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      I was taking a dead bullock off the roof when the bell tolled to signal someone was in the vicinity of the perimeter gate. Donnie was barking and yanking his chain below me in the yard so I craned my neck and squinted over the steel stake palisade and the DUKW cage. Bob the Jinx’s canoe was approaching my makeshift wharf.

      The bullock’s throat must have been cut by a piece of corrugated metal. The regular storms we had now were nothing like that first one, but they were still strong enough to pick up a cow. Also to rip up tin fences and whirl the rusty corrugated stuff around like razor blades. The gust that had thrown the black bullock onto my roof would have killed it anyway on impact but as it was the beast’s head was nearly severed into the bargain.

      It took some manoeuvring and grunting up there before I was able to shuck the carcass down off the roof of the Keep and let it fall into the yard. It landed with a liquid whomp! about a body length from the reinforced doors. A small rain of blood – the little that was left in that torn throat – spattered the sills.

      Then I started down the heavy steel ladder to clean up and to find out why Bob had risked the journey through the Badlands from Woodstock. What could he have on his mind that was so critical? He’d paddled his canoe five straight miles across flooded territory occupied by the worst of what society, or what was left of it, had to offer. He might have met any number of threats on the way including the packs of giant mink that had taken over one of the evolutionary niches that were Storm side effects. I don’t know when I’d first noticed the mink and some of the other wildlife getting bigger due to the changed conditions. Maybe ten years before. The speed of the change had taken me by surprise. I saw a coypu nearly as large as a pony when I’d last driven the DUKW down to the river on a recce. It was swimming upstream and looked strong enough to do so all day. No mere survivor but a flourishing invader, its gingery furred head held high as it went against the current, it seemed to be saying: ‘We coypu rule the world now.’

      I watched as Bob tethered up his canoe then I let down the drawbridge and showed him into the room I referred to as my inner sanctum. He had James with him, as I knew he would.

      Greeting James with a careful hug I felt a stiffness in his slender body that wasn’t usually there. When I hugged Bob his frame felt similarly tense.

      Bob stepped back from my embrace and with a wave of my arm I indicated the Chesterfield I reserved for guests, not that I ever had any. Bob took the hint and folded his tall frame into it while James stood unmoving, smiled, and looked at the carpet, shifting his weight from foot to foot. It was best to let him alone when he was like this. He’d find a place to sit or stand in his own time.

      I settled in an armchair opposite the sofa and took the opportunity to study Bob’s face. He was pale, his cheeks sunken, and he had a tic playing beneath his left eye. Bob only ever got that tic when something was seriously wrong. I decided against asking him what it was. He’d tell me if he wanted to.

      ‘Whisky, Bob?’

      ‘Johnnie Walker Double Black if you’ve got any left, Zack.’

      There was a stash in my drinks cabinet that I’d liberated from the Randolph Hotel along with some fine crystal glasses while mobs were plundering everything they could get their hands on just before the floods hit. I regret to admit I was among them. Desperate times, as they say.

      ‘As it happens, I have.’

      Opening a new bottle I poured us each a generous measure in two of the crystal glasses and handed one to Bob. There was a bottle of my homemade ginger beer there that I lifted to catch James’s eye and he saw me but was still rapt by the design in the carpet, a Turkish flat-weave kilim with a blue scorpion motif. I let him be.

      In days gone by, Bob would’ve appreciated the artistry of the crystal ware. But not today. It was another sign something serious was playing on his mind. He took a gulp of the Johnny Walker then quickly took another, completely draining his glass. I drew my own conclusions and topped him up brim-full.

      ‘Thanks, Zack. How are things?’

      I took a sip myself. I’ve long been a fan of whisky in general and Johnny Walker Double Black in particular. I used to drink it simply for pleasure. Since the floods hit, I’d started drinking it to escape the reality we all faced. I knew I’d have to watch that. It was on the verge of becoming a bad habit, one that could get me killed.

      ‘Apart from a bullock on the roof and the giant mink that’ll eat anything that moves around here, including me if I don’t watch my step, everything’s hunky-dory. How are things with you, Bob?’

      He gave me a brittle smile.

      ‘Bearing up.’ Then, swirling his whisky and looking into the glass as if into a bottomless well, he added: ‘I don’t know where to start.’

      That was my cue to jump in with words of encouragement.

      ‘Start slowly and at the beginning. What’s this about?’

      Bob closed his eyes so tight a network of lines erupted around them. Putting down his glass he rubbed his eyelids with his hands loosely clenched. For a moment I thought he might burst into tears, and indeed when he opened his eyes again they had a tell-tale sheen. But he didn’t go so far as to cry, he held it in. The effort cost him. He picked up his glass and took yet another glug from it.

      ‘Tom’s gone, disappeared off the face of the Earth like he never existed,’ he said, his hand trembling so much I wondered if he was going to spill the remaining contents.

      I found myself standing, drink in hand with the ice clinking. James started like a horse and jumped back from the rug he’d been studying so intently.

      ‘Sorry, James,’ I said, kicking myself inwardly before walking in a very controlled way over to the drinks cabinet again and filling up a glass with ginger beer. When I got back to James, deliberately calm and slow in my gait, he took the soft drink from my hand with a brief smile, like a light going on and off. Then he walked over to the window and got that fixed look again, gazing out. He could see a corner of Donnie’s pen from this angle. Donnie fascinated him.

