heart skips a beat of fear. Hide! Hide from the hunters. He takes a step towards the open door of the bungalow, the instinct to survive too strong to ignore, but then takes two steps back; hiding in the houses is what the hunters will expect. He determines to follow the road out of the village and hide among the reed beds that had looked so much like sandy and golden beaches from higher on the hillside. 

Five minutes later, a stitch forcing him to slow, and his feet sore with blisters, he reaches the abandoned cement works, a vast complex of massive hangars, silos, and portacabins raised on flood-defensive concrete pillars. A conveyor belt hangs fifty feet in the air, attached from one silo cutting across the village and disappearing into the woodland on the hillside. 

Dan steps through the open gates, and notices a tendril of curling smoke coming from the chimney in one of the portacabins as a rock hits his forehead.
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EYES NARROWING, DEACON watches the limping figure of Dan Morgan make its way down the hillside road and out towards the edge of the village. Jackson and his bikers have ridden in the opposite direction and he can no longer hear the thrum of their engines. Chris stabs his knife into the grass, cleaning it of the boar’s blood. Battle-scarred and bleeding it had taken them by surprise, catching Deacon’s thigh and ripping through his jeans with its tusk. Only Chris’ quick reactions had saved Deacon’s life as the monster had turned, lowered its head and charged as he’d stumbled to the ground under the impact of the beast’s weight and pain searing his injured thigh. As Deacon had rolled across the forest floor in a desperate effort to get away from its thundering trotters and bone-breaking jaws, Chris had launched himself onto its side, hunting knife drawn. The creature had been too quick, and Chris had missed its belly and caught its massive, hanging scrotum instead. It had been enough to stop the boar in its tracks and Chris had taken advantage of its pain and stabbed it repeatedly, making a final and fatal strike into its heart as it lay squealing. 

Blood-spattered, but victorious, he had claimed his prize and promised pork chops on the barbi once they got back, and could Deacon get the smoker going so it didn’t go bad? After covering the slain animal with branches, he’d torn a strip of cloth from his shirt, then divided it into smaller strips, and used them as markers as they made their way to the forest’s boundary and the road that passed through the village.

“If we’re careful, preserve it proper like, we can live on that pig for months, boss.”

Deacon grunts his agreement as he watches Dan’s progress; the man takes a left and disappears from the path. Gesturing for Chris to follow, Deacon joins the conversation about how best to butcher the boar, and just when they will come back to the forest to hunt for more. 

“.. and if we catch a few, we can even breed them!”
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THE TRAIL OF SMOKE has disappeared to a wisp as Dan blocks the onslaught of more rocks with a raised arm. He jumps off the gravel track that leads into the complex and ducks behind a bush. Above it, a sign is printed with ‘South Ferriby Cement Plant’. Another rock bounces off its metal posts. Working his way to a gap in the foliage, he scours the area for movement. As another rock lands close by, he spots the assailant; an older man, head covered with a dark flat-cap, shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and shabby waistcoat buttoned up over a thin frame. Skin stretched taut over high cheekbones his face is covered with a beard streaked grey. Dark eyes shaded beneath the peak of his cap, he lobs another stone, then retreats behind a corner. 

Dan rises, hands held up in surrender. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he calls. The dog by the man’s side, which Dan quickly ascertains is something crossed with a Pit Bull, probably an Alsatian, barks, bares its teeth, and pulls at its lead. The man lobs another stone with remarkable speed, but it hits wide of its mark and Dan takes a side-step out from the bush. Arms still raised in an attitude of surrender, he shouts, “I’ll leave” and takes five steps backwards before he notices two figures running towards him. Trapped between the man and his dog, and Deacon with his equally hench friend, he shouts ‘sorry’ as he blunders past. A stone catches the back of his head as he reaches the corner of the first building. Ahead is an expanse of gravel, vast grey sheds, and a bank of portacabins raised on concrete pillars. Behind him, the man’s shout, and the dog’s snapping bark, is joined by raised voices and then the clank of the chain followed by a guttural roar. Dan sprints across the yard and dips behind a concrete pillar. Fifty feet away, the caged entrance to a conveyor belt, at least one hundred feet in the air, sits at the top of a massive grey shed. Bolted to its side is a metal ladder that leads to a platform and the conveyor belt. Checking that he can’t be seen, Dan sprints across to the ladder and begins to climb; the conveyor belt heads towards the west, and Monica.
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AS DAN GRABS A RUNG on the ladder and pulls himself up the side of the silo, Deacon staggers under the weight of the dog. As soon as the dog had been released from its chain, Deacon had turned to run but his efforts were no match for the bounding leaps of the muscular hound and it had grabbed his arm with vice-like jaws and bitten down. Even through the leather of his jacket, the pain is intense. 

The dog growls as it pins Deacon to the ground, the pointed claws of its back legs digging into the soft flesh of his groin. In an effort to dislodge the dog, he rolls to the side. The dog’s teeth bite harder.

“Stop still!” the man barks. “Stop still or I’ll tell ‘im to rip yer throat out.”

Deacon lays still, though every muscle in his body is tensed. The dog continues to hold onto his arm. 

“Get it off me!” he shouts, pulling in breath against the weight of the dog on his chest. The dog growls.

“Just stop still and shut yer yap.” 

Chris takes tentative steps forward, his hunting knife drawn. Ignoring the dog’s growls, he gets within three feet of the pair. “Call it off!” he demands.

“He’s just doin’ his job! Keeping thieving scumbags like you out.”

“Call it off, or I’ll kill it!” Chris threatens, holding the blade to glint in the sun. 

The dog growls again and tugs at Deacon’s arm as the man locks eyes with Chris. “I’ll stab it if you don’t. It won’t be the first one I’ve killed today.” He motions to his blood-spattered jeans and top. 

The old man’s eyes narrow, but scan Chris’s bloodied clothes, the knife, and then the dog. “I’ll call him off if you put that away,” he says gesturing to the knife. “But you try to take anything that’s mine-”

“We’re here for Morgan. Not your stuff,” Deacon interrupts.

The man ignores him. “Touch anything that’s mine,” he repeats, “and I’ll set the dog on yer both.” He gives Chris a final scowl. “Go on then ... put yer penknife away!”

As Chris returns the hunting knife to its sheath, the man shouts, “Down Brutus,” and the massive Alsatian-type dog releases Deacon and retreats to the man’s side. He pats its flank and pulls a morsel from his pocket. The dog sits and takes it with a gentle bite. “Good lad,” the man croons. “He’s part Pit Bull,” he says locking eyes with Deacon, “and there’s some Japanese Akita in there somewhere too.” Deacon recognises the explanation as a warning. “He’s a proper dog,” the man continues, stroking the dog’s thick fur, “not like them designer mutts that were rampaging through the town.”

“Aye, well, they’re not such a problem these days.”

“So I’ve heard. Canny of that lass to start farming them. Taste like shit though,” he laughs. “I prefer to catch my own meat.”

All three men are silent until the old man continues. “You from the town?” He motions towards the bridge in the distance, the town hidden by the hills and trees that rise up beyond the village. 

“We are,” Chris replies.

“Last time we had townies out here, they were after my stuff.”

“We’re not after your stuff.”

The old man scowls. “I got rid of them though. Drowned one in the river. ‘Tother I let the foxes take.”

Deacon swallows. 

“I came out here to get away from the bodies; the village is full of them. The ones here, I cleared out and burned.” He motions towards the hedgerow. “Had the fire on ‘tother side of the hawthorn. Nothing left but bones, just them that the foxes didn’t drag off.” 

Deacon listens to his ramblings whilst looking over his shoulder into the cement works; there is no sign of Dan Morgan.

“You after that lad that was here?”

“Yes!” The bitterness of failure begins to gnaw. “He’s a wanted man.”

“Wanted? You make it sound like the Wild West.”

Deacon shrugs, clenches his jaws, and swallows. Frustration is making him tetchy, but he doesn’t want another brawl with the dog so bites back his words.

“But I guess it is these days, though this is the east.” The man chuckles. “It’s lawless; no police, no government,” his smile broadens, “no ‘elf and safety’, no nosey old council poking into your business, no bank to take your house away, no child support agency screwing you down for payments to a lazy old bitch and the kiddies she tricked you into having. Hah! She’s gone too. Bloody plague was the best thing that happened to me!”

Deacon catches his gaze as he continues, shocked at his bitterness towards the children; he would trade his soul to have Saul or Kit back.

“No council tax – robbing twats - no debt collection agency, no fekkin’ bailiffs knocking you up on a Sunday morning demanding to take the telly she’d put on the tick on the sly.”

He sneers then spits on the gravel. “Nope. All the bastards are dead and I’m King of the Hill!” He snorts with laughter and pats the dog’s flank again. “Now,” he says with a sour face. “Get off my land.” 

Surprised at the sudden change in the man’s demeanour, Deacon doesn’t move. 

“Brutus,” he commands, “Get ready.”

The dog, instantly alert, growls, its eyes focused on Deacon. 

“Let’s go.” Chris tugs at his arm.

“No worries, fella, take it easy.” Deacon takes a step backwards. “We’re going. But you should know, that bloke that came through—he’s the one who caused the plague and killed everyone.”

“Then I’ll buy him a round next time I’m in town,” the man retorts. “Now feck off unless you want me to let Brutus eat your kidneys!” 

Keeping the dog and the man in view, Deacon retreats until he is back on the pavement. “Crazy old git!” he shouts. The dog barks and Deacon sprints back up the road.

***
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AS DEACON AND CHRIS jog back up the hill to find higher ground from which to view the area, Dan scrambles along the conveyor belt, crouching low inside its cage, careful not to knock any of the quarried rocks from the belt and alert the hunters. As minutes extend to hours, he makes his way over the village, through the woodlands, and to the end of the belt at another quarry. In the distance motorbike engines roar.
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CHAPTER NINE
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As Dan makes his way across the fields in the direction he hopes will take him home to Monica, Jackson’s desire to catch Dan Morgan, the man who had, according to Deacon, caused the plague, wanes, and is replaced by an increasing rage as his mind focuses back on his crops, and their coming yields, and his farms, and the missing livestock. He signals for the boys to take a left and makes his way to Glebe Farm to question Barry, the ex-con he’d appointed as farm manager, about their disappearance—face-to-face. Jackson’s ethos about past criminal activity is that, in their embryonic community, everyone deserves a second chance, just as he had, but his suspicions about Barry are becoming darker by the day; he’d missed the last two community meetings and, even before that, Jackson had picked up on inklings of disrespect from the man. 

He takes a left at the large elm that marks the entrance to the farm’s long and winding driveway and opens up the engine, revelling in the growl of the bike’s twin exhausts. A trained mechanic before the plague, he’d delighted in modifying his bike, particularly now that access to parts was no object. He also took great pride in keeping it immaculate, and even with all the willing helpers now at hand, he still cleaned it himself, making the bodywork shine, and the chrome gleam. 

Chickens flap in startled idiocy and run across the yard as the group arrives in the farm yard. He dismounts then gives the other bikes a quick inspection. Three, as instructed, are as immaculate as his own beneath the dust accumulated during today’s ride. The fourth, Elliot’s, a Harley Low Rider he had picked up several months ago on a scavenging mission in the nearest large town on the south bank, has grime on its wheels whilst the headlamp and chrome forks are layered with bugs. Apart from signalling the man’s laziness and lack of pride in his appearance, it denotes a lack of respect and deference, not only to the challenges the group had faced in the town to acquire the bike – the town had its own, unwelcoming, and rather aggressive, bevvy of survivors – but to Jackson himself.

Jackson prods a gloved finger at the bike. “Clean that!” Elliot, still seated, meets Jackson’s stare and holds it for a second longer than is deferential. Jackson removes his glove, and pulls down his face mask. “Clean the shit off your bike when we get back to the club. No one rides with me with a bike in that state.”

Elliot mumbles something beneath his own mask. Without hesitation, Jackson takes a massive step forward, grips the man’s throat and squeezes its pressure points. Paralysed, Elliot’s jaw drops open, and the defiance in his eyes is replaced by pain. “Don’t ... backchat ... me.” Jackson’s resolve is stone; not one of them will get away with disrespecting him. “Your rations are cut to a half for the next five days.” He stares into Elliot’s eyes, looking for any hint of defiance. Now he’ll kick him where it hurts, “After supper, bring this heap of shit to the front of the clubhouse. One spot of grease or oil, one bug, one smear on the mirror, and I’ll halve them again. Got it?” Elliot nods, saliva drooling onto his lip. Jackson releases Elliot’s neck and swings back to the others. “Change of plan. Forget Morgan ... for now ... We’ve got a thief to deal with. Carey, go find Barry, and tell him I want to read his report about the theft.”

Carey nods and disappears behind the farmhouse to the stables and sheds that house the livestock Jackson has so carefully accumulated and bred over the past two years. Building the flock of sheep and the herd of cows to a sustainable level where he could feed the disparate group of people he now called family, had taken enormous effort and care; finding rams, bulls, ewes, and cows, feeding them, keeping them healthy, helping them birth their lambs and calves, raising their progeny, butchering them, preserving their meat, skinning and scraping their hides, shearing their fleece – the list was endless and it was up to Jackson to keep it all operational. The consequences of it all going to shit, or being stolen by some lazy good-for-nothing-scumbag-thief who treated the place like a supermarket, were dire – starvation, disease, disruption, usurpation, chaos, and ultimately death; a repeat of the early days of the plague and life in the city. He shudders at the memories. To Jackson it is crucial to keep order, and he has now come to realise that meant creating and enforcing laws—Jackson’s laws, and Jackson’s orders. If Elliot, or any of the others didn’t like that, then they would have to learn the hard way, and the hard way wasn’t a matter of being banished, or leaving the club, their labour was too valuable for that, it was a matter of punishment until willing co-operation was achieved. As Jackson steps into the farmhouse, he resolves to have Elliot whipped for his insolence too if the bike isn’t pristine when he presents it after supper. The weight of responsibility lays heavy on his shoulders and he rolls them to release the tension, feeling the sharp pain again in his shoulder. Acutely aware that Elliot will be sensitive to any sign of weakness, he grits his teeth, hiding the pain as he strides to the farmhouse. 

