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The six members of the war council were gathered in the grand tepee, sat in a circle around the glowing embers of a dying fire. Wolf, the accepted but unelected leader, tossed a fresh log on and, prodding with a poker, he tried to coax it back to life, but it was reluctant. He dropped the poker, leaned sideways and blew on the base until sparks flew and flames crackled as he righted himself.

Few people knew the name he’d been given at birth and grown up with and that was how he preferred it. Over twenty years ago, whilst still a teenager, he’d unofficially changed it to Running Wolf after his father had taken a DNA test to trace his ancestry and discovered he possessed a five per cent native American footprint, Apache to be precise.  

His closest friend Jacko, who was sitting to his right, tapped him on the shoulder, offering the peace pipe as, in the background, the lilting tones of Bob Marley implored the world to help him sing his songs of freedom.

Wolf solemnly accepted the electric blue, plastic bong and sucked steadily, smoke bubbling through the cooling water into the cylinder until it was full. He took his finger off the hole in the side and inhaled, one deep breath swelling his lungs until the bong was empty and he passed it on.

He held his breath for a few seconds, absorbing the magic, then blew two smoke rings before letting the rest out in a cloud and calling the meeting to order.

“Okay people, listen up, as you all know it’s very nearly crunch time and although we’ve won a few battles, if we don’t do something drastic soon, it looks as if we’re about to lose the war. We’ve got the big party coming up a week tomorrow, which will no doubt drum up a bit more support but however many people we have on our side, once it’s too late, it’s not going to change anything.

A week on Monday, the day after the party, the planning committee is going to vote on the future of Higgins Bottom. As things stand right now, it looks as if the plans for the bypass will be approved. If that happens, it won’t matter how many people sign the petition or turn up to demonstrate and wave placards. It won’t matter how many hide in tunnels, chain themselves to machines or protest from platforms in the trees, it’s no longer going to make any difference. We could continue the struggle, resort to sabotage, risk imprisonment, serious injury or even death, but whatever we do, once that planning permission is rubber stamped, we’re only going to slow them down, the bypass is still going to get built and the trees are still going to get cut down.

Once that licence is issued, it’s only a matter of time; days, weeks, months, however long we can stall them for, but that’s all we’ll be able to do, stall them. The road will get built, the trees will die and it’ll be an illegal fight, we’ll be up against paid heavies as well as the police, we’ll be branded criminals and we’ll lose public support, we’ll suffer violence fighting a pointless war we’re destined to lose, our only alternative will be to simply admit defeat, pack up, move on and leave them to it.

Basically, we’ve got a week to try and stop that happening, to somehow change the outcome of that meeting. Now, if anybody’s got any ideas we’ll listen to them all, but I’ve come up with a plan I’d like to share which involves you Dylan.”

Exchanged glances, murmurs of agreement and the nodding of heads greeted Wolf’s words as all eyes settled on Dylan, the youngest one there. The shy teenager was leaning forwards, his face shrouded by long, blond dreadlocks, holding the bong in his left hand as he looked up in surprise at the circle of expectant faces.

Wolf raised a hand, commanding their attention once again. “If anyone’s got any other ideas, please let’s hear them first, because mine’s pretty hare brained and really is a bit of a last resort. It’s definitely verging on illegal and it’s possible that anyone involved could get into serious trouble, but I can’t come up with anything else and we’re running out of time. Personally, I’m willing to take any risks I have to if it’s the only way we can save the trees, but first let’s hear anybody else’s proposals or ideas.”

He looked around the circle, hoping to catch the glint in an enthusiastic eye, but they were all downcast or empty, heads shaking, mumbled negatives.

Dylan was the only one with anything to say. “Nobody else seems to have anything, come on then, tell us what your plan is. You said it involves me, well you all know I’m up for pretty much anything if it gives us a fighting chance. I’ll give it my best shot man, as long as nobody gets hurt, I’m not into violence, you know that, but anything else I can do, just name it, I’m your man, no problem.”

Wolf nodded, smiling sagely, he knew he could rely on Dylan, him and Jacko both, it was the others he had to convince.