      ‘Tom took my dinghy out onto the Marsh three days ago,’ Bob said when he was able to speak. ‘We’ve looked everywhere. James (he inclined his head to indicate his son by the window) – he’s beside himself (in a whisper). We searched every reed-bed and tethering area and stand of trees, every damn place Tom might have stopped or camped dawn till dusk for two days straight. We didn’t find a trace of him anywhere.’ Bob had tears in his eyes. His lower lip and chin were trembling. ‘Zack, I don’t know what to do. Can we all take your gunship (he meant the DUKW) to look for Tom? God only knows what’s happened to him. Those Kwanon bastards maybe took him… the solstice is near, we all know what that means… if he’s…’

      He couldn’t finish the sentence and put a hand over his eyes, gulping to get his voice under control. I sat down slowly opposite Bob and finished my whisky in two well-spaced mouthfuls before replying.

      ‘OK, Bob, I see. This is bad but we can’t assume the worst. Let’s stay calm and think for a moment. Is there anything else you know about where Tom might have gone?’

      James was still at the window. His shoulders stiffened as I spoke. I looked over at him and he turned quickly away, redoubling his efforts to catch a glimpse of Donnie down below. Bob said:

      ‘There is something. He told me he’d seen a girl in the Folan Territory when he was out trapping crayfish and they’d shared a joint together. I told him he must have been insane. He got defensive like teenagers do, told me to mind my own business and said that not all the people out there were mad and bad. I kept at him about it until he said he wouldn’t do anything like it again, not that I was naïve enough to believe him.’

      There was something faintly ridiculous about the way Bob clung to his middle-class values in a society which had come to know only two classes: predators and prey. Still, he just about had a point. He stopped talking, his emotions getting the better of him and preventing him from saying anything else. James went back to shifting his weight from foot to foot. Bob deposited his empty glass noisily on the table by the sofa and forced himself to continue. When he did, his words became increasingly slurred.

      ‘He hinted he’d fallen in love with the Folan girl. He’d probably met her a few times on the sly. A Folan girl, a piece of waterborne low-life! Zack, please tell me none of this is happening.’

      He put his head in his hands. I tried to keep my voice natural and neutral, as if we were talking about going punting together or something equally innocuous.

      ‘That’s quite a big area of water the Folans occupy. Did Tom say exactly where he met her?’

      ‘Just beyond the Evenlode Floodplain.’ He looked at the floor shaking his head. ‘It’s one of the mink ranges.’

      Bob needn’t have warned me about the mink. Having explored it many times, I knew all too well the perils that lurked on the Evenlode Floodplain. It was a stretch of water flanked by yew trees on one bank and oak on the other, not a common sight. The place was about half a mile from the main Folan floating encampment, which made the situation bad. Worse, it wasn’t navigable by the DUKW, and that meant I’d have to get out and swim, running the gauntlet of the mink if I went there searching for Tom. Sightings of ever-larger packs of mink had become more frequent since the last storm.

      Raising his head he gave me a penetrating stare.

      ‘I need your help, Zack. Get The Dot ready and take me out there, please. We’ve got to find him. I can’t live without my son.’

      Bob had come to me because I was the one person who could help him and might be willing to take the risk. He didn’t know about my problem, the one I hadn’t admitted to anyone, not even myself. But now I was forced to stare it in the face. Put simply: I’d become a coward. At one time I was willing to risk my life without thinking about it. These days even imagining a dangerous situation brought me out in a sweat.

      So I didn’t like the idea.

      However, Bob was a friend and it was almost certain that Tom was in some kind of deep trouble. He’d been missing now for three nights. Unless we found him soon, the outlook was bleak. I only hoped he hadn’t fallen into the clutches of the Kwanon.

      The more I thought about it, the less it seemed like a good idea to give Bob his wish and let him come with me to find Tom. We’d have to take James, as James couldn’t be left on his own, and James was unpredictable at the best of times. As for Bob, although he was normally a man you could rely on, he was an emotional mess right now, which didn’t bode well. Not when cool heads were needed. I’d have to go it alone, even though I could no longer trust myself.

      ‘Look, Bob, I’ve been thinking.’

      ‘Yeah?’

      ‘I don’t know how to put this tactfully so I’m just going to come straight out with it. I’m going to load up the DUKW and set off looking for Tom. But you and James aren’t coming with me.’

      My tone of voice was calculated to put an end to arguments before they could even begin. The calculation was awry.

      ‘What do you mean? He’s my son. I should be with you helping find him. I can’t sit on my arse doing nothing when Tom needs my help. Let me go with you, you bastard.’

      James turned and stared at us both, wide-eyed.

      Bob wouldn’t normally have referred to me as a ‘bastard’, and perhaps James knew it. That was the drink speaking, and at least Bob hadn’t used the word with any real venom. He was just blowing off steam. Getting to my feet I walked to where Bob was sitting and squeezed his shoulder.

      ‘You know it’s for the best, Bob.’

      He wrenched his shoulder testily away.

      ‘The hell I do.’

      ‘I’m not going to argue with you. It’s a done deal, take it or leave it. Actually, you’ve got no choice, you’re taking it, because that’s all there is on the table.’

      Bob opened his mouth and I expected further protests but none came. Instead he slumped sideways, his eyes closed, and seconds later was snoring gently on my sofa. The Johnny Walker had taken its toll. James remained by the window, his face now inscrutable.

      While Bob slept I loaded up The Dot, as I called the DUKW, with what I’d need. Two ancient torpedoes flaking with rust (no guarantee they would work but you never know when you’ll want to find out), a portable heavy-duty searchlight, a Premium Grade Hear-Max Sound Booster that had put me ahead of the game with the thugs who lived on the swamps more than once (they never seem to consider that anyone may be spying on them with a listening device) and a few other useful items.

      Next, with James watching through the window, I let Donnie from his pen and threw him a steak which he wolfed down before wrestling with me playfully for a while. Donnie was strong and joyful as ever. I never met a dog who did better in the swamps, a natural swimmer and seeker. I’d found him as a stray wild dog about a year before and he’d responded so quickly to training that I knew he was about as intelligent as a dog could be.