An hour later, Jackson has scoured Barry’s livestock records and made sure that every living thing on the farm, be that cows, sheep, hens, ducks, and farmhands, is accounted for, along with feed. Barry has requested another farm boy to help with mucking out and milking, and a girl to help Sophie in the kitchen. Barry has also been made aware that Jackson holds him personally responsible for the loss of the Hebridean sheep, he is, after all, the farm manager and responsible for security – and he now sports a blackening eye and a bloodied nose to remind him of that fact. After being reminded, Barry had requested that they acquire some more farmhands to help him with that aspect of managing the farm. Jackson had readily agreed that another security detail was required and issued permits for Barry to requisition two more vehicles and the required petrol from the stores. More effort is to be made in securing the fences, and at least three more farm hands are to be sourced. Jackson has agreed that Carey ‘scope out’ the possibility of acquiring workers through Saskia and Sergei Volkov’s ‘employment agency’.

“They were up here last week.”

“Sergei?”

“Yes, and that Loz.”

Jackson’s eyes narrow. “They were on the farm?”

“No. Barney saw them driving through the lanes. The direction they were going in, they would have gone past the Hebrideans.”

“What? Why wasn’t this in the report?”

“Barney didn’t mention it until last night.”

“Idiot!” Jackson’s scowl deepens. “They have no business up here. There’s nothing for miles except for the farm.”

“Did they have a trailer with them?”

“Barney just mentioned a van.”

“What kind?”

“White transit.”

“So big enough to transport my sheep.”

Barry readily agrees, and pushes, “It could easily have been them.”

“That greedy, conniving little bitch. I’ll bet it was her. I just bet it was.”
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CHAPTER TEN
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Stumbling across moonlit fields, then staggering along a country road, then rutted track, Dan had reached a cluster of bright and twinkling lights. He had no intention of knocking on the doors, but lights meant people, and that meant food and water.

As he’d reached the barred gate at the end of the rutted drive, a cacophony of barking had erupted and he’d been forced to jump over the hedge and squat, heart pounding, until they’d quieted. A woman’s shout of ‘Sharrup!’ had preceded a slamming door and the dogs had silenced. The lights belonged to a farmhouse complete with large concreted yard and a series of single-storey brick outhouses. At each corner of the buildings were rain butts half-lit by the overhead solar lights. Desperate, he had squatted level with the tap in one of the barrels and turned it on, but the tap was dry. Looking with longing at the farm house, with its single warm light shining from an upstairs window, he had crept along the outhouses. 

Three of them had been padlocked, but the third turned out to be a shed filled with gardening tools. It had the familiar earthy smell laced with oil, of the shed in which his grandfather had kept a lawnmower and a variety of tools. Exhausted, Dan had made a makeshift bed from a pile of hessian cloth and empty holdalls, then fallen into a light and fitful sleep until the earliest part of morning when he’d drifted into oblivion.

He opens his eyes to confusion; the sun shines through a grimy, four-paned window with rotting frames. He is surrounded by tin barrels and cannisters, and the air is strong with the stench of fuel. On the wall, several scythes hang in a row and spades are lined up against the wall. The workbench is clear but for three red tool boxes neatly lined up. Hung on the wall is a clipboard complete with a pencil attached by a length of string. A neat list appears to have been written along the left of the paper and to the right are a series of ticks. His heart hammers in his chest as the trauma of the past two days assaults his memory. He has no idea where he is, but he knows he is not far enough away from the town, and not close enough to Monica.

His belly growls as a nauseating wave of hunger passes through him and he passes his tongue over dry and cracked lips remembering the empty water butt from last night. Outside a dog barks, a door slams, and heels clack across the concrete yard. Shuffling forward, he crouches at the window then rises to peer outside; fear catches in his gullet. Striding across the yard is the unmistakable figure of Saskia Volkov, the woman who had shot at Cassie in the carpark and killed the paedophile who had kidnapped Celie with a single bolt through the head. He lowers back to a crouch as she strides to the outhouse at the end of the row, a large bunch of keys in her hand. 

As he waits for her to reappear, and hopefully disappear back into the house so that he can make his escape, a white Volkswagen Tourer backs into the yard. On one door it has a ladder whilst on its roof is a top box. At its back windows there are flowered curtains pulled back with ties; it looks every inch the family camper. Saskia’s huge blond brother sits at its wheel, barely changed in the last few years apart from a touch of white-grey running through his hair at the temples. Lean and muscular, he’s a man Dan is no match for. 

The evil sprite reappears, wags a finger at a lanky male who has appeared from the farmhouse, then joins her brother beside the camper van. 

“Stroke of genius using this, Sas.”

“Lennox thought it would be a friendlier way to transport them.”

“True. It’s certainly more family friendly.”

He begins to wonder if he has the mark of the woman wrong.

“Which way are we headed this morning?”

Saskia pulls out a notebook from her bag, opens it to a tagged page. “Out past Thornton. We haven’t checked there for more than eighteen months. And Loz says he’s spotted a house.”

Dan’s breath catches in his chest; Thornton is only three miles from his own home. Another wave of sickness hits as his belly growls. In his current state it may as well be three hundred; he hasn’t got enough energy left to get him down the hill.

“Have you remembered the food this time?” Sergei asks.

Saskia frowns. “Yes!” she snips, obviously irked by his question. “I always do! It was Loz who forgot last time.”

“Sure.” Sergei rolls his eyes.

“I’ve got apples and a bag of sweets.”

Dan’s mouth waters.

“Giz one then,” Sergei demands, holding out his hand.

“After. They’re for the kids.”

Realisation dawns; they’re going on the prowl for people, more children like Celie and Harry. He sags a little, shifting his gaze to the flaking paint of the far wall; angry at his inability to stop them, loathing himself just a little more, knowing that it is his fault. It is all his fault. Closing his eyes, he wallows in self-loathing; perhaps it would be better if he walked out into the field and just lay there, let the sun beat down on him, dry him to the bone, and let death take his dried-out husk down to hell. He shudders as the van’s engine starts and he turns again to watch as Saskia and the lanky blond take their seats beside Sergei at the front of the cab. Thornton. It is only three miles from Monica. He makes a decision. As the van begins to roll out of the yard, Dan opens the door, and runs in a crouch to the van. Thankful that the curtains at the back windows are closed, he grabs the ladder and climbs the first rung. As the van gains speed along the rutted track, he climbs the second and tightens his grip. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


[image: image]


An uneasy grubbiness had settled over Deacon after agreeing to join forces with Jackson. The feeling had only disappeared after the fourth glass of Durham’s homebrewed vodka. By the fifth, Deacon had been ready to pull Kaitlin onto his knee, the cards on the table forgotten. 

Light shines in through a gap in the curtains. Unlike his own bedroom back at the pub, this room smells of Kaitlin’s floral perfume mingled with Deacon’s sweat and the earthy odour of sex. Opening his eyes to the light, he quickly shuts them, aware of Kaitlin’s naked body pushed up close to his. She is a sweet woman who had given herself willingly to him, but the knowledge that she serviced whoever came to the house, had no choice in who she serviced, only helped the uneasy grubbiness flood back over him. He rolls away from her, scrabbles on the floor for his underwear and jeans with half-closed eyes, then gets dressed with the dry mouth, deep ache across the back of his head, and the urge to just drink one more to ease the discomfort, of an alcoholic. One for the road, Deacon? Hair of the dog? He belches and rubs at his gut then sits back as the memory of Jules, Finn, Kit, and Saul seeps from every cell in his body and suffuses his soul with the overwhelming sadness, despair and loss that is sewn into every fibre in his being. He buckles his belt and pushes the feeling down. 

Kaitlin murmurs behind him. “You going?”

“Sure am, bay-” He falters, changes the term of endearment to an offhand, ‘darlin’’ then quickly leaves the room. 

Thoughts of Kaitlin follow him; She’s just a whore. 

Sure, Deacon, but you’re what makes her a whore; you and all the other men that can’t keep it in their pants, who don’t have any respect for women. 

I have respect. 

Then why don’t you take her home? Make a respectable woman of her? 

Pain gnaws. 

She’s a whore. He pads down the stairs, shoes in hand. She belongs to Durham. 

Make him an offer.

He stops to consider the thought. 

No way! Not a chance. 

From the kitchen comes the sweet smell of warm cinnamon and coffee. Durham sits, book in one hand, freshly baked bread roll in the other, whilst a steaming mug of coffee sits on the table. To Deacon’s envy, a young woman with dark hair pulled up in a knot at the nape of her neck, reaches into the oven and pulls out a round metal tin complete with freshly baked fruit cake.

“Life of Riley, mate,” Deacon says with a forced grin as he sits to pull on his shoes. His mouth waters as Josie places the heavy tin on a cooling rack beside the oven.

Durham agrees through a mouthful of bread then takes a slurp of black coffee. “Sex pays.” 

Deacon grunts, and pulls at his laces. 

“Talking of which, fees are due my friend.”

An inward groan, an outward smile. “What was it we agreed? I forget.”

“That’ll be the moonshine,” Durham laughs. “That stuff is potent.”

Deacon’s head agrees.

“I’m low on fuel,” Durham states.

“Aren’t we all.”

“Well, now that you’re pally with Jackson, that shouldn’t be a problem.” 

Deacon clenches his jaw, irritated that he’s blabbed about their agreement in his drunken stupor. 

Durham leans forward. “It could be a match made in heaven, Carlisle. Unlimited access here in exchange for a regular supply of fuel. What do you say? Huh? Just think of it ... Kaitlin reserved just for you! I’ve seen how you look at her.” He lets the statement hang in the air. “And I know she’s sweet on you.”

Deacon’s stomach lurches. Upstairs Kaitlin laughs with one of the other girls, a door closes then water is tipped from a jug.

“What do you say? Huh?” Durham presses.

For a moment, Deacon allows himself to imagine coming home to Kaitlin each night and quickly dismisses it; he can’t allow himself to get involved; the pain of losing someone else he cared for would break him. 

As he fobs Durham off with an ‘I’ll think on it’ the back door opens and Lennox strides into the kitchen. Glancing from Durham to Deacon he offers a jovial ‘Morning gentlemen,’ before proprietary eyes settle on Josie. She catches his gaze, offers him a smile, then quickly turns away. Taking a bread roll from the plate at the centre of the table, he takes a hungry bite. “You’ve got it made, Durham. Saskia couldn’t grill a bit of toast without burning it, not that we have any bread to toast.” The words are mumbled through a mouth full of bread. “Smells like fucking heaven in here; bread, coffee, and pussy, what more could a man ask for!”

Durham chortles. “I aim to please, Lennox. I aim to please.” He takes another slurp of coffee. “Talking of which, I hope you’ve come to give me some good news and not just stuff your face on my bread and my women.” He raises a lascivious eyebrow with a nod towards Josie. 

A flicker of an indecipherable emotion crosses Lennox’s eyes before he hides it behind a broad smile. “Well, old Sauerkraut and her sidekicks have gone off hunting, if that’s what you mean. They’re following up a lead. Loz is sure there are a couple of houses out by Thornton that are occupied and,” he beams, “one of them, he’s sure, is running on solar.”

Durham’s chair scrapes against the lino as he sits up, suddenly interested. “Go on!”

“He says he saw a semi-detached cottage out on the Wolds. One had solar panels on the roof.”

“That doesn’t mean anything!”

“Wait for it! ... It was dusk. The lights were on in the house and someone was moving about inside.”

His face breaks into a broad smile. “Now we’re talking.”

“And he swears he saw a young woman taking in the washing. So, you could get your electrical engineer and a new girl for the house.”

“Wishes do come true!” Durham snorts with laughter. “I’ll be up later. What time will she be back?”

“Come up before dusk. They’re always back before the sun goes down, on account of her not liking the dark.”

“Somehow, I can’t imagine Saskia being afraid of anything.”

“Anyway,” Lennox continues. “I haven’t come over to talk about Saskia.” He motions towards Josie. “Payment up front,” he says and places a plastic bag with ‘Tesco’ written in red across its front on the table. “Prime spare rib and steak,” he states as Durham leans forward to inspect its contents. 

Deacon offers a gesture of goodbye and slips out of the house as Lennox slides a proprietary arm around Josie’s waist. Pulling shades over sensitive eyes, Deacon slips behind the wheel of his van, starts the engine, and checks the fuel gauge; the orange light brightens. He has one barrel stashed away at the pub, his last. Perhaps the agreement with Jackson had come in the nick of time. Pulling out from the kerb, tyres squeal and he slams on his brakes. A green camper van stops only inches from his door. He reverses to the kerb and gestures for the driver to move on.

Resisting the urge to jump from the van and rage at the scowling man as he makes another offensive hand signal, Deacon notices the dead eyes of the woman in the passenger seat. Following the camper van down through the town and past his own pub until it takes a left at the bottom of the hill, he notes that the dealership sticker in the back window reads, ‘Blexton Autos, Northumberland’, then drives to the football club on the outskirts of town.

The gates open as he pulls up, and he parks on the gravel. The yard is alive with movement: a group of men stand around a motorbike, one with a small wrench in one hand, and an oily cloth in another; a woman appears from the rear of the club with two buckets, both filled with leafy stalks, and disappears inside the club’s front doors whilst a slender man with sinewy arms, and bandana tight around a balding head, pushes a wheelbarrow filled with gardening utensils. Only when the man has turned, with his back to Deacon, does he realise that it is Carl. Joy at recognition quickly turns to cold loathing, and he slams his van door, and tramps into the club in search of Jackson.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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The van slows. Ahead is a cottage, picture perfect with its profusion of summer flowers. Leading to its trellised porch of climbing roses is a path of flagstones entered by a gated archway complete with flowering honeysuckle. Dan is reminded of the Beatrix Potter picture books his mother used to read to him until his father had determined he was too old for such ‘babyish nonsense’. The only thing that mars the image is the solar panel fixed to the red-tiled roof.

As he checks the surrounding area, he realises exactly why the van has slowed; in a field that slopes up behind the house are a young woman and a boy who seem to be attempting to herd sheep down the hillside and towards the house. 