“Okay, thanks Dylan.” Wolf looked intently into each pair of eyes, one after the other, personal, intimate contact before he began. “First thing I’ve got to explain is if anybody wants out, it’s time to leave now, before we discuss it. As I said, it could be risky and it’s almost certainly against the law, probably several laws come to think of it. Anybody involved could get into serious trouble, possibly even end up in prison, if you’re in you’ve got to understand that. If any of you aren’t up for it, for whatever reason, please leave now before we talk about it. No-one’s going to hold it against you, not whilst you still don’t know, but if you stay, once you’ve heard the plan, you are part of it, okay? We’re all in it together, equally responsible, whatever happens, understand?”

Everybody remained where they were, grim faces, a couple of nods. “I’m in,” growled Jacko. Wolf’s sidekick was a swarthy type, a fraction shy of thirty years old. Built like a bear with his head shaved, a long black beard and a gold hoop dangling from his left ear, he could have passed for a strong man in a circus.

The others followed suit, one by one verbally agreeing to Wolf’s conditions. Now he had them all on board, sworn and witnessed members of his conspiracy, Wolf began to outline his plan.

“Okay Dylan, you’ve got a new girlfriend called Amy right?”

Dylan nodded. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“How serious is it? How well do you know her?” Wolf asked.

“She’s great, I really like her and I reckon she feels the same, yeah, I’d say we’re pretty close.”

“Good, good.” Wolf continued to probe. “What’s she like? Do you think she’d help us? My idea kind of involves her, you see, it would be a lot easier and things would go a lot more smoothly if she was on our side, that’s where you come in.”

“Well, like I said, I’m serious about her and I think she feels the same. She cares about saving the forest too, we talk about it all the time, yeah, I expect she’d help us if I asked her, as long as it’s nothing too dangerous or anything.”

“Okay Dylan, I want you to try and persuade her to help us, that’s all I’m asking of you, to try, if she says no, it’s not your fault. I’m just asking you to do your best. First thing you’ve got to do is persuade her to come to the party next week, it’s better she doesn’t know anything until then. Once we’ve got her here, at the party, only then do we let her in on the rest of the plan, understand?”

Dylan looked unsure. “I’ll try, thing is we’ve only been going out for a few weeks and we can’t just see each other when we want, her parents are really strict. I mean, I kind of understand, they don’t know me and she’s a lot younger than I am, she still goes to school see. Her parents are pretty snooty too, her dad’s some kind of important politician in the government and he’s our local M.P. as well, if you didn’t know. I haven’t met them yet, I’ve only heard about them from Amy, but I’m going to meet them tomorrow, I’ve been invited for Sunday roast.”

“Her father is indeed someone important in the government, he’s a cabinet minister,” said Wolf. “For the environment, no less. He’s important and he’s also powerful, he can make things happen. He’s the kind of person who could change the route of the new bypass and save Higgins Bottom with a snap of his fingers if he felt like it.” Wolf clicked his fingers. “Just like that.”

“Whoa, hang on a minute.” Dylan protested. “I haven’t even met him yet, it’s going to be hard enough to get him to accept me, let alone like me. He’s hardly going to do me a favour like that, even if Amy helps, which I’m sure she would. I mean, it’s going to be hard enough persuading him to let me bring Amy to the party, in fact it’s probably not even worth trying from what Amy’s told me, better he doesn’t know, but I’ll leave that up to Amy to decide. But, yeah, I’ll give it a try if you want, I don’t think it’ll work, but I’ll do my best, bring it up casually in conversation, see where he stands, what his opinion is. I’ll probe him a bit and tell you more after I’ve met him tomorrow, but don’t expect any miracles, it’s a bit of a shot in the dark.”

“No, no, no!” Wolf sounded exasperated, silencing Dylan with a wave of his hand. “Don’t try and persuade him to do anything, I’m not asking you to try and win him over, I don’t think there’s much chance of that happening either. In fact, probably better you don’t mention Higgins Bottom at all, you don’t want to upset him or make him suspicious. As far as her parents are concerned just play the polite, nervous boyfriend, it’s Amy we have to get on our side. Talk to her about it more, about saving the trees, but most important, get her here to the Peace Camp for the party next Sunday, that’s all you have to concentrate on for now.”