      After checking it had my one remaining bullet in it, I holstered my handgun and climbed aboard The Dot with Donnie at my side. Bob and James could remain ensconced in the Keep if they wanted, but more likely they’d head home, a risky journey but they’d done it once already and would probably risk it a second time. I knew that if they did, the Keep would be safe, at least for a while. As soon as they left, the booby-traps I’d built into the place would arm themselves and protect it from unwanted visitors, of whom there were potentially any number.

      With a quick wave to James, I headed for the automatic gates which opened to let me through.

      God alone knew what I was getting into but it was odds-on it would be neither pleasant nor safe.
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      Putting The Dot into first gear I drove towards what used to be the Toll Bridge when the world had worked properly and people lived in harmony. The wind was whipping up ripples on the Marsh. Startled by the low growl of the DUKW, a heron flew up and flapped lazily away. A good omen.

      My route took me down a shallow waterway with rosebay willow herb lashing about in the rain on either side in the pale late afternoon sunlight. In different circumstances it might have seemed an autumn-into-winter idyll. Donnie was asleep behind my seat, sated by the steak he’d wolfed down gratefully before we left the Keep.

      Heading for deeper water, I saw Oxford’s ruined spires jutting skywards like broken teeth, blurry in the rain beyond the floodplain. Oxford had been submerged soon after London but not to the same depth. A scavenger society still made a living in a few of the colleges there in a nightmare parody of Town versus Gown.

      My destination was the Evenlode Floodplain, the place where Tom had met his Folan girlfriend before disappearing without trace. A strange coincidence meant I had to sail through a stretch of water where, in better days, I’d taught Tom to swim. This was during the period I’d helped Bob after his wife Andrea disappeared. I had to take a deep breath against the rising sadness the memory of those swimming lessons invoked in me.

      The light on the breeze-agitated water and the jagged towers on the horizon were strangely beautiful in the westering sun. The effect was enhanced by Donnie’s gently whistling snore behind me where he was curled up on a mattress in the rear of the DUKW’s drive compartment. We purred along in a seductive calm for a while. It gave me time to think about what I owed Bob, and also what I owed to myself. Because I would be putting my life on the line. I knew that with a cold certainty.

      When we reached the watery intersection I was aiming for, it was already twilight. Strong winds had brought down trees and I had to detour several times, on one occasion motoring around a fallen willow blocking the channel. I had provisions enough for three days in the DUKW but I wanted to find Tom and get this all over with ASAP, in 24 hours if possible. It wasn’t good to leave the Keep undefended for any length of time, even though I’d left all my booby traps primed and well-maintained.

      I wasn’t expecting to pick up any clues to Tom’s fate just by reconnoitring the Evenlode Floodplain from a safe distance in the DUKW. My plan was to swim through it in the hope of finding evidence that would shed light on Tom’s disappearance. I’d be clutching at straws but it was better than nothing.

      As I looked out at the waterscape in a twilight fast giving way to the darkness of night, I began questioning the wisdom of what I was proposing to do. It was beyond foolish. There were a hundred and more ways to die out there once I left the relative safety of The Dot. The cold realisation of that fact brought me close to a panic attack.

      Why was I here, alone other than for Donnie, searching for a young man who’d gone missing on the Evenlode Floodplain, the most dangerous zone of the drowned South of England?

      What chain of events had led to this near-suicidal exploit?

      The answer hit me between the eyes like a diamond bullet.

      It was all down to Zoe. Bob would never really know how much I owed him after he helped me try to find Zoe, my former partner, girlfriend, and best friend. I’d thought she’d be my lifetime companion until the day that she, like so many others, disappeared and met an unknown fate.

      Losing Zoe devastated me, and Bob was the rock I leaned on for support. He consoled me as much as I could be consoled, and helped me look for her. We never found her, of course, but without his help and support throughout that time, I wouldn’t have stayed sane. The debt I owed Bob and his family was incalculable. When Zoe went missing they took me in like one of their own. There was nothing forced about it. It came naturally to them. I nearly developed a drink habit then, and without Bob’s support and guidance the drink would have taken me, and I would never have emerged from that dark depression.

      That’s why I got so closely involved with Bob’s sons when the same thing happened to his wife Andrea. And it was why now, even if I died trying, I had to search for Tom and do my level best to bring him back safe. My self-respect was on the line. I couldn’t live with myself unless I gave it my best shot. If I did, I would have paid back Bob and his family.

      Life is hard and then you die, as the old joke runs. At the end of the day, we have to live with ourselves. I couldn’t listen to Beethoven and drink Johnny Walker Double Black in those blissful evenings alone at the Keep unless I laid it on the line here and now.

      A breeze was picking up outside The Dot in the near-dark. I forced myself to put an end to my introspection. It was time to act.

      It was just as well I’d given The Dot a fresh lick of camouflage paint earlier in the year between storms, and it helped that night was just about on top of us. These circumstances gave me good prospects of concealing her from prying eyes. Having tied up in a leafy spot with rushes and a fallen oak that would just about hide the vessel, I donned my wetsuit and opened the roof hatch, leaving Donnie asleep on the floor, then pushed aside a few brambles and leaves of early autumn.

      The Evenlode Floodplain beckoned. Was I willing to answer its call? To do so was tantamount to inviting death to take me, but I had no choice. It was either this, or admit I wasn’t willing to lay it all on the line for Bob, who’d laid it all on the line for me.