The van pulls beyond the cottage, then begins to reverse into a rough and overgrown track beside it. Dan clings to the ladder as Saskia, Loz, and Sergei discuss the best way of luring the people to the van. He determines to hide until they have made their first approach, then make his way, undiscovered, back to Monica. Creeping to the front of the house as the group disappear up the path, he crouches below the garden wall and waits. In the distance a sheep bleats, the boy shouts, and the young woman laughs. Through the arched gateway with its sweet-smelling honeysuckle, he notices a row of raspberry canes below the downstairs windows. Plump pink fruits hang from each one. He checks again for any sign of Saskia or Sergei, then scuttles through the gate, and up to the window. Grasping for one, the delicate fronds of a tall plant brush his nose. He recognises the distinctive smell of fennel and is immediately transported back to the garden he helps Monica cultivate. Just like their garden, the air is thick with buzzing and darting insects as they fly from flower to flower, and he yearns to be back there. Breaking off a frond of fennel, he chews it greedily, then reaches for a plump, pink raspberry. As he pushes the fruit into his mouth, something brushes against his leg. Startled, he swings around, expecting to see Sergei, or worse, Saskia. Needles pierce his shin and he stares own into the grey eyes of a large silver tabby. It retracts its claws then continues to slink between his legs, rubbing its head against his trousers. He allows himself a chuckle of relief. “Silly bloody cat!” 

“His name is Hamas.”

“Jesus H!” The cat forgotten, Dan scrambles to his feet to face the man at his back.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“You didn’t ... well, you did, but I ... this is your house, you can scare who you like.” 

The man, of similar build to Dan, but with curling auburn hair and a long beard peppered with grey, offers a hand. “Pete Sinclair.”

Taken aback by the man’s friendliness, Dan wipes pink stained fingers on his back pockets and offers his own, replying with, ‘Dan Morgan’, before he has a chance to think about lying. There is no hint of recognition in the man’s eyes and Dan inwardly sighs. “Hamas?” he asks to deflect his own tension.

“Yes, Hamas. Well, his name is actually Mr. Tibbs, but I’ve called him Hamas since he murdered a nest full of fledglings before he was a year old.”

“A murdering little bastard then.”

“Exactly.”

Dan laughs; the man has a twisted sense of humour that he can relate to. 

“So,” the man continues, with the first hint of wariness in his eyes, “what brings you out here? We don’t get visitors.”

Dan’s heart continues to tap a quick beat against his breast bone and he swallows before replying, “I’m trying to get back home.”

“You’re lost?” Pete frowns, following Dan’s hurried glance at the van parked on the other side of the hedge. “Is that yours?”

“No!” Dan blurts, not wanting to be associated with Saskia. 

“Then whose is it?”

“It’s Saskia’s.”

“You stole it?”

“No!” Dan shouts.

Pete takes a step back. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to shout. Saskia is here. I mean, she’s out there.” He jabs a hand towards the garden. “She’s come for the kids.” 

“What!”

“She’s looking for workers.”

“Workers?” Pete strides to the side of the house. The trio are approaching his children in the field. 

Dan grabs Pete’s arm in an effort to pull him back out of sight.

He yanks his arm from Dan’s grip. “Get the hell off me! What the hell are you talking about, ‘she’s come for the kids?’ What ‘workers’?”

As Pete takes another stride forward, and Dan pulls him back by the waistband of his jeans, Saskia holds out a bag to the boy. 

“Get the fuck off me!”

“You can’t go out there. They’ll kill you or take you too!”

“I have to help my kids!”

“Then stay here!”

“No!”

With a sharp jab, Dan crunches his fist into Pete’s jaw. The man staggers back. Dan takes the advantage and pins him against the wall. “Stay here. It’s the only way to save them?” 

Shouting and then a scream. Pete pushes against Dan. “Please! Listen. There’s no way you can beat them. Saskia is armed and completely ruthless. Her brother is huge and does whatever she wants.”

“Let me go!”

Dan releases Pete. “Don’t go out there. You’ll lose them forever if you do.”

“I’ll lose them forever if I don’t!”

“No, I’ve got an idea.”

Another scream and Pete’s hand clenches into a fist. “They’ve got Jude!” Pete hisses. He grabs Dan’s arm. Steel fingers pinch into his bicep. “How do I know that you’re not in on it? Huh?”

“I’m Dan Morgan.”

“Is that supposed to impress me?”

Another scream, and Pete shuffles, his feet pushing to leave and run out to the field. Sheep bleat and a young boy shouts, his voice oddly thick.

“No, not impress you, but listen-” 

“Why should I trust you? For all I know, you are part of this.”

“They don’t know I’m here, and ... I’m Dan Morgan.”

“Why the hell is that supposed to impress me?”

“I ... Look at me. Look closely.” 

Pete stares. 

“Don’t you recognise me?”

“Am I supposed to?”

“Dan Morgan. CEO of Morgan Industries. The world’s most hated man; loathed and detested by every survivor.”

“I’m lost. Explain.”

Dan stares at Pete in disbelief and sorrow; here is – was - a man who could have been a friend. “My company developed the bacteria that caused the plague. My face was all over the television when the news hit. The familiar sickness swirls in Dan’s belly as recognition is followed by loathing in Pete’s eyes. 

“Tell me now, Dan Morgan, exactly how you are going to save my children!”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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Saskia purses her lips in a satisfied grin as the father steps out from the bushes with his hands raised. 

“Please! Don’t hurt them,” he begs. “Jude, Ben,” he shouts at the girl and the boy held captive by Sergei and Loz. “Just do as you’re told.”

This was going to be easier than she had ever imagined. Usually, when the parents showed up all hell would break loose and she’d either have to shoot a couple of bolts or let Sergei manhandle them into submission. This one was totally gutless however, and was just handing them over. “That’s right, children. Do as Daddy tells you. I’ve got lots of lovely sweets in the van.”

The girl bucks against Sergei and the boy doesn’t react. Usually at the mention of sweets, the children stopped snivelling and perked up. “I bet you’d like some sweets, wouldn’t you,” she tries again. The boy continues to ignore her, staring instead at his sister. She takes a step closer, pulling out a packet from her pocket. “Here, do you want one?” He continues to ignore her. The older girl mouths silent words at him and he turns to scowl at Saskia. “What’s wrong with him?”

He kicks out at her as she bends towards him. His boot catches her hand, sweets fly from their packet.

“Hey!” Sergei shouts. “Watch the sweets.”

“There’s something wrong with this one,” she states.

“There’s nothing wrong with him,” the girl shouts. “He’s deaf.”

“What!” She takes a step back and stares down at the child, and her anger curdles. “Loz, you are fucking useless,” she spits with scorn. “This one is deaf!”

Loz, his hands gripped around the boy’s biceps, stares down at the top of his head as though a bad stench has just crawled up his nostrils. “How the hell was I supposed to know that?”

In the near distance engines thrum.

Saskia churns. “Don’t just stare at him—tie him up and get him in the van.”

“No!” the father shouts.

“Get them all in the van.” 

“No!” he shouts again.

As Saskia turns to glare at the pathetic man, she catches sight of vehicles moving along the top road, the roof of a van is just visible between gaps in the overgrown hedgerows. Behind it is the slightly taller roof of a livestock trailer. She turns with renewed insistence to the father. “You!” She jabs a finger. “You streak of spineless piss! Get in the van, or today will be the last time you ever see the sun.” The man pales as his eyes flit from the approaching vehicles to Saskia. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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“There!” Deacon points to the pair of semi-detached cottages, one with solar panels as Lennox had described. “And there’s the van.”

In the field behind the picture-perfect cottage with its archway of trailing roses and honeysuckle, is a long garden set with rows of vegetables. At the end, Deacon spots several bee hives, and beyond, in a field that slopes gently up the hill, are several dark brown sheep.

“And there are my Hebrideans! The sneaking little bitch; Barry was telling the truth.”

“Lennox said she was coming up here to collect more workers.”

“Hah! That son of a bitch? I wouldn’t believe a word that came out of his lying mouth!”

Jackson continues to chunter as Deacon slows to a stop outside the cottage. Saskia turns to scowl as he opens the door.

“I bet they’re in on it together,” Jackson exclaims as he joins Deacon and pushes the gate open. “She’s stolen my sheep and hidden them out here. I knew it was her, Deacon, I just knew it. That one can’t keep her dirty fingers out of nobody’s business.”

Deacon mumbles his agreement as Saskia strides forward, her trademark leather jacket zipped up tight, her heels clacking across the flagstones. Eyes narrowing as she halts only ten feet from them, she spits “What the very hell are you doing here?”

“It’s a free world, Saskia,” Deacon retorts. “We can go where we want.”

“I’ve come for my sheep.”

Saskia’s top lip curls and she shakes her head as she asks a disparaging, “What?”

“My sheep, you thieving bitch. They’re right there behind you.”

“How very dare you, Jackson! I haven’t stolen your bloody sheep. They were here when we arrived.”

“Who owns this property?”

Saskia stabs a painted nail at the bearded man hanging his head behind Sergei. “Him!” she states. “It’s his house.”

Jackson takes three steps forward before Saskia holds out a hand to halt his progress. “Now you just wait right there.”

“You have no right to stop me!” Jackson retaliates.

“Help!” 

“Shut up!” Saskia shouts back at the young woman straining against Sergei’s grasp. “Sergei, get her in the van.”

Ignoring Saskia, she shouts again. “Help! She’s kidnapping us!” Her voice rises as she kicks against Sergei. “Help!”

The girl locks eyes with Deacon, and screams help again as he looks away. Flesh creeping, he focuses on Jackson’s back, and then glances at the man with the cable-tied wrists.

As the girl continues to struggle and call for help, Jackson prods the man’s shoulder. “You! What’s your name?”

He mumbles a response.

“Speak up, man!”

“Pete Sinclair,” he shouts raising his head. His eyes lock with Deacon’s before looking beyond his shoulder.

Dan Morgan! 

“I’m Pete Sinclair, and these are my kids! Help us!” Dan implores as Deacon shakes his head in confusion. He stares at the man. It is Dan Morgan, he’s sure of it, but why is he saying he’s Pete Sinclair? Deacon decides to let the situation unfold before he alerts Jackson to Morgan’s true identity.

“So, you are the man,” Jackson states, “who stole my sheep.”

Dan Morgan shakes his head. 

“They’re wild sheep,” the girl shouts. 

“No, they’re mine, and they were stolen from my farm two days ago.”

“For crying out loud, Jackson! Who cares about some stinking brown sheep?”

“They’re pedigree Hebridean, Saskia.”

“I don’t care if they’re Alaskan Ridgebacks, they still stink. Now get out of my way; you’re interrupting my business.” She prods at Loz, urging him to move the boy to the van.

“There’s no such thing as Alaskan Ridgeback sheep. It’s Rhodesian Ridgeback, and they are dogs, you muppet!”

“Talk to the hand, Jackson,” she says with childish glee. “Cos the face ain’t listening.”

“Is she an utter moron?” Jackson asks with exaggerated exasperation.

“No, just an evil little cu-”

“It was a rhetorical question, Carlisle.”

“Sure, but-”

“Get the hell out of my way, Deacon,” Saskia spits as she grabs Dan’s arm and shunts him forward. “I’ve got workers to process.”

“Not so fast, Miss Vokoff.” Jackson grabs Dan’s arm. The man visibly wilts. “This man is under arrest.”

“Under arrest! In your fucking dreams, Devereux. Now take your hands off my property before I spear your balls with my crossbow. And it’s Volkov!”

Jackson’s jaw drops. Saskia’s eyes glitter as she fingers the leather strap across her shoulder then pats her pocket; the tips of a dozen silver bolts protrude from the edge.

Jackson takes a retaliatory step forward. “Touch my balls and I’ll have you strung up by your neck from the nearest tree.” 

Saskia’s eyes narrow. 

“This man is wanted for theft. The punishment is death, and as Chief Law Enforcer of Barton, I hereby declare his guilt.” 

Dan makes an odd mewling sound. 

“Do you know what the punishment for accomplices is, Mizz Vokoff?” 

Saskia shakes her head without correcting Jackson’s mispronunciation, eyes widening. 

“Death!” Jackson spits. 

Saskia glares, holding Jackson’s stare for interminable seconds, then blinks and looks away. Deacon looks on in amazement as Saskia takes a step back. 

“Take him.” She gives Dan a spiteful shove towards Jackson. “I had nothing to do with the sheep.”

As Jackson calls to Trina to back up the trailer into the field, and hands Pete Sinclair aka Dan Morgan, over to Deacon, Saskia states, “You knew we were here. How?”

“Lennox,” Jackson replies with a smirk.

Saskia’s eyes narrow and flicker with pure rage. 

“Oh, shit,” Sergei mumbles
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Pete watches the disappearing vans and trailer now filled with five sheep, and his two children, with a sickening lurch in his belly, but as the last vehicle dips out of sight, he strides to the garage, yanks open the door with a trembling hand, and flicks on the light switch. The garage contains his car, a blue Ford Escort that hasn’t been driven for the last two and a half years, and a trike hidden beneath a protective cloth, that hasn’t been ridden for the last three. He pulls at the hessian cloth, whipping it from the handlebars to reveal the still-gleaming chrome of its long handlebars, and the shining black leather of its seats. The last time he’d been on this was before the plague had hit, and before Alexandra had died. The smiling face of his dead wife rises in his memory and he reaches for the keys from their box on the wall whilst making a promise to bring their children home and keep them safe from the monsters that had invaded their home forever, whatever that took. He scans the garage; all of the machinery that had required fuel to function had been stored here, ready for the day when life returned to normal. So far, that day hadn’t come, but the tools were still in good working order, and the fuel had been stored in the mechanic’s pit beneath his car. 

