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Earth. AD 2170


	 


	 


	In the year AD 2120, the skies permanently overcast due to global dimming, a rising sea level caused by the melted polar ice caps and the world’s glaciers caused world-wide flooding. With a populace of 53 billion the twelve members of the United Earth's Council were faced with a food problem. After a while they found a solution resulting in fatal and extraordinary consequences.


	By 2170, in a Dystopian world short of males, civil unrest had ensued, and the UEC’s Protector Force tried to subdue it, resulting in civil war, during which a mysterious, deadly virus broke out … and the eventual death toll passed thirty billion. 


	Help to combat the virus was sought and Professor John Webb was asked to find a cure, and after coming close to discovering the cause of the virus he narrowly escaped death, after which he was forced to embark on a journey over land and sea with his children and his three wives; two of which were telepathic and played havoc daily with the poor man’s libido.


	 


	 


	 



	Foreword


	Man, in his foolishness, egged on by greed and the lust after riches and power and with complete disregard for Earth’s future residents, has been burning fossil fuels since the steam-age. First it was coal, then it was oil and now it is gas, which is to say all three.


	We all know about global warming; the melting ice caps causing high tides and floods, torrential rain resulting in landslides, and let’s not forget the tornadoes.


	What hasn’t come to our (officially) notice yet is the silent menace, something that doesn’t affect us yet, not yet that is, but soon will do.


	How far away this menace is at the moment is hard to say; but take a look at the sky on a cloudless day, summer, spring, autumn or winter. What colour do you see:  a brilliant deep blue -- or just a pastel shade of blue. 


	Global dimming is on its way, whether it will take another fifty, hundred or two hundred years to take effect is hard to say, only that when it arrives it will be here to stay for a long, long time, resulting in a new ice age.


	This state of events is depicted in the following science-fiction story where global dimming is present, leaving the sky permanently, but only lightly, overcast.


	This story itself is pure fiction … 


	But Global Dimming is not.




  


	Chapter One


	The UEC


	With the polar ice caps and glaciers gone and the mountains bare of ice and snow, worldwide precipitation increased a thousand-fold. Over the years, the sea invaded the lower land levels reducing the world’s landmasses by over a third. Those countries, which heeded the warnings of the scientists and meteorologists and were fortunate enough to have the resources, defended their coasts with massive 30 meter-high sea barriers.


	The planet Earth in 2170 is a world in a police state environment, approaching dystopia. 


	It would have already been so were not for people being self-sufficient, growing their own food, raising stock, trading at daily markets resulting in a healthy life-style. But a change had been initiated, something irreversible


	For it was to the chagrin of the government, a world with budding telepaths. 


	It was also a world where on average only every seventh child was male, resulting in multiple-wife families. 


	 It started in the year AD 2110. Earth’s skies were permanently overcast due to the beginning of global dimming, something ignored for far too long. 


	By the year 2120, the world’s countries had combined; creating the United Earth Council (UEC) and they governed the Earth’s population with the help of an elite militia, the Protector Force, with Britain the seat of the world’s new government. 


	The Protector Force has taken over the command in every country, of the army, the air force and soon, the navies.


	The UEC controlled the media, forbidding private communication in any form. The Protector Force monitored all public telephone calls. Telecommunication satellites however, still hovered above Earth’s atmosphere. 


	Due to the successful increase in the world’s hydroponics and fish farm production, started in the 1950’s, and advances in the fertility process, the UEC was no longer faced with world-wide starvation but overpopulation worldwide, with the world’s populace standing at more than ten billion … a solution had to be found and soon… 


	 


	The Solition 


	After a while the UEC found a solution, children from the age of ten to eighteen underwent a monthly IQ test and during the usual immunisation programme those with an IQ of 80 or less were inoculated with the Chlamydia virus to ensure sterility in males and females; resulting in fatal and extraordinary consequences.


	This so-called solution resulted in premature aging and death from as early as the age of twenty, reducing eventually the world population to seven billion by 2170. 


	In a world short of males, civil unrest had ensued. The UEC’s Protector Force tried vainly to subdue it, resulting in civil war, during which a mysterious, deadly virus broke out.


	The eventual death toll passed two billion and mounting and the EUC decided they needed help to combat the virus, and once again, a solution was sought.