      The water was cold as I slipped in slowly up to my chest, pausing a moment or two to acclimatise and to let my eyes get used to the grey-silver light off the water. The Marsh had many moods. This time of day at this season was among my favourites. But my mission didn’t allow time for contemplative musing so I gritted my teeth and moved forward as quietly as I could, with a controlled breaststroke that was very nearly noiseless.

      Some animal – small, thank God – appeared a couple of yards ahead of me. Straining my eyes to see what it was, I made out the unmistakable shape of a rat, head held high, its scaly tail trailing behind it in the water. It was an unusual sight. Once common in this part of the marshland, they had largely disappeared, possibly because of the rise in the number of Coypu.

      After half an hour or so, by which time I was completely acclimatised to the cold, I saw a faint luminescence ahead and heard the sounds of crude music and singing, drums mainly, the occasional yell, and laughter punctuated by roaring. As I got closer I made out the glow from a fire on a raft on which drunken figures were dancing, one of them carrying a jug he passed around at intervals. That was when I realised I’d stumbled across one of the ramshackle floating rafts of the Folan Family. The primitive life of the Folan Family always put me in mind of that old joke from before the Storm. It went like this: ‘When is a hovel not a hovel? When it is home.’

      To see a group of them celebrating like this was rare. I retreated to the cover of a fallen tree, soundlessly as I could, moving slowly to make as few ripples as possible. I thought I’d become acclimatised to the low temperature but I’d been kidding myself. The water was beginning to feel like a series of knives in my collarbones.

      A movement at the edge of the Folans’ floating encampment, in a patch of river illuminated fleetingly by their firelight, caught my attention. It was no more than a silent splash and a blur of silver-black. As I watched, a lithe figure reared up from the water, clutched a seated figure on the edge of the Folan raft, then fell backwards into the water without a sound, silently taking the seated person – a dirty unkempt woman – with it. This was a practised manoeuvre, expertly executed.

      Too late, I understood what was happening and my stomach knotted with so much fear I nearly threw up. Barely in control of my emotions, I tried to shuffle further behind the rotting oak tree that formed my cover in the darkness, but by then a steel-like grip had tightened around my chest and shoulders and I felt myself being pulled backwards.

      I had no time to register what was going on when a second unexpected thing happened. The foliage in front of me broke open in a rustling explosion of leaves, audible rather than visible, lit up only by the flickering firelight some distance away. A giant mink was looking directly at me.

      Worse than the eyes and teeth was the stench. Like ammonia and dung mixed, the reek from its filthy pelt caught me at the back of my throat. The fetid breath from its half-open mouth, close enough to touch if my arms had not been pinned, was even worse.

      The raider’s grip tightened, which told me he had no idea a giant mink was about to tear my face off. As it leapt I leapt too, desperately twisting to my left, forwards-bent at the waist, in a clumsily executed judo manoeuvre, hurling as best I could the body on my back to put it between me and the beast. The throw would win no prizes for technique but, fuelled by adrenaline strength, it was enough to do the trick. The weight went off me and I heard a muffled gasp of pain, not mine.

      Sculling backwards with my arms and legs furiously, I put as much distance between me and the mink and the man it was eating alive, pitting my attackers, human and animal, against each other. It was no contest of course. If it’d been a soccer match the score would’ve been: Animals 10, Humans 0.

      In a near-panic, I windmilled backwards like a paddle-steamer until I was well away from the fallen oak, the firelight, and the combatants. The sounds of their struggle, muted and feeble now, with no screams or gasps but only bones crunching at intervals, were still coming from the foliage as I swam madly away in a fear-fuelled front crawl, my breath coming in great rasping sobs.

      I was desperate to get back to the safety of The Dot.

      Only it was not that simple. Other mink were pursuing me, their dark forms the size of jaguars visible on the trunks of the floating trees on my right and left where the channel narrowed.

      Two more snorkelers reared up ahead of me.

      It was a raiding party of Kwanon Demon-Commandoes, as they styled themselves. In point of fact, they were no more demon or commando than I was, being ruthless thugs at best. Granted though, they were extremely fit. Some of them could swim underwater for more than five minutes. They must have been circling the Folan shanty-town looking for sacrifice-victims to kidnap when I’d observed the first one snatch a drunk from the edge of the raft. I guesstimated there had been a squad of three, and one had been accounted for by the mink. That left two for me to deal with. The odds weren’t good.

      The two in front of me weren’t aware that a pack of mink were flanking us. My best hope was that they’d delay the mink and buy me time to reach the DUKW. A large gleaming black body shot through the water like a missile towards one of the snorkelers. The diver was, I now realised, brandishing a knife with a saw-tooth edge. Before he could wield it, the beast was tearing at his throat. He went under with barely a splash, the knife falling from nerveless fingers. The mink plunged beneath the black water with him.

      The other snorkel diver struck off to the left, trying to reach what safety there might be in the floating trees and, wait, something else. A dinghy? It was only a vague outline in the gloom. Risking all by following the mink in order to get close, I saw it was dark green with the initials RB on the bow. They stood for Robert Bagnall, aka Bob Bagnall. It was Bob’s dinghy, the one Tom had ventured out in. It was a safe bet that Tom had been taken by the Kwanon, like the Folan woman I’d seen pulled from their raft by a snorkel diver. That being the case, he had no more than two weeks left on this earth. In two weeks he’d be sacrificed, along with many others, in a ritual conducted by the Kwanon that involved acts of breath-taking savagery. The Kwanon liked to mutilate their victims and to inflict a slow and painful death on them to please Dagon, their ridiculous fish-god.

      But there was no time to reflect on the implications for Tom now. I swam against the current up the channel again, hearing branches breaking and the splashing of mink pursuing the snorkel diver amongst the leaves.