He pockets the trike’s keys, and reaches for the Ford’s. The car’s tank is almost empty, but the engine bursts into life on the second try and he reverses it out of the garage, swinging it around to the back of the house over flowerbeds and onto the lawn. Within five minutes, he has loaded the trike’s panniers with a chainsaw and axe, a long-handled monkey wrench, a claw hammer, and a variety of stabbing implements. Finally, he unlocks the box where he keeps batteries and removes the battery pack for the nail gun. Within ten minutes, he is dressed in a protective pair of Kevlar jeans, biker boots, and a leather jacket. A motorcycle helmet completes his armour. He stuffs two more leather jackets into the panniers and attaches two helmets to the trike. After checking the oil and water, he turns the ignition. His heart pounds and sickness swirls in his gut as the engine splutters. He tries again, and whoops with joy as the engine bursts into life. Gravel spraying in the driveway, he reverses, swings around, and heads out into the road.

“Piggery Hill Farm,” he says through gritted teeth, repeating the name of the place Dan Morgan had assured him the evil woman was taking Ben and Jude to. “Saskia Volkov,” he seethes the name. “I’m coming for my kids.” He pulls back the throttle and the trike powers forward. “And when I find you, you’re going to wish that you had never been born.”

Lights shine from the hillside as Pete steers the trike between a gap in the hedgerow. He brakes to a stop where vehicle will be hidden from the road, and cuts the engine. Confident that the occupants can’t see him from such a distance, he grabs the chainsaw, and slides the claw hammer through his belt, then jogs past the sign that reads ‘Piggery Hill Farm’. His imagination has tortured him since the children were forced into the back of Saskia’s van, and every muscle in his body is tense. Powered by adrenaline, he strides up the winding driveway, alert to every sound and movement as dusk falls. At the top of the driveway another gate bars his way. He slips through the hedgerow at its side, and runs to the back of the farmhouse. A dog barks, another joins it. A door opens and slams shut, and mumbled voices carry from the front of the house. A car’s engine growls into life. The high pitch of a woman’s shout rises above it. He edges to the front of the house as the dogs continue to bark and the engine revs. Tyres screech. The woman screams with rage, and a car leaves just as Pete peers around the corner into the yard; Saskia Volkov, petite and brutal, stands in the yard with her hands on her hips staring after the car bumping at speed over the rutted driveway away from the farm. 

The huge blond stands at her side along. A dark-haired male stands at a distance with a smirk on his face and his eyes on the disappearing car. She turns to him with a scowl. “This is all your fault, Durham!”

“What?” He gestures a shrug with his hands. “Your domestic disputes have got nothing to do with me, Saskia.”

“That Josie-”

“You sold her to me, Saskia. She’s a good worker.” Durham snorts, but he flinches as Saskia takes a step towards him and raises a wagging finger. 

“Shut it!”

The large blond steps between them. “Come inside, Durham. We can discuss prices.”

“I want a good discount. I need a strong worker, not a deaf mute.”

Pete’s stomach knots as he holds down the urge to vomit; they’re talking about his son as though he were a piece of meat to be haggled over.

“He’s strong; you’ve seen that,” Sergei gestures to the brick shed across the yard. “He’s in good health too, but I’m sure we can come to some arrangement to make up for his impairment.”

The three continue their discussion of Ben’s physical attributes as they walk back to the farmhouse. Pete grips the wall, forcing himself to stay in place, resisting the urge to lunge at them with his chainsaw. From their conversation, he knows that Jude has already gone, taken to Durham’s whorehouse in the town, whilst Ben is still a prisoner in the brick sheds. 

He checks the area for any sign of movement then runs across the yard to the first shed. A small, four-paned window sits beside a padlocked wooden door. He peers in through the window; a row of empty beds is set out along one wall. The neighbouring shed is used as a store and he can detect nothing that resembles a human figure. In the third shed, as with the first, narrow beds sit against the wall. He raps at the window, Ben ignores him, his face turned to the opposite wall. Ben rises, blocking out the light, then squats to allow it back in. He peers inside, relieved to see Ben’s startled frown. It turns to a smile as recognition hits. Running to the door he pulls at it then comes to the window, and signs, ‘locked’. Pete signs ‘wait’, and runs to the side window out of sight of the farmhouse. As he pushes through the shrubs planted beside the row of outhouses his hand brushes against a cluster of stinging nettles. The pain is sharp, but only sits at the periphery of his awareness.

Removing his jacket, he wraps it around his hand, gestures for Ben to step back, and smashes the glass. It shatters and the dogs erupt with barking. Muttering an irritated ‘shut up!’ at the dogs, he stares into Ben’s eyes. 

The farmhouse door opens, light floods the yard, and he realises with dismay that he can’t get Ben through the tiny window to safety. 

“Ben!” he hisses, “pretend you are ill.”

The boy frowns. Pete signs ‘sick. Be sick.’ The boy pretends to vomit. It won’t be enough to stop them from selling the boy. The illness has to be more extreme. “No! Pretend to have a fit.” The boy stares back in confusion. Pete grips the window frame and tugs in frustration, noticing the mess of raised white lumps across his thumb where the nettles’ stinging barbs had caught him. He grasps the nettles at his side, ignoring the stinging, and holds them to the boy. “Ben!” he hisses. “Brush these across your face.” The boy frowns and shakes his head. “Yes! You have to sting your face. It will look like you have a disease; they won’t want you, and I can help get you out.” He mouths and signs, repeating the command to brush the nettles across his face. The boy shakes his head. Clacking footsteps fill the yard as the dogs continue to bark. “Close your eyes.” Ben frowns. “I said close your eyes.” Ben closes his eyes and in a swift, brutal thrust, Pete brushes the boy’s face with the nettles. He gasps, cries out, and steps back. “Sorry! I’m sorry!” Pete mouths and ducks down as the shed’s door swings open.

Torchlight shines into the dark space. Ben lays on the bed, curled with his hands over his head. 

“Was that you making all that noise?” the skinny man asks. He steps to the bed, holding the lamp above Ben. He prods his shoulder. Ben removes his hand and the skinny man gasps and jumps back. “Saskia!” he shouts over his shoulder then twists and runs out of the shed. As the lamplight fades, Pete catches a glimpse of Ben’s swollen eye and lips, the lumps of the nettle’s sting already rising across his cheek. “This one’s got the plague!”

***
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“HE’S GOT THE PLAGUE!”

“Of course he hasn’t!” Saskia retorts with irritation at Durham’s idiocy; the lumps were nothing like the black and purple buboes of the plague. “Those lumps are white.”

“Well, he’s got something,” Durham states. “And what if it’s contagious? Nope, Saskia,” Durham says with certainty. “I am not taking that one.” He steps into his car. “And if that girl has got it too, I want compensation. What kind of poxy place are you running here, Volkov?”

***
[image: image]


THE ENGINE STARTS, and Pete watches as the distinctive red truck rolls out of the driveway and down the hill towards the town that sits beside the bridge. 

Eleven minutes later, he runs down the farm’s overgrown and rutted driveway with Ben at his side.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Over the course of the evening, the grubbiness that had descended over Deacon earlier in the day has hardened to self-loathing. Dan Morgan is locked up – again – but he’s in Jackson’s makeshift ‘cells’ under false pretences, dubious criminal charges, and a false name; Pete Sinclair. Tomorrow he faces ‘court’ on the charge of stealing Jackson’s flock of Hebridean sheep. Deacon snorts as he downs another shot of vodka, truly grateful that the one thing they aren’t short of in this broken world, is alcohol.

The lights dim and Keith coughs, a signal for Deacon to sling his hook. He pushes back the seat, knocking the table. A glass spills its contents on the spray of cards left on the table. He staggers to the exit, pushing past Keith, nods a gruff ‘night’ and makes his way to his car. As he stumbles then runs down the concrete steps to keep his balance, a voice follows him.

“Be back bright and early, Carlisle. You’re a witness.”

“Witness?” He turns back. Jackson is pulling down the metal shutter on the kitchen window. 

“Yes. Witness. You saw those sheep in Pete Sinclair’s field.”

Through his alcohol-infused fug, he remembers the scene back at the cottage; picture perfect, the sun had shone whilst the bees flew from flower to flower, rows of vegetables were growing in the back garden, a wind turbine rotated in the breeze, he had even spotted a water pump complete with dripping tap. All that marred it was the screaming children and Saskia’s evil face scowling at him as she cable-tied them and forced them into her van. Self-loathing coats him. Something within him shrivels; he had done nothing as Saskia had taken a young woman, and a child, to sell as slaves. The girl, attractive and nubile, was probably destined for Durham’s whorehouse and the boy would end up like the others—forced to work the fields from dawn until dusk for nothing more than food and a bed to sleep on. A slave, Deacon! A fucking slave, and you did nothing to stop it! Nothing. Nails dig into his palms as he watches Jackson pull down the final shutter. The girl’s face, and her desperate eyes as she’d begged him to help, sear his memory.

“Bright and early, Deacon. I want it all done by eleven of the a.m.; trial, sentence, and execution.”

“Execution?”

“That’s right. He stole my sheep. The penalty for theft is death.”

“Harsh.”

“It’s a harsh world. If we don’t have strong rules to live by, it will all be chaos. I run a tight ship, Carlisle.”

“Sure, but-”

“Night, Carlisle. Be here tomorrow.”

Without another word, Jackson turns, locks the door and disappears, leaving Deacon standing in the moonlight. 

He checks his watch, the face illuminated in the dark; one thirty and he can’t face another night alone in his damp bedroom. 

Ten minutes later, he’s in Durham’s hallway, a space that doubles as the brothel’s reception area. From upstairs, a headboard bangs rhythmically. A light shines through the half-open door that leads to the living room, a screen flickers then blackens and Durham swaggers through the door. He takes a swig of beer from a bottle and places it on a side table. 

“Deacon.”

“Durham.”

“Kaitlin’s busy.” Durham snorts and gestures to the ceiling. The headboard’s banging increases its beat. “Won’t be long though if you want to wait, Foreman never lasts more than a few minutes.” He snorts again. 

Deacon’s gut wrenches. Thoughts of being in bed with Kaitlin, her arms wrapped around him, warming his body, and his soul, had kept him company as he’d made his way through the dark streets to the house.

“Ah! You look disappointed mate. I told you though, you can have her on an exclusive contract if you can get me a steady supply of fuel. I am sincerely sick of going at a snail’s pace—I need some speed in my life!”

Deacon grunts, surprised at the wash of pain riding over him. Footsteps then the appearance of legs at the top of the stairs catches his attention and he steals himself against the sight of a half-dressed Kaitlin, arms draped around Foreman. Instead, Lennox appears with Josie. He sighs with relief and determines to find a way of getting Durham his supply of fuel.

“How do, Carlisle.” The greeting is forced. Josie steps down the stairs behind him and he quickly slips a proprietary arm around her waist as they reach the hallway. He narrows his eyes and stares at Deacon. “Josie’s off the menu—permanently.” His voice is hard, a warning.

“She’s not my type, Lennox,” he retorts. “Permanently?”

“I’ve traded her in. She’s coming home with me.” He tightens his grip around the woman’s waist and she leans into him with smiling eyes. 

Unable to return the smile, he says, “So, you’ve cleared it with Saskia?”

“Hah!” Lennox throws back. “Saskia does as I tell her.”

Ignoring the man’s delusion, he asks, “So you’ve ... bought her?”

“I’m not for sale!” the woman replies. “Am I, babe.”

“Not anymore,” Lennox soothes. “Not anymore.”

“He’s traded her in, Deacon.”

“For?” 

“The girl Saskia brought in today.”

“The young woman from the cottage?”

“New for old,” Durham winks. “Josie here,” he smirks, “has had quite a few previous owners. The one Lennox traded her in for, is fresh out of the showroom, if you know what I mean.” A sickening lump forms in Deacon’s belly. Durham’s smile slips as he leans towards Deacon with a conspiratorial air. “I’ll let you put the first miles on the clock, Carlisle, if you can get me some of that fuel we talked about. I can make that sacrifice ... for you, otherwise I take her for the first test drive.”

“I’ll get you the fuel, Durham.” Deacon forces a lascivious smirk. “Which room is she in?”

“That’s my boy! First to your left at the top of the stairs. Nothing like popping a cherry, is there, aye?” Durham chuckles. “I’ll get you the key.”

As he takes the final riser onto the landing, two doors open. From one, Foreman exits, and from the other, a bleary-eyed Kaitlin. According to Durham, the banging headboard had been Kaitlin and Foreman; the man had lied. 

“Deacon!” Kaitlin exclaims with a smile. “I waited for you toni-” Noticing the key in his hand, her smile drops and her eyes fill with hurt.

“Kaitlin, I-”

“First on your left, Carlisle,” Durham shouts from below. “I want all the details.” Deacon flinches at Durham’s rutting grunts and Kaitlin closes her door with a bang.

“Kaitlin!” he calls. “It’s not what you think.” 

“Tell it to the judge, mate.” Foreman laughs as he takes the stairs still tucking in his shirt. A pair of eyes stare out from the door closing behind him, and Deacon is alone on the landing. He raises a hand to rap at Kaitlin’s door, changes his mind, and treads to the door where the girl from the cottage is being kept. 

Slipping the key in the lock, he pushes the door open. Moonlight floods the room, washing it with silvery light, but the girl is nowhere to be seen. The bed is still made and the room is empty. Cursing Durham for more lies, movement flicks in his peripheral vision then pain shatters through his skull. He grunts, but slams the door shut; Durham isn’t shy of punishing girls who don’t comply. 

Staggering to the bed, footsteps follow him, and he makes a quick roll to the right as the girl grunts with effort and the chair splinters against the headboard narrowly missing him. 

“Wait!” His voice is insistent, but kept low. “You’re safe. You’re safe.” He repeats the phrase as she holds the chair aloft, its front legs broken, one to a sharp point. The other, loosened, rolls across the floor and hits the skirting board. “I’m here to help.” He holds out his hands in a gesture of submission and the girl lowers the chair and takes a step back. Deacon sits. 

The girl rears. “Touch me, and I’ll kill you!” She jabs at him with the broken chair.

“Whoa! Hold on.”

Moonlight shines on his face. “It’s you! You were at the cottage.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“So, you’re one of them?” Her frown is one of confusion. 

“No! Saskia ... the woman who took you—she’s a bona fide psycho. I’d never work with her.”