	 


	Earth orbit 2124


	“I cannot make anything out anymore,” said twenty-eight year-old Professor Henry Bligh, gazing down at Terra Firma from the observation window in the stationary weather observation station Cygnus IV – one of four poised thousands of kilometres above the Earth’s surface – Earth, once named the blue planet that was now a shiny, white ellipse, covered in a permanent layer of cloud. 


	This rotating, metal monstrosity, with its centrifugal force-induced gravity living quarters and swimming pool arranged around the periphery, was his and his family’s permanent home. It had been their domicile for the past eight years, and, with enough provisions to last at least another two hundred, and with no hope of return, due to lack of resources, it would also be their last resting place. His job was the maintenance of this artificial satellite and the collation of data received from the on-board telescopes, now useless, as the radar cameras were the only recording devices able to penetrate Earth’s water-laden atmosphere. 


	He heard his colleague, twenty-four year-old Professor Mary Simpson as she entered through the main hatch from behind him, also naked.


	 They found the use of clothing unnecessary in their artificial, warm, moist surroundings. 


	She floated slowly towards him. 


	He said quietly, “Mother Earth looks so sad, yet peaceful, does it not?”


	She closed in on him with a grace born of practice. 


	He felt her warm breath on his neck and her hand as it trailed up to his shoulder. 


	“Yeah sure,” she replied, “but I don’t believe the good Lord meant it to be this way. It’ll change back one day, Honey, just you see.” She turned him in the zero gravity saying, “Time for bed, lover boy.”


	He thought about their sons and daughters, all of them twins. “Are the children sleeping?”


	“Like babes, Sugar, all ten of ‘em.”


	***


	While the observers above made love, so the world below turned, oblivious of their pleasurable actions, and others, more intent on enjoying the rigors of life, continued, regardless of the danger and perils ever present on the world’s oceans, with their work; as if this was the one and only environment worth saving from man’s selfish passion – greed.


	 


	South Atlantic


	The converted Russian ice-breaker, now re-named Albatross, crashed down into the trough of another mountainous wave, half submerging the bow, sending a huge shower of sea water onto a figure clinging to the bridge railing. Descending the bridge stairway, Elizabeth McDougal considered the earlier radio message from the ship’s doctor. 


	‘I am concerned with the seriousness of the situation, Liz, but I assure you this is not a contagious disease, in fact I fear it is something worse.’  


	She’d told him, ‘I hope it’s not that stone-age reactor, Sy, I’ll have to recommend a rape-seed engine in any case-‘


	Steve Carter, the ship’s captain, interrupted her pondering, his voice sounded over the tannoy, “There is an easier way and a dryer one you know, Doctor McDougal.” 


	She saw his face behind the rain-spattered bridge window. 


	“This is more exhilarating, Steve,” she said more to herself because of the wind as she peered through the rain at the horizon as it disappeared behind the next wave. 


	He slid the window to one side, features questioning. “What do you have in mind now?”


	She said, “I’d better get down to sick bay. Doc’ sounded worried on the radio.” 


	“See you later then, Liz,” he said, sliding the glass back. 


	Holding on to the metal railing as the ship lurched, rose, and fell, she descended to the deck, opened a steel door and slipped inside, securing the door before another giant wave crashed down onto the deck. 


	With her oilskins dripping water, she hastened down the gangway, both hands on the handrail. 


	She entered the softly lit room, removed her oilskin top, hung it up on the available hook, grabbing the safety line as the vessel lurched heavily.


	Doctor Simon Jones stood up from behind his desk. 


	She made her way to him. 


	“Hello, Liz, thanks for coming straight away,” teeth flashing, attempting a smile.


	“Hello, Simon, how is he doing,” she said avoiding his gaze.


	“His condition has worsened.” 


	Her brow tensed, recalling the treatment. ‘I thought he’d cured him.’ “Show me,” she said, her hand indicating, stepping back.


	She followed him past the empty cots, bolted to the deck, as the ship battled with the sea; the room shaking, medicine bottles rattling in their racks. 


	The patient lay strapped down in his bunk; fast asleep.


	She couldn’t recall his name but remembered meeting him though at the start of the voyage. His appearance no longer resembled that of a young man, just turned eighteen. “My God, how he has changed, the poor boy, he looks awful.”