      I was still a fair distance from the DUKW and could only hope the mink pack would stay to feed on the snorkel divers. That thought gave me hope and a frantic energy. A few times on the way back I thought I heard the splashing of pursuit but each time it was a false alarm. At last I clambered, gasping, onto the sill of the DUKW and fumbled the roof-hatch open with numb fingers. Donnie barked sharply from inside the cabin as I did so – not a bark of greeting but a warning. I knew my dog. Next moment, a blinding flash of pain. A steel trap had fastened on my hip. No, a mink had me by the hip.

      I fell backwards off the sill of The Dot, gasping, my hands letting go of the hatch, but not before the blur of Donnie’s powerful form streaked up and out of the craft. The mink opened its jaws as we hit the cold water together and I heard Donnie’s vicious snarling modulate to a hate-filled gargle as he fastened his own jaws on the cheek of the mink and they went thrashing underwater together, a boiling ball of combat.

      My hip was spewing a waterfall of blood but at least my legs were working. Moving awkwardly, chest heaving and with a pounding in my ears, I managed somehow to get back on the sill of The Dot then flat on the roof and through the roof hatch. Slithering down the ladder like a giant bloody snail, I landed heavily on the floor of the cabin.

      My gun. I had to find my gun.

      The seconds it took me to clamber with it back to the roof hatch seemed like minutes. Steadying the handgun, a Magnum 44 with more than enough firepower to take out a mink, was a pain-filled ordeal. My hands were shaking and the long gun barrel wobbling as I tried to sight it up.

      Donnie and the mink were still going at it furiously, thrashing and breaking the surface in a shared frenzy. The mink seemed to be worrying one of Donnie’s front paws at the shoulder. Donnie had his teeth sunk deep into the nape and side of the throat of the beast. The shot I had to make was difficult and risky to boot, and it would cost me my one remaining round of ammunition. But I took it anyway. What better use was I likely to find for it?

      The mink’s face came away and the creature went suddenly limp. Donnie yelped and let go. I could hear at once he was hurt bad. I shouted his name and waited till he reached the side of The Dot, where he flailed with one front paw and his back legs, unable to climb aboard. His left front leg was hanging by a tendon at the shoulder and looked ready to fall off.

      Dropping the handgun, I let it clatter down the blood-slick ladder into the cabin. It took me an age to shimmy out on the roof, exhausted as I was, still bleeding from the hip. I grabbed Donnie by his spiked leather collar and managed to haul him onto the sill using close to the last of my strength. When I did I saw that sure enough, his leg was dangling precariously, blood flowing from it, but there was less of it now, and the white tendon was exposed at the shoulder. I got him down the ladder, strapped his wound, and wrapped him in a blanket.

      But it wasn’t enough. Donnie bled out and died on the floor of the cabin almost as soon as I got back behind the wheel. I wasn’t in much better shape than Donnie. Realising I was in no state to make the journey to the Keep, I headed to Bob’s place, which was relatively nearby, in Blenheim Palace, now flooded, hoping he’d done as I’d predicted and gone home with James.

      In the dark night with a storm picking up, blacking out from the effort and loss of blood at intervals, it was the only hope I had.
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      Bob was the first person I saw on waking from a deep sleep close to death. Waking after being attacked by a Kwanon Demon-Commando and then a mink feels like a thousand-year jet lag, I discovered.

      ‘You made it,’ said Bob when my eyes were open and just about focussed. ‘And with James’s help I got you inside and stitched you up good. You’re on the mend now.’

      All around us the ornate gold and gilt finishes of the Blenheim Palace State Room that served as Bob’s sickbay shone with unnatural grandeur. It lent an odd, surreal quality to my surroundings and for a moment I thought I was still dreaming.

      ‘Wrrroooorrrrbblllkkk,’ I heard myself say. It was like someone speaking underwater. What I’d meant to say was: ‘We still have to find Tom.’

      Bob leaned forward to pat my knee under the thermal blanket.

      ‘Later. I’m desperate to rescue him myself but we need our team up to full strength if we’re to be in with a chance.’

      ‘Tom’s been caught by the Kwanon. He’ll be used as a sacrifice.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You were talking about it while you were under. In fact, you wouldn’t stop talking about it. I’ve already made plans on the back of what you said.’

      I raised my head up from the pillow as much as I was able.

      ‘What plans?’

      ‘I’ll tell you when you’re capable of taking them in.’

      He had a point. I could feel myself drifting off.

      Bob managed a crooked smile,

      ‘Don’t go to sleep on me just now. You need to eat to get your strength up.’

      ‘How long have I been in this state?’

      ‘Three days.’

      ‘But that means…only…’

      What I intended to say was that we had only eleven days left in which to rescue Tom, but I was too weak to get the words out and I fell back onto the pillow.

      Bob spoon-fed me soup from a tin-mug, a ritual he performed a few times. During my days in Bob’s DIY sickbay, I never grew to enjoy that thin metallic brew, but it kept me alive, I’ll give him that.

      When Bob thought me capable of contributing useful thoughts to his plans - and about two days before I actually was capable – he called a three-person council of war consisting of himself, me, and James. And quite right, too. Tom’s life was at stake. Also, someone was going to have to pay big time for what had happened to Donnie.

      There were only two small problems.

      One: I was still comatose in bed when Bob called his council of war.

      Two: With the best will in the world, James would have nothing to contribute by way of critical analysis or anything else. Even to make a mug of tea was a feat that often seemed beyond him.