“But you’d work for a man who’d kill someone for herding sheep?” Her voice is scathing. “Don’t people mean anything to you? That woman kidnapped me and you don’t care, but if a sheep goes missing, you’re happy to kill for it! You’re all bloody psychos.”

“Yes. No! Not me, but ... Jackson’s priorities ... things have changed.” He stumbles. What had seemed right in the past no longer applies. “Jackson’s got people to look after, the sheep-”

“Are more important than humans?”

“No, of course not, but they’re food—it’s about survival.” He flinches, his soul stripped bare under her judgement and accusing eyes. 

“I’m a human, but you’ve caged me here, sold me, like some sort of animal!” She rages and raises the chair again.

“No! Not me! Please ... keep your voice down. If Durham thinks you’re not co-operating—”

“What? He’ll beat me? Torture me? What could be worse than this?

He locks his eyes to hers, all efforts at being gentle, of hiding the worst, gone. “Yes, Jude, he will torture you. Durham has a very deep and nasty streak and I’ve only known one girl refuse to work for him, and she ... she washed up on the riverbank.”

Jude pales in the moonlight. “This is all bullshit! You’re just trying to scare me so I don’t put up a fight—so you can rape me!”

“No!” Disgust and self-loathing slides over him like a greasy pall. “No!” he repeats. 

Their eyes lock.

“Put down the chair; I’m not here to hurt you.”

“Then what the hell are you here for?”

He takes a breath. “I’m here to help.”

“Unless you’re going to break me out of here, and get my brother back from that psycho bitch, then there’s nothing you can help me with.”

He throws her a tentative, and completely inadequate, smile. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

He flinches under her disbelieving stare as the chair clats to the floor. “How?”

He imagines Kaitlin listening in the bedroom next door, and takes another breath to ease the tension that has filled him. “Well, to start with, bang that headboard and make noises like you’re enjoying being with me.” She makes no effort to move and, taken aback by the disgusted grimace she throws at him, he says. “Alright! I’ll make the noises then.” Striding to the headboard he mutters, “Jesus! Try to help, and this is the thanks I get.” 
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Still churning over her argument with Lennox, Saskia throws the epilator against the skirting board as its buzzing whirrs to a stop. “Damn!” she hisses and picks up her clipboard from the bedside table, scribbles ‘AA batteries’ under ‘REQUIRED ITEMS’ and makes a mental note to pass the information on to Loz tomorrow. A door closes downstairs and then comes the soft tread of Sergei’s slippered feet. Every night is the same; Lennox goes out, Loz sits with Sergei playing cards or watching a movie, and then they’re all to bed by ten. She glances at the small bedside alarm clock; it reads a quarter to two; Sergei will be cranky in the morning. She brushes the residue of pulled hairs from her leg, and dresses for bed.

Within ten minutes, she has drifted into a fitful sleep, determined to confront Lennox about his ‘ways’ for a final time tomorrow. It was time for a talk, a final talk, and Saskia had determined that if he didn’t change his ways and stop visiting the whorehouse, then their relationship was over, and that meant any involvement he had with her business too. Let’s see how he likes being unemployed and homeless! Dirty, cheating, bastard. She snorts as sleep takes her, grumbling ‘shaddup’ at the barking dogs in the pen.

She wakes to more barking and the crunch of tyres over gravel. Lennox. Fumbling for the clock, she presses the light. Back earlier than normal. In the past six months, he’d been back with the dawn, always with the same excuse, the card game, he had to play another hand, couldn’t let Deacon, or Durham, or Chris, or any other name he decided to pull out of thin air, beat him. She slumps back on her pillow, with a pain in her chest she puts down to supper, and listens as he opens the car door and slams it shut. Two car doors open, and two shut. She sits up in bed, the strap of her satin nightgown slipping down over one shoulder. Blonde curls brush her skin, but it is the sound of a woman’s laughing voice that makes it crawl.

Treading to the door with a light foot, she grabs her dressing gown and makes her way downstairs. Each tread creaks, but she makes it downstairs without being discovered. Light shining from the kitchen creates a pool in the unlit hallway. A woman’s voice whispers, and then comes the unmistakable noise of kissing. Lennox talks in soft tones, using the same words he used to say to Saskia when they made love. The woman laughs. A buckle clinks. A table leg scrapes. Not in my kitchen you don’t! Saskia strides into the kitchen. “What the hell is going on here, Lennox!”

He staggers, obviously drunk, but straightens and focuses on her. “This is Josie. She’s come home with me.” 

Josie has the decency to look startled as she fastens her buttons, but slides a proprietary arm around Lennox’s waist. 

Saskia’s scowl deepens. “Josie!” she seethes. “What the actual fuck is that whore doing in my house?”

Lennox sways. “I swapped her.”

“You swapped her!” 

“Yeah. For that girl. The deaf one.”

“She wasn’t deaf, you idiot. It’s her brother that’s deaf.”

“Whatever,” he slurs. “Josie’s come home with me. She’s my woman now.”

“What!” Saskia’s rage rises. She glances around the kitchen, her eyes lighting on the knives held on their magnetic strip beside the kitchen sink. “Get that whore out of my house! And you!” she shouts at Josie. “Get the actual fuck out of my house.” Saskia strides to the row of knives, pulling the longest, sharpest blade from the strip. “Or I’ll split you down the middle and let my dogs eat your innards!” 

Josie blinks, tugs at Durham’s arm, then backs up to the outside door. 

“Yeah, that’s right whore, fuck off back to the whorehouse where you belong.” She raises the knife above her shoulder and runs across the kitchen, stabbing it down at Josie. With a short scream, Josie crashes against the door, fumbles with the handle, slips down the steps and disappears into the dark.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, Saskia?” Lennox shouts. He knocks against the kitchen counter and grabs a knife. “I’m sick of you! You’re a nasty ... horrible woman. Josie-”

Saskia swivels on painted toenails. “I’ll give you horrible ...” In one swift move she swings the knife down. It catches Lennox’s shoulder, slicing through his shirt. Reactions slowed by alcohol he stares at the red stain blooming across the fabric. “... you bag of shit!” She stabs again, and this time the blade cuts through his bicep. He buckles as she pulls the blade back. 

“You fucking bitch!” he hisses, suddenly sober, and stabs back at Saskia. The blade catches the soft fleece of her pink dressing gown.

“That’s it!” she seethes. “You’ve got ten seconds, Lennox. Ten seconds to get your sorry arse out of my kitchen. Don’t make me regret my kindness; you’ve got a ten second start, so get running.” Her eyes glitter with malice as she grabs the car keys from their hook and strides out of the kitchen door. 

Josie, standing beside Lennox’s car, screams as Saskia runs down the steps.

“You too whore. A ten second start. Run, bitch, run!”

Striding to her own car, she counts, “Ten ... nine ...” Josie disappears into the dark, her footsteps clacking across concrete. Saskia unlocks the boot and reaches in. Within five seconds her crossbow is loaded. She turns back to the kitchen door. “three ... two ... one ... Coming! Ready or not.”

A window from an upstairs room opens and Sergei leans out. “What the hell is going on, Saskia?”

“Go back to bed, Sergei. I’m dealing with it.”

“Dealing with what?”

“Lennox and his whore.” She strides back into the kitchen. 

“Shit!” Sergei shuts his window. 

As she takes the final step into the kitchen, Lennox disappears into the hallway. She fires a bolt and reloads. “This is it, Lennox. No more Mrs Nice Guy!” She follows him into the hall as the front door slams shut. Smirking, she turns back into the kitchen and walks out into the yard then waits in the shadows, tuning into the noises. An owl hoots in the distance, and twenty feet away Lennox pushes through a shrub, then runs across the yard, sticking to the shadows. Focusing on his stumbling racket, Saskia listens as more branches creak and leaves rustle, and then a dog barks as a latch clicks in the dog’s pen. “Gotcha!” she hisses.

Keeping to the unlit places, she reaches the dog pen in silence. Originally a pigsty and stable, it has a large concreted yard with a single storey brick outhouse and four-foot brick wall. At one end where the wall had crumbled, Sergei has reinforced it with a slatted wooden fence. The smell of dog faeces and urine makes her nose twitch. She scans the area, noting the tell-tale open gate. Lennox is inside. She pushes the gate open, her entry silent, and treads quietly, avoiding the piles of dog turds that Tasha, the kennel girl, hasn’t bothered to clean up. She makes a mental note to make sure the girl knows exactly how badly she is failing in her duties, as well as to berate Loz in the morning—he was too easy on the help, and they took the piss! 

Feet scuffle, and she turns with whip-quick speed to the noise. Lennox crouches against the wall. Discovered, he darts across the yard and a solar-powered security light switches on. The stench of dog shit rises as he steps through it and Saskia raises the crossbow, aims, and fires. The bolt glitters in the moonlight light and hits home. Lennox staggers, shouts, then stumbles against the kennel, the bolt sticking out of his left bicep, his right hand knocking the door latch. 

“You crazy bitch!” he shouts as he pulls himself up. “Look what you did to me!” The bolt skewers his upper arm, the tip poking through the flesh at its back. 

“You wouldn’t listen, Lennox. I warned you. I fucking warned you.” 

He staggers to the back wall and pulls at the wooden slats. She raises her crossbow. He raises an arm. “No! Please!” She releases the bolt. It shoots straight through his right hand, pinning it to the wood. He screams and buckles. She reloads. Shoots again and pins his other hand to the fence. “Now I’ve got your attention.”

“You always had it! Saskia, please-”

“Too late, Lennox. You brought that whore to my house. You made a mockery of me. Now let’s see who’s laughing, shall we.” She strides to the kennel. “I think the pups may be hungry.”

“No! Wait!”

“There’s nothing they like more than a bit of fresh meat.”

As she reaches the door, wetness squishes between her toes and the stench of shit rises in her nostrils. She gags, but holds back the urge to retch. Opening the top half of the stable door, she calls. “Dinner’s ready!” A dog whines and, as the others wake, she fastens the door open before returning to Lennox. “One more for the road.” She aims at his crotch but spears his thigh, her focus broken by the appearance of a large Cockadoodle x Pitbull abomination.

Dozens of claws skitter on the concrete as Lennox groans in pain. Saskia strides back across the yard, a Great Dane bounding towards her as she turns with a gleeful smile to watch Lennox being devoured. Twisting to run, she slips, the stench of dog shit filling her nose as her head hits the concrete, and the last thing she sees before her world becomes black, is a drooling, and increasingly cavernous, mouth ringed with teeth.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Pain hammers the back of Saskia’s head as she wakes to sunlight warming her face. The stench of dog shit suffuses her nostrils, and at her ear something pants. She follows the noise, and peers through slitted eyes at the Great Dane that had bounded towards her last night. It sits, massive paws crossed, the length of its body parallel to hers. As it continues to pant, saliva drools from its mouth, landing on her shoulder. She grimaces as she sits, the pain in her head immense, and stares at the wooden fence at the back of the pen. Last night’s events quickly flood her memory. 

Dogs trot about the yard, oblivious of their paws treading through piles of excrement. Her head feels wet, and she presses her fingers to the spot, expecting them to come away smeared red. Instead, they are smeared with ginger dog poo. She gags, wipes her fingers on the concrete, and staggers to a stand. Lennox still hangs on the fence, one knee supporting his weight, head between his shoulders. Bile rises at the memory; her rage out of control again, remorse absent as she staggers across the yard, loaded crossbow in hand. 

Lennox had deserved to die. He was the same as all the others; only interested in what she could offer, and quick to hate and humiliate her. Well, he’d paid the price. She grabs his hair to look into his dead eyes, and he groans. She gasps, releasing his hair. His head drops back down. She prods his shoulder with her bow. 

“Saskia ...”

Here it is. He’s going to say sorry. She crouches to his level. “Yes?” 

“Help me ... I’m ... so much pain.”

“Really! That’s it?”

“Please ... help me.”

“It’s always about you, isn’t it, Lennox! What about me, huh?”

He raises his head, and their eyes lock.

“What else do you have to say, huh?”

She flinches at the flicker of hate in his eyes.

“Saskia ...”

“Yes?” She smirks. Finally! An apology.

“You stink!”

“How bloody dare you?” Startled, and confused, she had absolutely believed he would say ‘sorry’, she takes a step back. A rat’s tail of poo-covered hair brushes her cheek as she raises the crossbow. He gives her a final scowl then closes his eyes as she shoots a bolt between his eyes.

With a flick of her hair, she strides back to the kitchen and, ignoring the startled looks of both Loz and Sergei as they sip their morning cup of tea, along with their disgusted ‘pooh!’, takes her notebook from its place on the kitchen counter and writes ‘To Do’ at the top of a clean sheet. Below this she writes, ‘Kill’ followed by the bullet points: ‘Lennox’, ‘Durham’, ‘Deacon’, ‘Jackson’. As an afterthought she adds, ‘Josie’. She places a tick after Lennox’s name then staggers with her book and pen to the car, and drives into town.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Their noises of pretended sex whooped from below by Durham, sleep had finally come to Deacon as he sat in the chair beside the window waiting for sunrise. Jude had curled up on the bed, fully clothed, the splintered chair leg gripped in her hand. 

He slips from the room and into the next, sitting beside Kaitlin as she sleeps. He places a hand on her shoulder. She flinches.

“Get out!” she snaps. Her eyes are red-rimmed and puffy.

“Kaitlin, it’s not what you think. I promise.”

“I’m sick of promises.”

“I’m taking you with me.”

She sits up in bed, the shoelace strap of her top falling over her shoulder. He pinches the thin strap of cotton between his fingers and sits it back on her shoulder. “This place ... it’s all wrong ... you being here ... I can’t leave you here.” He swallows the fear that is rising like pain from the innermost core of his being. “I’ve lost everything, Kaitlin; Jules, Finn, Kit, Saul ... but now ... now I think I’ve found you.”

“How do you expect me to believe that ... after that ... noise last night.”

“It was faked. Jude, the girl in the next rom ... she was kidnapped yesterday with her brother. I was there. I did nothing. I can’t live with myself for letting Saskia just take them. I did nothing, Kaitlin.”

“And you’re taking her now?”

“Yes, and you ... if you’ll have me.”

“If I’ll have you? ...”