Dylan pursed his lips, stroking his chin, gazing into space as he digested Wolf’s words, looking as if he didn’t fully understand. He dropped his hand and caught Wolf’s eye again. “Okay, I get that, I do my best to bring her to the party next week, but how’s that going to help? Like I said, she doesn’t need convincing, she’s already on our side, how’s it going to help stop the road from being built?”

“Well, let’s go through this one step at a time, to start with, as you know, it’s a fancy dress party and I want both of you to come in full costumes, faces and all, so there’s no chance of anybody recognising either of you, no witnesses. Enjoy yourselves, have a good time, it won’t be until well after midnight before anything happens.”

“Okay, I get that, but can’t you give me a bit more, tell me what’s going to happen, or should I say what’s meant to happen. At least give me an idea of what I’m getting myself, or more to the point, of what I’m getting Amy into. I still don’t see how this is going to stop the road being built, the vote’s on Monday, the day after the party.”

“All right, give me a chance, I was getting to that bit.” Wolf looked around the circle, they were eager, waiting for him, he had to choose his words with care, he needed Dylan on his side. “Okay, my plan is to take Amy to a secluded cottage for a couple of days, or however long it takes. To hide her and promise to return her unharmed when her father intervenes and changes the route for the new bypass, it’s the only way I can think of that might save the forest. We’ll send a message to her dad, he has the power and the means to do this, we’re merely providing him with a reason. When he agrees we give her back and she can go home, no harm done.”

“You mean you want to kidnap her?” Dylan was outraged, he hadn’t seen that coming. “Are you mad? No way man, I love her, she’s my girlfriend, you can’t be serious.”

“No, no, you’re misunderstanding me, there’s no need to worry, nobody’s going to hurt her or force her to do anything she doesn’t want to, okay? Look, she trusts you right? You said yourself that she’s on our side, that she wants to save the trees. Once you’ve got her at the party, you have to try and persuade her to do this of her own volition, because she wants to. Once we get her installed in the cottage, she can write a letter or we’ll record a message and send it to her father, stating our demands, basically saying that she’s safe and well, but she’s not coming home until he agrees to change the route of the bypass and save Higgins Bottom.”

Dylan didn’t reply, but he still looked unconvinced.

“Look, it’s not kidnapping, nobody’s going to make her do anything she doesn’t want to, okay, I promise. I’m just asking you to do your bit, get her to the party and then try and get her to go along with our plan. Once she’s here at night, among hundreds of people in fancy dress, it’ll be easy to get her to the safe house without anybody noticing, then she writes the note or whatever and we send it to her dad. Look, I know it’s not great but it might just work and personally I can’t think of anything else, it’s the best idea I’ve got and unless anybody can come up with a better one before next week, it’s our last and only hope of saving the trees.”

Dylan was in the spotlight, the other five looking at him expectantly, waiting for his answer. He didn’t know, he felt pressurised, asked to choose between saving the trees he was sworn to protect and his allegiance to the young woman he loved. If Wolf was right though, if they had no other options and the fate of Higgins Bottom lay in his hands, he had to do the right thing, or at least he had to try.

“All right, I’ll do the best I can, but for now I can only promise to try and get her to the party and that’s going to be difficult enough. I mean, she’ll want to come, there’s no problem there, but for sure her parents won’t let her go. I need some sort of cover story, so they’ll think she’s going somewhere else, somewhere they don’t mind her going.” He broke off for a second, stroking his chin again, concentrating.

“Let me talk to her. Look, I’ve got to make it clear, if I do get her to the party, you’ve got to promise to let me handle it, nobody else pressurises her or tries to coerce her, okay? Nobody else touches her, only me. I’ll explain what’s going down when I think the time is right and she decides what she wants to do and her decision is final. If she’s going to help us, it has to be because she understands and wants to help, remember, I love her and I care about her. Anybody hurts her or tries to force her to do anything she doesn’t want to, they’ll have to answer to me, okay?”

Enthused, Wolf took over again, pieces were beginning to fall into place. “Okay, that’s reasonable, of course she has to come of her own free will, part of the team, nobody’s going to force her to do anything, let’s be clear about that.” He looked around the circle of faces until he got back to Dylan.

“You’re the one that’s got to convince her, don’t worry, nobody else is even going to try, we don’t even know her, it’d be pointless, why should she listen to us? That’s your job, that’s all you have to do, the rest is already taken care of.”