      Notwithstanding these problems, Bob sat next to my sick-bed with James and told me his plan, perhaps hoping some of it would sink into my befuddled brain by a process of osmosis. And as I lay drifting in and out of consciousness, not taking in a word he said, I relived an incident that had taken place when Bob and I had been fourteen years old. We’d somehow acquired a two-litre plastic bottle of White Lightning which we carried around the streets in a plastic carrier bag, looking for a promising place in which to drink it. Our requirements were threefold: privacy; a place to sit down; and, as the sky was threatening, shelter. After a fruitless twenty minutes of searching, Bob took a cigarette from his mouth – he’d been a keen smoker in those days – and tapped me on the shoulder.

      ‘I know just the place.’

      ‘Where?’

      Waving his arm vaguely in the direction of what I’d always regarded as the scratty end of town, he said:

      ‘Turners Industrial Estate. There’s a big clothing place there called Gennaxe. They have a load of skips out back of it, full of fabric cuttings we can sprawl out on. What’s more, the skips have lids on which’ll keep the rain out.’

      Bob’s suggestions, even the innocent ones like this one, seldom worked out well, and deep down I knew that agreeing to his proposal would be folly. But as I couldn’t think of a logical objection, I said:

      ‘Sounds great, let’s go.’

      Bob took a last pull on his cigarette, casually tossed the butt-end into a litter bin, and we plodded through a series of grim streets with brick terraced houses either side of them to the industrial estate, a sprawling complex of decaying buildings, potholed roads, litter-strewn wasteland, and the occasional stunted tree looking out-of-place and close to death.

      Gennaxe, the clothing manufacturer, occupied the biggest, ugliest building on the site. It was three hundred feet long, fifty feet wide, six stories high, and had once, long ago, been white. Age and a less than thorough approach to maintenance over the years had transformed it into a grey mass with windows so filthy it would have been a miracle if they’d let in enough light for the workers inside to see what they were doing. Bob took us to the rear of the grey behemoth, a journey in itself given the length and width of it, where we found the skips he’d mentioned. How he’d got to know about them in the first place, God only knows.

      The skips were each six yards long and three wide and collectively resembled a fleet of landing craft of the sort used to put Allied soldiers on enemy beaches during the Normandy landings in World War Two. They had doors on the front and lids on top, exactly as Bob had described. He took us to the nearest one which happened to be next to the Gennaxe building, and opened the door wide.

      ‘Voila.’

      I peered inside. It contained a huge sloping pile of fabric, heaped up at the far end. I had to admit to myself that it did look rather comfortable. Feeling a spot of rain, I said, ‘Very timely, Bob,’ and entered our drinking parlour.

      The lid of the skip was in two halves both of which were hinged to the long sides of the skip. One was closed. The other had been left open, dangling at the side of the skip, meaning that the top was only half-covered. I sat on the fabric in the covered side of the skip and Bob joined me, taking the trouble to hurl his latest cigarette butt to the ground and stamp on it before entering. He took the White Lightning from the carrier bag, unscrewed the top, and looked at me with one eyebrow raised.

      ‘Ever had this stuff before?’

      ‘Can’t say I have.’

      ‘Me neither. I’ve heard good reports though.’

      ‘So have I.’

      With an audible slurp he took a good mouthful and quickly followed it with a second before passing the bottle to me and wiping his lips with the back of his hand. I knocked back a mouthful myself.

      ‘It’s surprisingly pleasant, Bob.’

      ‘Yeah. It could almost be non-alcoholic.’

      ‘Almost.’

      Within an hour we’d finished the bottle. Cigarette in hand, Bob looked at his watch.

      ‘We better go, Zack.’

      ‘Why, what time is it?’

      ‘Quarter past eight. My Mum’ll go mental if I’m back late. She reckons I ought to spend more time at home doing my homework.’

      ‘That’s outrageous.’

      ‘Tell me about it. Anyway, I’m going to make some sort of pretence to keep her quiet.’

      We both got to our feet, which was when I realised the White Lightning had quite a kick to it. I was so relaxed I could barely keep myself upright, let alone walk in a straight line. By the looks of things, Bob was experiencing similar effects. He flicked his cigarette into the pile of fabric. The threatened rain hadn’t fallen beyond a few drops, and the fabric was bone-dry. A column of smoke spiralled up from the spot the cigarette butt had landed on. The end of the butt was glowing bright red and getting brighter. Too drunk to issue a verbal warning about the possible consequences, I gestured towards it. Bob shrugged and turned away. Well, I thought, it’s his pigeon, not mine, and we staggered homewards up the long hill leading to the council estate we both lived on.

      At length we attained an elevation affording us a good view of the entire town including the industrial estate we’d just visited, but we didn’t look in that direction as it was behind us, and had no reason to turn our heads. No reason, that is, until we heard the harsh siren sounds of multiple emergency vehicles. We both looked over our shoulders at the same time. Bob was the first to pass comment.

      ‘Oh. My. Fucking. God.’

      It seemed most of the sky to our rear was tinged with a reddish glow. It wasn’t a case of ‘red sky at night, shepherd’s delight’. It was an almighty conflagration.

      Every window in the massive Gennaxe building had flames bursting out of it. As we watched in morbid fascination, a sheet of flame erupted from the roof. Above it a black cloud, almost the equal of that a nuclear bomb might make, billowed upwards. I fancied I could hear the roar of the inferno even though it was a good mile away.

      ‘Oh. My. Fucking. God,’ Bob said again.

      ‘Best make ourselves scarce, Bob.’

      ‘I can’t. I’m too drunk.’

      Truth be told, so was I, so we carried on at our sedate pace, said goodbye to one another, and went into our respective houses which were on adjacent streets.

      The next day all hell broke loose, as the cliché goes. When I got to school the fire was on everybody’s lips. Gennaxe was regarded as the brightest jewel in the crown of our small settlement. Many of our fellow pupils had at least one parent who worked there, or who had worked there until the place burned down, of course. At a stroke, we’d significantly increased the level of unemployment in our small town.