	The skin on his hands and face was transparent; she could count the veins beneath the surface. His breathing was laboured; head bald except for a few wisps of grey hair around his ears. 


	She said looking at the patient, “What are the symptoms, Simon,” fearing the worst. 


	“He complained of tiredness after a month on board, I prescribed extra vitamins, but he still complained of fatigue, so I recommended bed rest for a while. His hair turned grey overnight, and started falling out in handfuls. He finished up looking like this. All this occurred while you were out with the expedition on Berkner Island.”


	‘The reactor.’


	“You sure it isn’t radiation contamination.”


	“Positive, Geiger counter said so.”


	“What is it then, some sort of illness?” 


	She found herself looking at him, a lost and lonely soul, always coming onto her. “He’s not what I would call ill, Liz, but he is in a bad way. It’s his heart, and it is not the heart of an eighteen-year old, more like eighty. He has to return home immediately, he needs special care.” 


	She moved away from him, the cot, picked up the internal telephone. “I’ll tell Steve, he can call Port Stanley,” she said, “They can fly him out the day after tomorrow as we should be in range by then,” Her finger poised over the buttons, she said, “And your diagnosis, I must write something in my report.” 


	“I have heard of cases like this before, but this sort of thing is still new to me.” He stared at her, this time with concern for his patient. “Liz, he is old beyond his time, he is degenerating fast, and he is, literally speaking, dying of old age.” 


	 


	Departure


	Eighteen months later, Elizabeth looked down as the ship below her dwindled in size. 


	The pilot’s voice sounded in her headphones, “There goes your floating hotel, Liz. Are you going to miss it when you’re home?” 


	The vibrations coursed through her body as the helicopter’s revolutions increased, heading inland. 


	She grinned at her two colleagues sitting opposite her, Steven Gough, and Simon Jones, and told the pilot - not visible to her, “I’m not bothered, Terry, as I’ll be back on board the Albatross after its refit in four weeks time, then I’m off to the South Atlantic again.” She added, as she looked at the others, “The sea is my real home.” She called out as the machine banked and thundered onwards towards its destination and then shouted, “And it sure beats flying.”


	After saying her good-byes to Steven and Simon, she stepped down from the hydrogen-propelled coast guard helicopter. 


	Ducking under the slowly swirling blades she hurried away from the machine without a backward glance as it took off from the Orkney Isles main airfield. 


	As she gazed up at the familiar bright, grey sky, she thought of her birthplace, the northern Isles then she looked out over the bay at her latest ship, taking on its new crew. 


	In several hours it would head towards the northern wastes, which lacked the ice from a century ago. 


	Her shoulders drooped, as the words ran through her mind. My brave beautiful ship! When will I see you again I wonder? 


	She left the airfield and headed towards the horse-drawn coach, waiting for her. The half-dozen passengers greeted her as she climbed aboard, after she deposited her luggage with the driver. The coach, a solid, open-windowed affair made out of seasoned wood, rested on old-fashioned steel springs. 


	The padded seating inside the double compartments was leather-covered and quite comfortable. 


	On their journey, they talked mostly about their travels and about the weather.


	 One of them, a grey-haired woman remarked, “How lucky we are to have so much cloud protecting us from the sun’s rays.” 


	They all nodded in agreement, except an old, wrinkle-faced man who said, “All that cloud, it aint’ natural, we need the sun for light and energy.”


	 


	Angus


	She looked out of the window as the driver pulled up at the coach station in the town square of her birthplace, a fishing community on the coast. It hadn’t changed much since she left. The houses with their whitewashed walls, their slate or moss covered roofs and gaily painted woodwork.


	It was a Saturday, market day and the streets were full of people. 


	After she stepped down from the wooden vehicle she collected her rucksack, which she slung over her shoulder. The aroma of fresh-baked bread greeted her, along with fried fish, roast lamb and an assortment of fruit and vegetables as she searched for her family.


	Her parents were making their way through the shoppers, led by her sixteen-year old son, Angus, towards the carriage. Her husband, Douglas, a coastguard captain, was in Edinburgh for the whole of Saturday, visiting his parents and he would not be joining them until tomorrow.


	Angus was wearing a dark tweed jacket, a white shirt and the McDougal kilt. She gazed at her son as he searched the throng. 