“Okay, like I said, I can’t promise anything except that I’ll do my best, I’ll try. Can you fill us in on a few more details though, what exactly is already taken care of?”

Wolf leant forwards, rubbing his hands together over the fire. “Well, for starters, your costumes are already ordered and paid for, you can go and pick them up any time after Wednesday from the Carnival Store in Mintchester. Have some money on you because I think you have to pay a deposit, but you get it back as long as you return the costumes undamaged, can you manage that?”

“Sure,” said Dylan, “no problem, what name do I use and what are the costumes? What are we going dressed as?”

“Clowns,” answered Wolf. “Use your own name and you’re both going dressed as clowns; wigs, red noses, the works.”

Dylan nodded, a wry smile. “Clowns, okay man, yeah that’s fine, clowns are good. What about this secluded cottage, is it comfortable and everything? I mean, she might have to stay there for a few days, what about food and stuff?”

“The safe house is ready, don’t worry.” Wolf handed Dylan a business card. “It belongs to this guy, Roger, he’s a sympathiser. It’s his house but nobody lives there, it’s like a second home, most of the year he rents it out to holiday makers. He’s let us have it for a week, no questions asked, the less he knows the better, as you can see, he’s a lawyer.”

Dylan inspected the embossed card. Roger Pembroke in gold letters and below, in black, Pembroke Legal Services, phone numbers and an email address. One of the numbers, a mobile, was circled in blue pen.

“Now,” Wolf explained, “I want you to call him on that number. Because of his job, he doesn’t want to go near anything illegal, so he doesn’t know the whole story and he doesn’t want to. He doesn’t know anything about Amy or what we intend to do, so let’s keep it that way, don’t tell him, no slips of the tongue, it’s better for everybody. All that he knows is he’s lent us his holiday home for a week and he’s going to be your alibi, along with two respectable friends of his.”

Dylan looked taken aback. “My alibi?”

Wolf tried to reassure him. “Look, it’s just a precaution. When she goes missing the police are going to want to talk to anybody close to her, probably including her boyfriend. It’s better you have respectable witnesses to say you were with them at the party all night, just in case, I think it’s better, to be on the safe side.”

Dylan nodded his accord, “all right, guess it can’t do any harm.”

“I think it might even be necessary Dylan. You’ve got to realise that you’re almost certainly going to be a prime suspect and one of the first people the police are going to want to talk to. It’s a watertight alibi though, so you’ve got no worries, keep a cool head and there’s no way anyone can implicate you. Give him a call and he’ll fill you in on the details, times, what you talked about or had to eat and drink, just so your stories match.

He’ll explain all that and he will be coming to the party with his two friends as well, just to keep things real, he’ll make sure he talks to a few other people, so there’s even witnesses that he was there. You might get to meet him at the party even, but best you get your stories sorted out beforehand, give him a call, but basically, if you do have to talk to the police, if you have to make a statement, keep it simple, the less lies the better, you just say that Amy went to the party with you and then she had to go. That’s the last time you saw her, heading off to get a taxi and you spent the rest of the night drinking with Roger and his two buddies.”

Dylan examined the card again before stowing it in his wallet. “I’ll give him a call, that’s not the difficult part, but thanks, it’s reassuring to know you’ve thought this through. The hard bit though is going to be getting her to the party in the first place, you’ve got to understand, that’s by no means a given. I can’t promise anything except to try, and even if I do get her here, I’ve still got to convince her to play along.”

He paused again, thinking, stroking his chin as was his habit. “Maybe I can get her stoned, drink a bit of wine, then talk about how important it is to save the forest and how little time there is left, the vote is tomorrow and we haven’t got a chance against the corrupt, capitalist machinery of government. Something like that, then I’ll say, ‘wouldn’t it be great if we could actually make a difference and save the trees?’ A question, so she has to agree with me and when she does, then I’ll tell her the plan, yeah, that could work.”

“Sounds good man, sounds good.” Wolf encouraged him to carry on.

“Yeah, I’ll only tell her later in the night, when it’s nearly time to go to the safe house, make it seem like a spur of the moment thing, like an adventure. I might be able to get her to come like that and I’ll try, but remember, nobody’s going to make her, that’s how it’s going to be okay?”