      Our achievement was recognised at the very highest levels, because the Mayor was a non-executive director and a couple of councillors were on the board, as were a few high-ranking police who were in the Masons. Word filtered out quickly that someone was going to pay for the disaster at Gennaxe, no matter what it took to catch them.

      The headteacher made a speech during assembly, in which he said:

      ‘Two pupils from this school were responsible for the fire which destroyed Gennaxe last night. We know that, because we have a witness who saw them leaving Turners Industrial Estate minutes before the fire made itself known. The two who started the fire would do well to come forward and admit it. If they do, the police will go easy on them. If they don’t, well, I don’t have to spell it out for you, do I? The police will be interviewing everyone immediately. Assembly is over.’

      It’s fair to say that for all my schoolboy bravado, I nearly wet my pants. I turned to Bob, who’d gone an odd grey colour, and we exchanged a glance which said: neither of us is going to cough, come what may. And we were both true to our unspoken word. In spite of the fact that the police seemed to know we were to blame, and singled us out for special treatment, including a ferocious battery of questioning in the local police station, neither of us cracked.

      That incident was the making of our friendship and set a precedent we always followed. One for all and all for one, even though there were only two of us.

      I should add we had a stroke of luck. The police witness was incapacitated by a stroke before being able to give the police our names or any details of what we looked like. It seems the shock of seeing her place of work go up in flames was too much for her. So there is some justice in this world, whatever people say.

      Perhaps because this incident was uppermost in my mind, it didn’t surprise me that as I came round in my sick-bed, the first thing I heard Bob say was:

      ‘Fire.’
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      ‘What’s that, Bob?’

      ‘Fire. It’s the answer to our problems. I’m going to torch Dracopolis, and while they’re busy putting the fire out, we’ll be free to look for Tom and set him free.’

      ‘How are you going to get in, Bob?’

      His eyebrows narrowed, giving him a calculating look I’d seen many times.

      ‘Trojan horse.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘A variation on the Trojan Horse. Everybody needs something, right? I’m going to convince the Kwanon I’ve got something they want and I’m willing to trade it. They’ll let me in with my cargo and what they’re expecting to find when I open it will turn out to be something else entirely. It’ll be an incendiary device that’ll set everything nearby ablaze.’

      ‘What’re you going to trade?’

      ‘Petrol. They need petrol. I’ve got an underground bunker full of the stuff. I’ll load up the Hummer so it’ll look like it’s carrying barrels full of petrol. I’ll even be able to open a tap and pour some petrol out of it to convince them. But in reality, the Hummer will be brim full of napalm. When they let me inside their city to do the trade, I’ll push a button and dive under the truck. A sprinkler system will deliver the napalm through a full three-six-oh degrees, incinerating everything in sight. Any Kwanon bastard within fifty meters of me will be burnt to a crisp. Buildings will be set ablaze. It’ll be pyromaniacal chaos. While the Kwanon are busy dealing with it, we’ll rescue Tom.’

      Bob’s Hummer was his pride and joy. He owned the pickup-truck version of the vehicle. It had quite some carrying capacity and was no doubt capable of delivering a considerable payload of napalm. On the minus side, its ageing suspension was shot. His eyes gleamed as he described the vehicle loaded up with its deadly cargo. Behind him was a wall with a life-size painting of men on horseback riding into battle with cannon shells bursting all around them. It seemed strangely appropriate.

      ‘They won’t all be warriors, Bob.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Some of your victims will be women and children.’

      ‘Fuck ‘em.’

      I nodded, understanding his ruthless take on things from the inside and also humouring him in his bad moment. Like the rest of us, Bob had been partly unhinged by the struggle. Your nearest and dearest have to come first, no matter the cost, that was his mantra. Even so, it made me shudder to think of a child caught up in the conflagration, and I wondered whether there might be another way. But I didn’t voice my concerns just now. Bob was clearly in no mood for concerns. As if sensing my thoughts, he said:

      ‘Are you in or what?’

      I looked at the men on horseback riding into battle. Their faces wore the stiff-upper-lip brook-no-nonsense expressions of the British ruling classes of old. The scene was oddly inspiring. Perhaps unsurprisingly then, I nodded.

      ‘Yes, Bob, I’m in.’

      ‘Good. I’ll make some coffee, then we’ll get off. We haven’t much time.’

      ‘Why? What day is it? How long have I been under this time?’

      James shook his head. Bob looked grave.

      ‘Another day.’

      Christ. The solstice was in eight days. That meant we now had only eight days left to save Tom. The clock had been counting down far too quickly for my liking even before I’d got myself injured. Now it was seven days nearer the endgame, seven days during which I’d achieved precisely nothing.

      ‘Give me that coffee quick as you can.’

      Bob managed a smile in spite of the pressure we were all under.

      ‘Coming right up.’

      Suitably revived by my coffee, I went outdoors with Bob and James and we loaded The Dot with our cargo. That isn’t entirely accurate. What we did was to drive Bob’s Humvee truck, which was almost bottoming out with the weight of napalm it was carrying, up a ramp onto an ancient barge that had seen better days. To say it didn’t inspire confidence would be a gross understatement. It looked like it was about to fall apart.

      When we’d got it there, I chucked three lifejackets into the footwell of the passenger side of the Hummer.

      ‘We might need them if we have to cross a body of water to escape and we don’t have access to a boat.’

      Bob nodded but I could see he didn’t agree with my contingency plan. Bob was going for broke and that was it.