“Please, Kaitlin. Come with me.”

In another bedroom, a man coughs. 

“Durham will be awake soon. He’ll never let you take me, or her.”

“Then we leave now, before he wakes.”

Within five minutes, Deacon, Kaitlin, and Jude are on the landing. Downstairs, the back door opens then closes.

“He can’t be up already!”

“That’s not, Durham. It’s Josie. He likes her to make his breakfast.”

“It’s not Josie. She’s already gone—with Lennox.”

“Lennox! But ... I thought he lived with Saskia?”

“He does.”

“Holy hell.”

“Tell me about it!”

As someone moves about in the kitchen, Jude says, “I don’t want to interrupt your gossip, people, but can we get the hell away from this place, please?”

***
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AS THEY’D REACHED THE bottom of the farmyard’s track, and the hidden trike, Pete had wrapped his arms around Ben and squeezed him tight, overwhelmed by emotion. Man, and boy, had shed tears of relief, but Pete’s gush of fatherly protection had quickly transformed into a cold rage; no one took his kids and got away with it.

Travelling to the town had taken less than twenty minutes on the trike, but after several hours of motoring around its streets, searching for Durham’s distinctive red flat-bed truck, Pete had become painfully aware of the low fuel gauge; running out of petrol would make the trike useless, and it was their one secure way of a quick escape from the town. He’d parked the trike and pocketed the key, then continued his efforts on foot. By dawn, Ben was seriously flagging, and his own reserves, powered by adrenaline until that point, had begun to wane.

“Can we stop!” Ben asks, his feet dragging. “I’m so tired.”

“I know, lad, but we’ve got to find her.” Pete scours the street, but although there are cars parked along its kerbs, none shine with the high polish of the red flat-bed. 

In the distance, a dog barks. Ben slows, unable to keep up with his father’s pace.

“Come on, son.” Pete slows, turns back for Ben, and slides an arm across his back. The boy sucks breath between his teeth and Pete notices his limp. Without asking, he lifts the boy and slings him onto his back. “Ride piggy-back, Ben,” he says though he knows the boy can’t hear. With the exhausted boy secure on his back, Pete continues as the thin light of morning casts a grey pall across the town. From across the Wolds, and the direction of Saskia’s farm, comes the thrum of a car’s engine.

As Pete’s heart begins to tap a quicker beat, movement ahead catches his attention, and a white dog appears. For a second Pete slows, but continues as the dog sniffs at a wall then trots across the road and disappears down another street. Conscious of the increasing noise of the engine, Pete reaches the point where the dog had sniffed the wall, and spots the red car.

“Ben!” He taps the boy’s arm. “Ben! It’s here.” 

The noise of the engine grows louder.

The boy wakes as he swings him to the path. “You found it!”

“Yes! There.” Pete jabs a hand at the shining truck. Parked behind locked gates, and a brick wall topped with a tall privet hedge, it sits in the driveway of an impressive Georgian house. To the front are twin gardens laid to lawn with a flag-stoned path leading to a large black door complete with a huge brass lion’s head knocker. Yellow roses climb a trellis on one side. Wooden shutters inside the windows, bar his view to the downstairs rooms. Surprised at the neat presentation of the house, a complete contrast to its neighbours with their overgrown hedges and meadow-filled lawns, Pete slips a foot through a curling wrought iron gate. The other gate opens with a click of the latch and Ben steps onto the driveway. “Open!” he signs.  

Pete gives a quick thumbs up and follows his son past the gleaming truck and makes his way to the back of the house. As the gate clicks shut behind them, squealing tyres rip into the quiet morning as the unseen car passes over the town’s threshold.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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Escaping with the two women is far easier than Deacon had anticipated. In his mind, he’d argued with Durham, forced his way past him, punched him in the face, even tied him to a chair but, in reality, all it took was a quick walk down the stairs and out through the front door. 

Walking quickly, but quietly, they reach the end of the road then burst into a sprint. After five minutes, Kaitlin stops, and bursts out laughing. “Oh my, God! Oh my, God! I’m free!” Throwing herself at Deacon, she wraps her arms around his waist and leans into his chest. Barely reaching his shoulders, he hugs her to him and lets the tears flow. Stroking her hair as she sniffles, he says, “Come on, pull yourself together. Ben is still at Saskia’s and if we’re going to get him out of her clutches then we’ll need reinforcements; going up there alone would be a suicide mission.”

“She’s an absolute bunny boiler, that’s what Lennox told Josie anyway,” Kaitlin agrees as they continue walking. “But who’s going to help us against her?”

“I’m not afraid of her!” Jude adds.

“You should be,” Deacon replies; the girl is feisty and that is a great quality to have, but she is naive. “She may be tiny, but she’s absolutely ruthless. Throw in that she’s criminally insane, and you’ve got a real problem on your hands.”

“You’re afraid of her!” is Jude’s come back.

“I’m not. I’ve seen what she’s capable of, that’s all.” He quiets for a moment. “She killed my ... Kit. She burnt Finn’s house down out of spite. Kit went in to help. Kit and Kyle died in the fire.”

“I’m sorry ...”

“So am I. Kit was like a son to me, and Kyle was like a brother to Finn.” 

They turn a corner and continue down the road where a large sign proclaims ‘Barton FC. Home of the Swans.’ Hand-painted below is ‘Home of Hell’s Warriors MC: Barton Chapter’. Below that, in newly painted letters it reads, ‘Law Enforcement HQ: Barton & surrounding villages’.

“Do you really think he’ll help.”

“Well, he says he wants the place to be civilised again, and there’s nothing more uncivilised than kidnap and slavery. If he wants people to take him seriously, then he should.”

At the gates, Deacon speaks into the intercom and waits. After ten minutes, the gates are opened by a guard obviously roused from his sleep, and Deacon is shown into the Community Room. Nothing has changed since last night, although the spilled drink has soaked into the cards and a brown stain has spread across their faces. The glass, now empty has rolled onto its side, and the air is muggy with beer. A woman appears, pinny wrapped to her waist, and begins collecting the glasses. The metal grille covering one window rises, and is followed by another. As they wait, a team of men and women work around the room, sweeping, hoovering, polishing, and re-arranging the tables until the place shines, and the muggy air has been replaced with a lemony freshness.

Increasingly irritated by the length of the wait, Deacon strides from one end of the room to the other, and realises that the desks have been set out in a similar fashion to a school room. He groans; is this one of Jackson’s new initiatives? A schoolroom? Being trapped in a room, and having to sit and listen to Jackson drawl on, or one of his team, drone on, is the very last thing he wants. 

A voice booms from deeper within the clubhouse and then Jackson strides through the double doors, bloated with self-importance. Behind him, a retinue follows. Unusually, Jackson is dressed in a dark suit with a silken cravat at his throat. His hair is brushed to the side and combed flat against his head. Even his long beard has been washed and trimmed. The memory of Dan Morgan rises, and Deacon realises that the room has been set out as an improvised court room. 

Deacon gulps down a chuckle as Jackson strides to the ‘top table’ and seats himself in an overly large leather office chair. The rising mirth borders on hysteria, but he forces it down; Jackson may be verging on caricature, but he’s dangerous with it. 

“Carlisle! Good. Here as instructed.”

Deacon grits his teeth; no one instructs him, least of all Jackson Devereux. “I’m here on personal business, Jackson.”

Stopping in his tracks, Jackson’s smile slips to a frown. “Approach,” he says with a flick of his fingers, gesturing Deacon to the top table. He motions for him to sit. “Personal business? We are holding the trial this morning, remember?”

“Yes, I do, but Saskia-”

Jackson sucks breath between his teeth. “Saskia.” He glances at the two women seated on the other side of the room. “Is that ...”

“Yes, the girl from the cottage. Saskia ... well, technically Lennox, traded her in for Josie at the ... at Durham’s.”

“And?”

Deacon frowns. “Well, it’s kidnap ...”

“Her business is none of our concern.”

Deacon locks eyes on Jackson’s. “How can it not be? She’s kidnapping children, for crying out loud. She’s selling women and girls into sexual slavery, for Christ’s sake! How can we ...” Deacon stops, recognising the steely indifference in Jackson’s eyes. Jude had been right; he is more interested in his sheep than people. He glances back to Jude and Kaitlin and a determination to protect them slides over him like steel armour. “You may not want to do what’s right here, Jackson, but I am making it my business to get involved. I can’t sit back any more and watch her mistreat vulnerable people. What she’s doing is criminal, and as High Lord Sheriff, or whatever it is that you call yourself, I presumed you’d be interested, or at the very least ...” He pauses whilst holding Jackson’s gaze. “... have a moral obligation to do your duty.” 

Jackson bridles, but doesn’t respond other than to stare back at Deacon.

“The boy, Jackson, he’s just a child, and he’s deaf. He has a father-.”

“A father who stole my sheep! A father who will be executed this morning. I can’t sit back and allow people to make a mockery of me.” Jackson’s eyes narrow. “No one steals from me and gets away with it, no one.”

Deacon sits back in his chair, appalled at Jackson’s disinterest. “I’ll make you a deal then, Jackson. You need me.” Their eyes lock. “I’ll testify against your sheep rustler if you’ll give me five armed men. I’m going out to Saskia’s to get the kid back and I need backup.”

Jackson grunts, but he makes no effort to agree to the deal. 

“If you don’t, then I was never at the cottage.”

Jackson scowls, glances once more at the women, then says, “Fine.” 

“Shake on it. Biker’s honour.”

Jackson holds out a hand. “Biker’s honour, but first order of the day is the trial.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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A window slides open, and a head appears, as Saskia hammers on the pub’s door for the tenth time. “What is it?”

“Oh, thank goodness!” Saskia rasps. “I need Deacon!”

“He’s not here.”

“Oh, no!” Saskia’s voice wobbles with emotion, and she looks with what she hopes is a despairing gaze up and down the street. “Please,” she begs. “Where is he?”

The man stares then says, “Try Durham’s. He didn’t come home last night.” 

The window slams shut, and Saskia struts back to her car with a smirk. Deacon and Durham in the same place; two sitting ducks killed with one stone. The car’s engine thrums into life with a satisfying hum and she pulls away from the kerb with a screech of tyres.

***
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A CAR DOOR SLAMS SHUT as Pete tries the doorknob at the back of Durham’s house. Heels clack as he pushes it open and steps inside the back hallway. Ahead is another door, with one each to the side. He opens the first to the hurried tack, tack of heels along the path at the side of the house, and closes it gently as a petite figure of a woman, obviously on a mission, steps inside.

***
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SASKIA FINGERS THE leather strap of her crossbow, the steel bolts secure in the bag slung across her shoulder, and steps through to the hallway. Here, the thin light of morning illuminates the space. A table sits across the hallway, obviously set up as a reception desk with its chair facing the door. She imagines Lennox opening the door, his eyes glittering with lust. Her lips pull back to a smirk; well, one thing is for sure, he’ll never do that again. She turns to scan the area. Adjacent doors lead into drawing rooms at the front of the house, but to her side is a closed door. It opens into a kitchen, and its warmth and delicious odour hit her with a wave of pleasure; cinnamon, coffee, bread. Her belly growls, but she glares into the room with rage rising. The kitchen is clean and tidy, and a pretty frill of birds and tendrils sits above the window over an enamel sink devoid of any dirty or washed pots. A massive cupboard of mellow pine sits along one wall. To its side are open shelves stacked with copper pans. Below that is an old dresser with ewers and large decorative plates. The warmth, she realises, comes from a large Aga in the corner, snug beneath a high mantel. At the centre of the room is a large and well-scrubbed table surrounded by chairs. At its centre is a pot of coffee and a plate filled with what looks like a pile of bread rolls. Freshly baked bread rolls! At its side is another plate laid out with slices of buttered – yes, buttered! – fruit loaf. Her rage tips over as her eyes lock with Durham’s and he smirks from behind his steaming cup. A girl walks in from an adjoining door, tea-cloth in hand, and stops mid-stride.

“Morning, Saskia,” Durham continues to smirk although his eyes carry a flash of fear.

Saskia’s fingers curl around the leather strap across her shoulder.

Durham’s nose twitches. “What in God’s name is that smell?” He scans Saskia, his eyes growing large and focusing on her hair. “Is that shit in your hair?” His ease evaporates and chair legs scrape as he stands. He glances at the girl, and then to the open doorway behind Saskia. She pulls on the leather strap, and manoeuvres the crossbow into her hands. Durham takes a step backwards and the chair clatters to the floor.

“I’m looking for Deacon,” she says. 

Durham visibly sags, his next words spoken with relief. “You and me both!” He attempts a smile. “He made off with one of my girls this morning.”

“Two,” the girl corrects.

He frowns. “Two?”

“Jude, the new one, and Kaitlin.”

Saskia snorts. “What kind of show are you running here, Durham?”

Durham’s eyes narrow, then widen as Saskia raises her crossbow to aim straight at him. His raises his hands to ward her off. “Now then, Saskia, put that thing down. We don’t want any accidents.”

“There are never any accidents, Durham. I always hit my mark.” She moves her sights to his crotch.

Durham’s Adam’s apple bobs in his throat. “Well, then do me a favour and just put it down.”

“Sure,” she replies with a smile. The crossbow remains pointing directly at his crotch. “Let’s swap favours first though.”

“Sure, anything.” His nose twitches again in disgust as the stench of dog shit pervades the room, blotting out the scent of coffee and freshly baked bread. 

“Tell me where Deacon is.”

He shakes his head and shrugs his shoulders. “I have no idea.”

“Liar!” She adjusts her aim to his leg and pulls the trigger without warning. The bolt spears his thigh. He screams, standing rigid with pain, staring first at Saskia in unbelieving shock then down at the bolt sticking out of his leg.

“Tell me!” She reloads.

“I don’t know!” he shouts back.

She shoots again. This time the bolt spears his bicep. “Three chances, Durham. Let’s try again.”

“Please!” He holds a hand up. “Please! I don’t know.”

The girl in the doorway breaks her silence, “I heard him talk about going to see Jackson—before he left.”

“So, he’s at the football club?”

“I guess so.”