Wolf and the others readily agreed to his terms, she only came along of her own free will, complicit in the deception. With their uncertain plot hatched and their strategy developed as far as it could be for the time being, Wolf called the meeting to a close, turned Bob Marley up a few decibels and refilled the bong.
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Chapter Two
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At almost sixteen years old, Amy Hardcastle was mature for her age and had gone out with other boys before she’d met Dylan.  Although still underage in the eyes of the law, she’d lost her virginity to her last boyfriend, in the woods, drunk on vodka and orange juice. She hadn’t enjoyed it, it had been pointless sex, painful and unfulfilling. The only positive aspect had been that the experience was short lived, over in a couple of uncomfortable minutes.

So, although physically experienced, she’d never known what being in love truly meant until she met Dylan. She was more than besotted, she was obsessed with him, their love- making a shared pleasure, a mutual exploration of every square inch of each other’s bodies, sensuous and delightful. He ruled her mind as well as her body though, he was all she could think about and her heart raced every time she saw him. She wasn’t getting bored with him as she had with previous sweethearts, in fact quite the opposite, as the days and weeks passed her devotion to him grew. She even dared dream that one day they’d be married, have children and grow old together, although she hadn’t yet shared these sentiments with Dylan, fearful of scaring him off.

She had taken a tentative first step towards establishing their relationship as a more permanent affair though. In an attempt to consolidate it, she’d invited him to her family home on Sunday, to meet her parents and eat roast dinner.

Come noon, when he was due to arrive, Amy was keeping an eye out for him through the living room’s bay window. He braked hard as he came through the open wrought iron gates, spraying pea gravel as his back wheel locked and skidded. He dismounted and chained his mountain bike to the ivy festooned garden railing as Amy rushed out to greet him, giggling, she couldn’t help it, he made her that happy.

As she got close to him she brushed her wavy chestnut hair back from her pretty freckled face. “You don’t have to lock your bike up round here silly, it’s quite safe, nobody will steal it.” She skipped the last couple of steps to his side and kissed him passionately on the lips standing on tip toes, her arms around his neck.

Dylan gave her a fleeting peck, then pulled his head back, ending the kiss. “Don’t,” he said, “they’re watching us.” He nodded towards the house where Amy’s parents were standing in the doorway.

“Don’t worry about my mum and dad, they won’t bite, they know you’re my boyfriend, it’s perfectly normal.” She took his hand, “come on and meet them.” Amy led him along a mossy, stone flagged path, a pristine lawn with flowery borders on their left and a soupy, green pond with lily pads and giant goldfish to their right.

Once they reached the porch she dropped his hand, took a nervous step out of the way and introduced them. “Mum, dad, this is Dylan. Dylan, my parents, my dad Jeremy and my mum Penelope.” They formally shook hands, exchanging polite greetings.

In the blindness of her youthful passion, Amy saw only brilliance and perfection in the man she loved and she naively expected her parents to adore every square inch of him just as she did, but they didn’t.

They didn’t say anything, they were too well socially groomed to be rude to a guest, but Amy recognised the thunder in her father’s eyes and the bewilderment painted on her mother’s face. Her parents exchanged a knowing look, an unspoken sharing of mutual distrust before Penelope regained her composure and invited Dylan inside.

“Would you like something to drink? A cup of tea or maybe something stronger, I’m having a dry sherry. We usually have a little aperitif, a pre-prandial before Sunday lunch.”

Dylan didn’t know what a pre-prandial was, so he decided to play safe. “A sherry would be fine, thank you.”

“We’ve got some beers, if you’d prefer.”

From the tone of her voice Dylan got the impression she was being condescending, not on purpose, she just thought people like him drank cheap lager straight from the can. “No, sherry’s fine thanks, I don’t like to drink beer before I eat, too much gas, fills me up.”

“Quite right.” She nodded and turned, beckoning him to follow with a wagging finger. “Come on in and make yourself comfortable.” He followed her down the hall and into the living room which reminded him of a stately home he’d visited with his mother last summer; antique furniture, oil paintings on the walls, deep cream carpet with a pastel, floral design and billowing, green velvet curtains.