      We tied the end of a rope to the prow of the barge and the other end to the stern of The Dot. I put The Dot into gear and towed the barge very carefully into the lake, where it bobbed about for a while, giving me the distinct impression it was going to sink beneath the choppy waters. But somehow, against all the odds, it stayed afloat. This delicate operation took so long that we decided it was too late to begin operations. Consequently, we set off for Dracopolis at dawn the following day.

      It wasn’t lost on me that James and Bob had respectfully and thoughtfully buried Donnie and washed the DUKW cabin clean of his blood – and mine. The antiseptic smell was the only trace of all that had happened in there a week before. I made a mental note to thank them. Life goes on.

      As The Dot chugged through the murky water towing the barge, I began to feel very positive about things, perhaps because I was still out of my head on painkillers.

      I piloted The Dot standing more or less one-legged, like Captain Ahab on his mission to find and kill the white whale. Because of my disability I was counting on being a strategist and tactician rather than a fully active combatant in the next act. I would be the DUKW captain and guiding intelligence, while Bob and James would be at the cutting-edge of the action. That’s what I kept telling myself at the wheel as the rain swept past us, drumming on the roof and dimming visibility. Nor was a thin fog out there helping us avoid light collisions with trees and debris from the recent storm.

      We did have a plan at least, I told myself, and an audacious one at that. But not foolhardy. Some elements of it were still not entirely clear to me but I hadn’t time to grapple with every detail. Unless we moved fast, Tom was a goner. That was the only certainty in this mess. So my planning standards were not the most meticulous. Anyway, it was difficult to stay focused. The pain was more of a distraction as the day wore on. Sometimes I reckoned only the pills were keeping me together.

      Yes, I was still zoned out by my recent experiences. I hoped all would fall into place at the appointed hour and was counting on a large measure of luck, an ingredient that’d been absent when I’d gone in search of Tom. The gods owed me something, was the way I saw it. Not that I believed in any form of deity, other than possibly a cruel one who took a delight in tormenting mankind. Yes, like everyone else I was occasionally prey to such thoughts.

      Night had fallen by the time we entered Kwanon territory, and by then I was feeling strange. Everything was getting to me. I was still at the wheel of The Dot and I’m sure no one had noticed the shift in my mental state – but it was as if my mind was on skis. Everything had speeded up somehow. Maybe it was an effect of the cocktail of painkillers and drugs I’d been given at Blenheim while recuperating. Hell, I was still recuperating! The net effect in any case was to make me feel I was a living animation set to fast-forward.

      A belt of half-flooded woodland formed a small archipelago still some distance from Dracopolis, the Kwanon citadel. As I steered a course between the islands, the details of Bob’s plan finally sunk in. Simple though it was, I hadn’t got to grips with it before. But at last I had and I didn’t like what I’d signed up to do. It was folly that, far from resulting in Tom’s rescue, would get us all killed. We couldn’t go on like this. I had to confront Bob about our suicide mission masquerading as a plan and get him to consider a different approach. Not that I could think of one.

      Hauling The Dot’s wheel hard to the left, I took us sharply on a course that would let us tether up on a mud bank on the massive peninsula that formed the main body of land leading to Dracopolis. Five marsh mallards rose quacking and flew off as I steered us into the cover of reeds.

      Bob came from the stern as I bumped us, as steadily as I could, into a makeshift mooring. James was wrapped up in a world of his own, sitting amidships with his knees up to his chest and a pair of headphones on his ears.

      ‘Zack, what have you stopped for? Something wrong?’

      I gathered my thoughts, aiming to be as diplomatic as I could.

      ‘Bob, we need to talk. We need to refine our plan. I can’t see it working in its present form.’

      Bob stared at me. His chin was stubbled, which was unusual for him, and black rings beneath his eyes told their own tale.

      ‘What do you propose exactly?’

      There was an edge to his voice which I put down to understandable stress.

      ‘I don’t have any proposals. I haven’t been able to think. I’m only just properly coming round.’

      Bob grabbed my shoulders and gave them a shake, as if trying to rouse me from a dangerous delusion.

      ‘Zack, we don’t have time for second thoughts. Time’s running out fast. We have to act.’

      ‘Just give me an hour, Bob, that’s all I ask.’

      Shaking his head, he said:

      ‘Trust me. I know what I’m doing.’

      Foolishly I threw diplomacy out the window.

      ‘I’m not sure you do.’

      Bob pursed his lips. James, oblivious, rocked his head to the rhythm of whatever he was listening to. My leg throbbed.

      ‘I know a coward when I see one.’

      Now it was my turn to purse my lips. Bob had struck a nerve. He couldn’t have known it but he had a point. I was indeed a coward. I hadn’t always been this way. Something had changed, and not for the better. But I wasn’t about to admit it.

      ‘Who are you bloody well calling a coward?’

      Bob pushed me in the chest like a schoolboy starting a fight. His move took me by surprise and I staggered back, my injured leg protesting.

      ‘You. I’m bloody well calling you a coward. That’s what’s behind this, it’s obvious.’

      Anger surged in my chest and I felt myself wanting to retaliate. In fact, it took every ounce of restraint I had to keep my fists at my side. Somehow, I managed. Bob was distraught after all, he’d lost his youngest son, and wasn’t himself.

      ‘Bob, I’m only trying to help.’

      ‘Your idea of help is my idea of sabotage.’

      It was time to play my trump card so I got right in Bob’s face and said:

      ‘I’m the captain of this vessel and what I say on board this ship goes. We’re not moving from here until we’ve thrashed out a better plan. So you better get your thinking cap o…’

      Those words were the last I spoke during our voyage together because there was a distinct dull thud, and I noted calmly that it was the sound of my head hitting the floor. Bob had sucker-punched me.

      ‘You can’t be too careful, old chap,’ he said, as I drifted into unconsciousness.
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