“That was easy now, wasn’t it!” Saskia reloads and this time aims the steel bolt at Durham’s heart. 

“She told you, Sas! She told you where he is!”

“Yes, she did,” Saskia smirks. “But this is for all the times you’ve mocked me, you annoying prat, and for ruining everything for me and Lennox with your dirty little whores.” She releases the trigger and the bolt flies straight, piercing Durham’s heart before he has a chance to move. “And don’t call me ‘Sas’. My name is Saskia Mikhailovich Volkov.”

As he sinks to the floor, Saskia Mikhailovich Volkov pulls the notebook from her pocket and ticks off ‘Durham’ from her list then strides across the room to retrieve her bolts.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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As Durham’s punctured heart pumps its last beat, Deacon is sitting with a throbbing head in the front row of Jackson’s courtroom. Tension pulls at every muscle across his shoulders and the tightness across the back of his head is intense; Dan Morgan is about to be tried for a crime he didn’t commit, but Deacon has waited three years for this day, nearly prayed for it, certainly raged for it, and whether Dan is accused of mass murder, or sheep stealing, is irrelevant; the end of the man’s life later this morning, hung from the expertly erected gallows at the front of the clubhouse, will be justice—finally! 

Every seat in the courtroom is taken, and there is standing room only at the back. A bell is rung and then all eyes turn to the opening double doors. Jackson walks through, chest puffed out, a gleam in his eye. Last night, as they’d downed another vodka together, in this very room over a hand of cards, Jackson had gone through every step of the sheep thief’s punishment in detail, and his demise with relish, only lamenting that they didn’t have a guillotine for the purpose—yet.

“All rise!” 

The gathered audience rises to stand as Jackson strides down the central aisle. They remain standing until he seats himself at the judge’s table, a large office desk with a black metal frame and veneer of mock walnut. A claw hammer has been placed next to a flat piece of wood as an improvised gavel.

Silence fills the room until the door opens once more and this time Dan Morgan appears. Hair unkempt, a purpling bruise spreading over the delicate tissue surrounding an almost closed right eye, shoulders jutting at angles on his thin frame, he is a dishevelled ghost of the man who had stood in front of Morgan Towers sipping champagne with his trophy wife just three years ago.

“It’s the man from my house!” Jude whispers.

“It is. Shh!” Deacon replies.

Voices rise, a woman sniggers, another heckles, and Jackson strikes the claw hammer on the block of wood. “Silence in court!” The silence is immediate. Dan Morgan is walked to the front of the aisle by two guards and ordered to stand behind a small table.

A man steps forward and reads from an open file. The file trembles as he begins to speak. “We are gathered here today, to witness the trial and sentencing of the accused, Peter Sinclair of Honeywell Cottage, Burnham Road, Thornton.”

“No!” 

Deacon nudges Jude as the man stops reading. Jackson glares, knocks his gavel on the wood, then commands the reader to continue.

“He is charged with the theft of five pedigree Hebridean sheep from Glebe Farm on Tuesday the fifth of August in this year of our Lord.” He coughs, red staining his cheeks, then takes a step back.

“This isn’t right!” Jude hisses. “That’s not my dad.”

“Quiet Jude. We need Jackson’s help. Just let this go ahead.”

“But-”

Jackson glares once more then says, “Bring forward the witness.”

Deacon stands to Jude’s ill-disguised consternation and avoids eye contact with Morgan as he turns to look. He makes his statement; that he had seen the sheep in Peter Sinclair’s field, and that his children were attempting to herd the flock. He hasn’t lied, but his gut twists with the knowledge that he hasn’t told the truth either; why complicate the matter when Dan is going to get what he deserves? 

He sits back down. 

Jude sits stiff beside him. “You lied!”

“No,” he hisses back. “Nothing I said was a lie.”

“But he’s not guilty.”

“He’s as guilty as sin.”

The reader steps forward. “Let the defendant rise for sentencing.”

Dan is forced to stand and Jackson trains hard eyes on him. “Pete Sinclair, you have been found guilty of stealing five pedigree Hebridean sheep from Glebe Farm. Your sentence is death by hanging.”

A gasp rises from the crowd and Dan’s legs buckle. The two guards reinforce their grip.

“Deacon!” Jude says. “Do something. You know he’s not guilty.”

“I know he is guilty,” Deacon replies as the courtroom erupts into chatter. Jackson slams his gavel once more and the room quiets again. Deacon continues, “He’s Dan Morgan, Jude, he killed my Jules.”

With a glance to Dan, Jude shakes her head. “But this is wrong.” 

“Leave it, Jude!”

Ignoring him, she stands. “Mr. Devereux. The accused is not Peter Sinclair.”

Another gasp from the audience.

Deacon pulls at her jacket. “Sit down!”

“No, Deacon. I can’t let this happen when I know the truth.”

“Truth?” Jackson asks, his attention now on Jude.

“Yes, the truth. This man,” she points at Dan. “Is not Peter Sinclair and he didn’t steal any sheep.”

“Yes, he did,” Jackson retaliates. “I saw him with my own eyes. I found my sheep in his garden.”

“Peter Sinclair of Honeywell Cottage is my father. This man is not my father.”

Jackson frowns. “Regardless of his name, I found him with my sheep.”

“You can’t charge an innocent man and sentence him to death!”

“He is guilty, young lady. You heard the witness.”

“Who lied!”

“I didn’t lie, Jude!” Deacon rears. “I told the truth. I saw this man at Honeywell cottage and Peter Sinclair’s children were herding the sheep. Isn’t that the truth?”

“Yes, but, no ...”

“If this man is not Peter Sinclair, as he claimed, then who is he?”

“Dan Morgan. He tried to save me and my brother.”

Jackson’s frown of confusion deepens then his eyes narrow and focus on Deacon. “So, Peter Sinclair, the sheep thief, is still at large?” He turns his attention to Jude. “Miss Sinclair, where is your father?”

“What? He’s not a thief! No one stole your stupid sheep, they just turned up in the field behind our house. It was me who wanted to herd them.”

“So, you’re the thief?”

“No!” She shouts with exasperation. “They probably escaped from your farm. I thought they were wild sheep—like the pigs in the forest.”

Jackson sits back in his chair, focuses on Dan then looks out over the room. “With regret, I declare this a mis-trial; the court cannot sentence an innocent man to death.”

Deacon’s chair scrapes as he stands. “He’s not innocent! He’s Dan Morgan. He’s the greedy bastard that caused the plague!”

The room erupts with gasps and voices repeating ‘Dan Morgan!’ One calls, ‘Hang him!’ whilst another shouts, ‘Kill him!’

Jackson raps his gavel until the table vibrates. Silence follows and he fixes his gaze on Dan. “Are you Dan Morgan, CEO of Morgan Industries?” 

Dan nods an affirmative.

“Speak, man! Let the court hear you.”

“Yes!” he shouts. “I’m Dan Morgan. I’m the man who killed the world!” 

“So, Dan Morgan, you admit that it was you who caused the apocalyptic outbreak of plague that killed the majority of the world’s population and left the survivors in a desperate struggle for survival?” 

Dan nods. 

“Then, Dan Morgan, we will have our hanging today.” Jackson raises the hammer. “I hereby find Dan Morgan guilty of the genocide of the human race and sentence him to death by hanging. Take him down.” He lets the hammer fall as a decisive last word.

“Down?”

Jackson rolls his eyes. “It’s what the judge says when he passes the verdict! Take him back to his cell.” He turns back to the gathered assembly of survivors. “The hanging will take place,” he checks his watch, “in thirty minutes.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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As Dan is locked back into his cell, a room hastily converted from the janitorial supply cupboard, Saskia screeches to a halt outside the football club. Eyes narrowed as she stares at the locked aluminium gates, oblivious to the rank and shit-laden stench festering about her, she taps painted fingernails on the steering wheel, and snorts with derision as she reads the amended sign. “Law Enforcement HQ, my arse!”

Behind the heavily padlocked gates, a tall wooden structure sits on the gravel in front of the clubhouse. “Well, well, well, Mr Devereux. You have been a busy boy.” She leaves the car to get a better look at the newly constructed gallows. A simple structure of a horizontal wooden triangle supported by three thick posts has been concreted into the ground. “He can kill three in one go,” she mutters, “one on each side.” A hand unconsciously travels to her throat and she shivers, the hair on her forearms and back of her neck prickling as it stands. “Three,” she whispers and imagines the triangle, a body hanging from each beam. In her mind’s eye, Sergei’s broad shoulders and long legs dangle beneath a broken neck as the sun sets beyond the club. Loz swings on the other beam, his skinny arms dangling from the sleeves of his favourite Hawaiian shirt. On the third, she swings, boot heels clacking as she takes her last, strangled breath. She swallows and takes a step back; Jackson will have to be the next name ticked off her list.

At the gates, she checks the chain slipped through the aluminium posts then retreats to her car, reverses to the road, and parks in the drive of the house next door. She collects her crossbow and bolts, then returns to the place along the garden fence where she had first seen Jackson and his crew emerge from the clubhouse. On that occasion she had thrilled at his ruthlessness, and silently cheered as the accused man had bucked and kicked, as he strangled on the noose. This time, her mouth is dry, and the cold sweat of fear makes her palms slippery. The carcass of the dead dog is still rotting on its chain, and the bricks she had slipped from are still in place. She spends the next minutes building a more stable platform, then loads her crossbow, and waits; today will be Jackson Devereux’s last day on earth, and once she has finished with him, she’ll make Deacon Carlisle sorry that he ever rejected her.

***
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AS SASKIA HAD PULLED into the drive, Pete had turned left onto the road to the football club. Slowing, he makes a three-point turn to face back up the lane for a quick exit, and parks the car between two dusty family saloons. White mould has spread across their dark fabric interiors. In one, a passenger lays slumped, its body putrefied and moulded over the past years. Taking the claw hammer from the pannier, he hands it to Ben, then arms himself with the chunky, yellow nail gun. Ensuring that Ben’s leather jacket is zipped to his neck, and signing for him to keep the helmet on, he takes him by the arm, and walks the last hundred yards to the club.

***
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AS THE CROWD LEAVES, Jude approaches Jackson. “This isn’t a fair trial. You can’t just decide if he should die or not.”

“This is my court, Miss Sinclair. I can do as I please.”

Deacon pulls at Jude’s sleeve. “Sit down, Jude. Dan Morgan is guilty. He deserves his sentence.” 

She tugs her sleeve from Deacon’s grip. “He should be judged by his peers. In a real court of law, there’s a judge and a jury. Where’s the jury here?”

“There are also barristers for the defence and prosecution in a real court of law, stenographers, and journalists. Where are they?” Jackson pauses for effect. Jude makes no effort to answer the question. “That’s correct, Miss Sinclair, they are nowhere, or rather, there are none because they were all killed by the defendant, Mr Daniel Morgan.” 

“Exactly, Mr Devereux. He is a defendant and a man who is being prosecuted, has the right to a defence attorney. Dan Morgan, whatever his crime, has the right to defend himself.” 

“You have watched far too much American television, Miss Sinclair. In England we have barristers, not attorneys. However, Mr Morgan has admitted his guilt.”

“He was the CEO of the company that developed the bacteria, that much I know, but did he purposefully spread it?”

Deacon’s frown deepens at Jude’s continued defence of Dan Morgan. “Sit down, Jude,” he demands. “It’s his fault my Jules is dead.” He turns his scowl on Dan as he is led back up the aisle. “Isn’t that right, Morgan! You killed my Jules! Tell them, Morgan! Tell them that it’s your fault my Jules is dead!”

Staring back with haunted eyes, Dan shrivels further into himself, then says, “It’s true; I killed Jules.”

Voices whisper and murmur among the departing crowd. Dan flinches as a voice shouts, ‘Murderer!” 

Jackson knocks his claw hammer on the desk once more, and the room quiets. “You have been found guilty, and that stands, but I am interested in your explanation. Continue.”

Morgan, head hanging, raises it to look back out across the crowd. “I was the CEO of Morgan Industries when the plague was developed, and I’m the one who gave permission for its research and development.” Dan opens his mouth to continue, steadies himself against the table, then speaks. “It was my idea to sell the bacteria as a weapon and yes, I was in talks with the Koreans when it was stolen, but ...” - he stares at Deacon with imploring eyes – “it wasn’t ready for release. It was too powerful—resistant to our antidotes. I would never have sanctioned its production as a weapon at that stage in its development-”

His excuses are drowned out as the room erupts with angry shouts. A boot flies across the room and hits Morgan on the forehead. He loses his balance and slumps into his chair. A guard drags him to stand. 

Jude strides forward, out of Deacon’s reach before he has a chance to react, grabs Jackson’s makeshift gavel, and knocks it against the desk. “All of you ... shut up!” The room quiets. “My mother died from the plague ... we’ve all lost people we love, but I’ve listened to Dan Morgan’s confession ... if what he says is true, he’s not to blame.”

“He wanted to use it as a weapon of mass destruction!”

“Yes, but he-”

“He was in talks with the Koreans.”

“As have multiple politicians, arms dealers, and weapons developers. He is no different. Do you want to kill the man who invented the shotgun? Or the ballistic missile? Or the jet fighter?” She pauses as she scans the crowd. “What about the atom bomb? Do you want to kill the man who invented that?”

“He killed my children!” a voice calls with anger from the crowd. 

“But that’s my point—he didn’t,” Jude retaliates. “Dan Morgan is guilty of enabling the research of this bacteria, he even considered selling it as a weapon, but he is not guilty of killing billions of people—he didn’t release it, so he’s not a murderer.”

“He is!”

“He tried to save me!” she shouts. “He knew he was a wanted man, but he risked his life to try and save me and my brother from being kidnapped. There’s good in him too!” Jude scans the waiting crowd then turns back to Jackson. “Doesn’t that mean anything?”

“Miss Sinclair, it is the verdict of this court that Mr Daniel Morgan is guilty as charged. Sentence has been passed.”  

“But your decision is wrong!”

Jackson’s eyes narrow. “I’m never wrong, Miss Sinclair—never.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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The gold watch is the only item Dan still possesses that reminds him of his glory days, the last delicate filament bridging the past, the possible future, and a vain hope that one day things will get better. 