He hovered uncertainly, way out of his comfort zone until Amy and her father followed them into the room. “Sit down please,” Jeremy waved at a chair beside a huge marble fireplace, “make yourself at home.” Dylan plonked himself in the overstuffed armchair whilst Jeremy and Amy settled on the sofa and Penelope left to fix their drinks.

Jeremy Hardcastle, Secretary of State for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs of the United Kingdom and Conservative Member of Parliament for Upper Hawchurch, took in the young man he hoped wasn’t going to be his future son in law. Despite Amy’s physical maturity, in her father’s eye she was still his baby, his precious little girl. She still went to school and should be concentrating on her education, she was too young to be experimenting with boyfriends and sex, there’d be plenty of time for that when she went to university.

So, from this point of view, Jeremy would’ve disapproved of Dylan if he’d turned up in a Bentley wearing a suit and tie. As it was, he didn’t own either and his appearance had done little to help ingratiate himself with Amy’s father. Jeremy took in the unshaven visage, the long blond dreadlocks, the silver stud in his nose, the worn grey hoodie, ripped jeans and scuffed trainers.

“So Dylan, what are you doing with yourself at the moment? Amy says you’re on a gap year, taking time out before university, are you working?”

Dylan was stumped, why on earth had Amy told her father that he was going to university, she must’ve been trying to impress him. Penelope arrived with their drinks on a silver tray, a moment’s distraction allowing Amy, who sensed his unease, to step in and answer her father’s question. “He’s a student of the university of life, aren’t you Dylan? Cheers!” She raised her glass.

“Cheers” replied Jeremy, sipping a gin and tonic. “Aren’t we all, aren’t we all,” he quipped back, “doesn’t pay the bills though, does it?”

Dylan sipped his warm sherry, wishing he’d known he could’ve had a gin and tonic instead. He felt intimidated by Jeremy’s bullish attitude, but he’d come here in good faith, to make friends, not enemies. So he tried to placate him, but he was too nervous to think straight and in his discomfort all he could manage was to elucidate on Amy’s outrageous lie. “No, it doesn’t,” he agreed, “but I’m hoping to go to university next year to study anthropology, it’s possible I won’t get in, then I’ll have to go for my second option, media studies.”

Jeremy couldn’t think of two such disparate topics, but he didn’t pursue it, he wanted to know more about this creature that was probably deflowering his beloved daughter. “So, you must be a bit older than Amy then, if you’ve finished school already, how old did you say you are?”

Dylan wanted to say, “I didn’t”, but thought better of it. “I’m seventeen,” he blurted, another needless lie, he was nineteen but Jeremy was making him nervous and he felt a need to appease him, but in doing so he was getting himself into ever deeper water. This time he attracted a look of disbelief from Amy that her father must have noticed. Jeremy wasn’t stupid, he was already wondering how someone who was seventeen-years-old could have qualified for university.

Penelope came to the rescue, “dinner will be ready in five minutes if you’d all like to come through to the dining room.” The situation was defused and the topic forgotten for the time being as they shuffled through and took their places at the table.

Dylan was thankful they devoured the roast lamb in a polite, appreciative silence. It was followed by rhubarb crumble and custard and Dylan was astute enough not to disturb the peaceful atmosphere except to compliment Penelope on her culinary skills. He didn’t want to tempt Jeremy into asking more awkward questions. When they’d finished eating and returned to the lounge for coffee, Dylan couldn’t help noticing the local newspaper lying on a table in the hall, its headline proclaiming, “Vote on New Ring Road”. Underneath, a smaller banner, “Plans expected to be passed next week”.

He picked it up, his passions aroused, Dylan forgot Wolf’s advice, let his defences slip and invited Jeremy back into the ring. “It’s a crying shame they’re going to cut all those beautiful old trees down.” He poked the newspaper with a forefinger, emphasising his point.

“It is a shame,” Jeremy agreed, “but it’s a bit more complicated than that, there are many other things that have to be taken into consideration, positives and negatives have to be weighed up, of course the environmental damage is lamentable.”

They filed back through the living room door and retook their seats. “Don’t you think the trees are more important?” Dylan asked. “It’s just another stupid, ugly road so people can get to work or go shopping more easily, as far as I can see. No, personally, if you ask me, I’d rather keep the forest.” He began to study the article.
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