He illuminates the Rolex’s diamond-studded clockface; twenty-eight minutes have passed since self-appointed judge, jury, and executioner, Jackson Devereux had sentenced him to death. The man’s reputation as a stone-cold killer had sat with him since the two women from Jackson’s crew had confronted him in the High Street; ‘He hung Frank for stealing ... What’s he going to do with this one?’ The words had haunted him through the years, and his mind had churned with the worry of being discovered, but he’d shied away from imagining exactly what would happen to him if anyone with a grudge did catch up with him. Now he is under no illusion; in two minutes he will be taken from his windowless cell, dragged to the nearest tree, and hung. He swallows at the hard lump in his throat, and strokes at the skin beneath his neck. “Oh, Monica. I am so, so sorry!” 

Head in hands as the door swings open, the silhouettes of his two guards appear, 

“On your feet.”

Dan stands, though his legs tremble. Heart pounding, the pulse in his head buzzes and he stumbles as a wave of fear shears through him and his bowels loosen. 

“Hold him up, he’s gonna go.”

“I ...” He coughs to clear the tremble in his voice, takes a breath and says, “I can walk.” He determines to make no desperate bid to escape, or struggle against their grip. If he has to die today, then he will do so with dignity. 

Head held high, he rolls his shoulders back, and walks between the two men down the corridor to the exit and the front yard. As the double doors are pushed open, his knees buckle; there is no tree from which to hang. Instead, a huge, wooden gallows has been erected and concreted into the ground. Harsh and unforgiving, a single noose has been fixed to one crossbeam. 

“Steady!”

He sinks, held up only by the guards’ vice-like hands. “Mummy!” he whispers, unable to bite back the cry of despair. 

“Did he just say, ‘Mummy’?”

“Poor bugger!”

“Don’t go getting soft, this is Dan Morgan.”

“I know, but it’s not like he did it on purpose is it. You heard what that girl said; he’s not some evil genius who concocted a plan to kill everyone off.” The man continues to talk as Dan is dragged between them to the front doors. “He did me a favour, if I’m honest.”

“Favour?”

“Yep, I was banged up at Her Majesty’s pleasure until the plague hit.”

“Innocent man, were you?” the other laughs.

“Nope. I did it.”

The doors open and sunlight dazzles Dan’s eyes, bleaching out the yard, the gathered crowd, and the terrifying gallows. Gripped by a sense of unreality, his conscious mind detaches itself and he descends into a fog of confusion.

“Spill then. What did you do?”

“I ... well, it weren’t all my fault, she pushed me, you’ve got to understand that.”

“She?”

Gravel scrapes against the toes of Dan’s shoes. The smell of newly sawn wood mingles with the sour stench of fear and the men’s musky body odour. Eyes unfocused, he stares beyond the gallows to a blur of green trees.

“Yeah, Tracey. She was a bitch.”

“You killed her?”

“That’s what they said, but it was an accident really.”

“So, manslaughter?”

“Yeah, kind of, but they did me for murder, on account of the previous-”

A cheer goes up from the crowd, drowning out the men’s conversation and adding to Dan’s inability to process his thoughts. Sweat beads at his temple and a shiver of cold runs over his skin despite the heat from the sun. At the periphery of his awareness there are voices, and hands grip his arms as he’s lifted, the delicate skin of his neck burns with a scratching sensation, and then there’s pressure at his throat. His legs lose their strength.

“Hold him!”

A grunt. Fingers dig into his muscles. Nausea swirls in his belly and he bokes. 

“He’s gonna puke!”

“Hold him!”

Passive, unhearing, Dan lifts his head to ease the scratching at his throat, and stares at the sky; a seagull flaps overhead, its feathers a brilliant white against the blue. He focuses on its flight, blocking out the noises until the crowd grows silent. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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Fascinated by the commotion taking place in the club’s yard, Saskia snorts with derision as Jackson Devereux appears on the steps, “Law Enforcement HQ, my arse!” she repeats though her voice carries a tinge of hysteria. Devereux, suited and booted with a cravat – a cravat for Christ’s sake! – waits on the top step as the crowd follows his gestured command for silence, and quiets. Saskia’s heart thuds with anticipation at another execution carried out by Jackson Devereux, and she remembers the thief he’d hung from the tree across the road on his first arrival, then Lennox’s right-hand man hung from improvised gallows at the petrol station. Now there is this poor sap, so terrified that he is unable to stand unaided, dying because he had stolen Jackson’s sheep. Saskia strokes the trigger of her crossbow.

As she takes aim, the only sound is the crunch of gravel beneath multiple feet, and the whispering of leaves as they are blown by a soft breeze. Her sights are set on Jackson’s throat. Three bolts belong to him today; Durham and Lennox have had three each, it is only fair. Plus, three meant you could take your time and have a little fun. Jackson opens his mouth to speak.

“No, Mister Devereux, I do not want to hear another note of your monotonous, overbearing, voice.” She pulls the trigger. 

The steel bolt glistens as its polished surface catches the sunlight, the spark disappearing as the tip pierces Jackson’s windpipe. Entranced by the moment, Saskia watches Jackson’s eyes widen in confusion, his voice carrying as a gargle of pain across the silent yard before it is lost in the cacophony of shouts that follow. She savours those seconds, licks her lips, and reloads as Jackson holds a hand to his throat, his face contorted with pain. The trigger’s release is accompanied by a wave of pleasure. The bolt hits its target, the fletching disappearing beneath Jackson’s jacket, the bolt puncturing his spleen, or perhaps his liver. He buckles.

Screams erupt, and the crowd scatters, some running to the side of the club, others behind the vans and bikes parked along its boundary. To the shouts of ‘over there!’ and ‘Run!’, and ‘Hide!’, Saskia loads her third bolt, takes a second to decide quite where to place it, then pulls the trigger. On his knees, Jackson is a stunted statue in a rigor of pain. The henchmen that typically flock around him have disappeared, and he kneels alone on the step, blood already pooling on the concrete, as the final bolt hits home. 

“And that’s how you kill a tosser,” Saskia crows.

With the third bolt protruding from the breast pocket of his suit, Jackson topples, his face landing with a thud against the concrete steps. Saskia checks her watch and smiles; seventeen seconds, not too shabby. 

With Jackson dead, she places a tick against his name. The next on her list is ‘Carlisle’. 

***
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“SASKIA!” DEACON HISSES from behind a white van. “It can only be Saskia.”

“The woman who kidnapped us?”

“Yes.”

“I guess she hated Jackson, then.”

The screams have subsided and a few of the braver souls are standing. Trina steps out from behind a Harley, scanning the fence like a scared mouse, then takes a tentative step forward. When nothing happens, she takes another, then runs to Jackson. Elliot, then Carey follow. 

“Do you think he’s dead?” Jude asks as Deacon continues to search the fence for any sign of Saskia. Seeing nothing, he responds with a distracted ‘probably’ then grabs Jude’s shirt as she takes a step to move away. “Stay low!” he hisses.

“Why?”

“Why? Do I really need to answer that?”

“I think she’s gone. Look,” Jude gestures to the other club members creeping from their hiding places and running behind the building. Only Trina holds the clubhouse door open as Elliot and Carey drag Jackson inside. The doors close with a thud as his boots disappear. The space is silent and nothing moves. Dan balances on the narrow platform of wooden steps, the noose a ring about his neck. The platform tips and bows with his movements. Hands tied behind his back he is unable to release the noose.

“Shall we get him?” Jude asks as she catches Deacon’s scowl at Dan.

“No! Leave him.”

“I think it’s a sign.”

“A sign?”

“That we shouldn’t execute him.”

Deacon continues to scowl at Morgan as he wobbles once more on the platform. “I think he’ll do the job for us in a minute.”

“We should get him off.” Jude tries to take another step but is pulled back by Deacon.

“No, Jude. It’s too dangerous, and anyway ... let him hang himself.”

“I’m going to get him.” She tugs her sleeve from Deacon’s grip and runs in a crouch across the open gravel to the gallows.

“Jude!” Deacon hisses. “Damn!”

***
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“GOOD THINGS COME TO those who wait!” Saskia says as first a girl, and then Deacon, appear from behind a van. Focusing on the girl, she compares her to the one about to spread her legs for Lennox on the kitchen table last night. It is! It’s Lennox’s dirty whore; Josie! “Hah! The gods are in my favour today!” She reloads her crossbow, trains her sights on the running girl, and pulls the trigger with expert precision. 

The girl stumbles.

“Gotcha!” 

Distracted by Saskia’s shout of victory, Deacon stumbles over the woman as she staggers then falls, a shining bolt gleaming at an angle from her right buttock. Shrieking with glee, Saskia raises her head above the fence to lock eyes with Deacon.

“Your turn next, Carlisle,” she shouts, taking a step higher on her brick platform.

The girl shouts in pain, tries to stand, then knocks into the sheep thief’s podium. Unbalanced, it topples, and the man jerks on his rope like a skewered maggot.

Saskia’s shriek of unfettered joy cuts through Deacon’s shouts, and the whore’s screams, as he pulls her behind the toppled podium.

***
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THE PAIN IN JUDE’S buttock is sharp, but she pulls the bolt from her muscle as Deacon shields them from the psychotic Saskia. Dan Morgan squirms above her, jerking and spasmodic. 

“Cover me!” she shouts as another bolt hits the wooden pallet.

“What?”

“Just cover me!” She reaches for Dan, unties his hands, then crouches beneath his feet, taking the weight of his body on her shoulders. Deacon holds the steps as a shield as Saskia releases another bolt. It spears a wooden tread. Free of the noose, Dan falls to the ground, gasping for breath. The platform drops. 

“One!” Saskia screams. “Get ready for number two.”

Deacon staggers, a fletching shining at his thigh.

“Deacon! Get up,” Jude shouts as pain sears Deacon’s thigh. “She’s going to shoot you again.”

“Your turn next, Josie!”

“Josie?”

“She thinks you’re Lennox’s girlfriend.”

“I was stupid to let you get away last night, you whore, but I’m going to get you for real now!”

“She’s not Josie!” Deacon shouts as he drags himself to stand. Blood seeps from the wound made by the steel bolt sunk deep into his thigh. He drags his leg as he shouts, “Her name is Jude ... you fucking psycho!”

Saskia screams, reloads, and fires. Before Deacon has a chance to move, the bolt spears his side. He grunts in pain and drops to his knees. 

“That was number two, Deacon! One more makes three, and then it’s lights out for you. I’ll teach you to humiliate me!”

As Deacon kneels, the fletching protruding from the soft flesh above his hip, Dan shoves the step to shield him. “Get down, Deacon. I’ll cover you.”

Saskia pulls the trigger of Deacon’s third bolt. A glint of sun on the steel shaft is the only indication of its flight. The steps crash to the ground, falling against Deacon, and Dan sinks to his knees, the bolt shining in the centre of his chest.

***
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“SERVES YOU RIGHT,” Saskia shouts at the sheep thief. “Keep out of my way!” 

“Put the crossbow down.” A man’s voice bellows in her ear. 

Startled, but instantly dipping her hand into her bag, she twists to a bearded man with anger raging in his eyes. Her fingers find, and clutch, the last bolt.

“I said put the crossbow down. If you don’t ... I’ll kill you.” 

“Really?” With a glare of derision, she drops the bolt into position and raises it at almost point-blank range to the man’s forehead “Idiot! You’re too slow.” Movement behind the man distracts her and her anger peaks; a boy stands in the driveway—the deaf idiot she had been lumbered with yesterday, thanks to Loz’s incompetence. “What the hell is that retard doing here? He should be at the farm,” she snaps and narrows her eyes at the man. 

“He’s my son,” the man growls. “Now, please, drop the crossbow ... or I’ll kill you.”

“What kind of dumb idiot are you? That’s not how you play this game; you don’t ask, you tell.”

“Put the crossbow down,” he repeats.

Saskia shifts the crossbow, and trains her sights on the boy. “Make me,” she smirks.

A flash of yellow, a trigger clicks, and the last thing Saskia hears as the nail penetrates her skull is, “I always ask, it’s only polite.”

***
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AS SASKIA’S TOPPLES from the pile of bricks, Deacon cradles Dan in his arms, reeling from the knowledge that the man he hates to the core of his being has just saved his life.

“Jules ...” A crimson flower blooms across Dan’s shirt, a silver fletching at its centre. “Tell Jules ... I’m sorry.” The light fades from Dan’s eyes and, as he takes a final breath, his pupils dilate. Cradling him as a baby, and closing Dan’s eyelids with gentle fingers, the anger and pain of the last years wells up from Deacon’s belly, filling every cell in his body with the ache of despair. He rocks, holding Dan to his chest. “I will, Dan Morgan.” Tears blur his vision and, eyes closed, he sinks into the darkness of grief, and the memories of Jules, Kit, Finn, and Saul. “I will.”

––––––––
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THE END
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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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We’ve reached the end of ‘A World Torn Down’! Honestly, I don’t want to leave this world, so if you want to catch up with Deacon, Saskia, Jude, Durham, and the rest, then I plan to write another series based around Jude Sinclair, the first of which is ‘Deer Among Wolves’, a pulp fiction vigilante thriller set in a post-apocalyptic world full of action, suspense, and plot twists you won’t see coming. To be notified of publication dates, and other books I’m writing, please join my mailing list. You can sign up here: NEWSLETTER LINK

As always, I’m honoured that you’ve read my work. You’re the reason I write. 

If you enjoyed this story then stay in touch! Join my newsletter for news of future publications: CLICK HERE 

I love keeping in touch with my readers and am happy to respond to any questions you have about my books. Visit my website and join my newsletter for updates and to stay in touch. I’ll also send you a copy of my story The Storm, an apocalyptic rescue thriller. If you’re not keen on newsletters I also keep my Facebook page updated and you can join me or message me there.

Website: www.rebeccafernfieldauthor.com 
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Reader reviews help indie authors like me immensely. Please consider leaving one on Amazon. It doesn’t have to be long, or detailed. Thank you!
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A science fiction horror trilogy of standalone novels
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An alien invasion horror series
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