	How fast he has grown in the past four years. 


	She prepared to call out, ‘Angus, over here’, and as if on cue, the boy broke away and rushed forward to greet her. 


	He ran full tilt into her, causing her to gasp and his arms slipped round her, holding on to her. The rucksack slipped from her grasp and she let it fall to the ground as she embraced him. 


	His whole body was trembling, and a warm feeling spread through her whole being. 


	She steadied herself and looked at her parents as they approached her. They appeared fit and healthy; her father tall like herself, a doctor and her mother, a trained nurse, whose olive complexion she had inherited, both from farmer and fisherman stock. 


	Angus looked up at her, his face aglow. “I missed ye, Ma, ye’ll no be goin’ away agin’ will ye, Ma?”


	His words sank deep into her consciousness.


	More so as he nestled against her body in silence, crushing her with an unusual strength. 


	As she held him tight, her eyes shut, visions of her life with him, invaded her senses; his birth as she turned twenty-one, then suckling him, weaning him, teaching him to walk, after which he was four years older and reading to her. The memories went on, all in four-year spans, with short periods that filled her mind with a mixture of sadness and joy. 


	All at once, for some unfathomable reason, her love for this child pushed aside her longing to return to the sea, it now seemed alien to her, forbidden, and she considered what she, her husband and her son had missed. How could I have been so damn selfish? Oh, God forgive me.


	As she accepted these thoughts, her body tingled with an electric charge, which grew inside her, and she heard the words echo inside her head, “I love you, dear mother.” Her eyes brimmed over and she crushed her son to her, sobbing. She gasped for air and said aloud, “I, I’ll no be goin’ away to sea, never agin’ my boy, never, ever.”


	He moved in her embrace, and she sensed his contentment, then he bent down and picked up her rucksack, he shouldering it easily.


	He pulled her over to his grandparents. 


	She greeted them tearfully, joyfully, hugging them fiercely, her memories of them tinged with sorrow, at their absence in her past life. With Angus leading the way, she walked hand in hand with them down the main street, more than happy to be home. 


	After a while, she became uneasy, she had only been away four years, but the people had changed, she had never seen so many older people here before. 


	She gazed around for a while, and then pulled Angus closer to her as a shiver ran down her spine. 


	She looked at people her own age and saw numerous couples, walking with their children, some of whom she recognized.


	 She greeted old acquaintances in passing or engaged with them in small talk.


	She saw a group of several youths and a dozen girls, avoiding any elderly people who greeted them as they headed, laden with suitcases and backpacks, towards the coach station. After a group of elderly men and women, unknown to her, walked by she said, “Dad, who are all these auld folk and where are all the young ones?” 


	Her father looked at his wife standing by his side and back to his daughter. 


	He indicated a number of elderly people congregating outside the post office, on the other side of the street and said quietly, “As you just saw, some of them are leaving for the mainland as usual, to work or study, and the other young people are standing over there, what is left of them.” 


	The last sentence sounded to her somewhat ominous. As she looked at the group of elderly people, mostly women, she recalled the young man aboard the Vanguard and his burial at sea twenty-four hours after she visited him in the sick bay. Turning back to her father, her face pale and her voice strained, she said fiercely, “What the hell is going on here?” 


	Hugh McDermott took her hand and they walked on behind Angus and her mother. 


	After they rounded the next corner her father turned to her, his features showing concern. “I don’t rightly know, but there is something else, and that I can only disclose to ye when we are haim.”


	“Tell me now, please,” she demanded, stopping in her tracks and he with her. She looked at her father, and as his eyes met hers. 


	She felt something intangible coursing through her mind, she felt as if some entity was trying to take away, no - inquire, ask or demand information – it was a whisper, a questioning thought. 


	“Your son is a highly-developed telepath.”


	Something made her turn to her son. At that instant his voice sounded in her head, louder than her father’s.


	 “Be not afraid, Mother, I will teach you, I sense your eagerness to learn.” 


	The words lingered inside her head, and then came more.


	‘But you must promise never to reveal this to anyone, ever, for I fear it would lead to our demise.”


	Her mother call out, “Watch out, she’s going.” Then her vision failed her and she felt strong arms take a hold of her.


	 


	Birth Rate


	In 2136, in her office of a hospital building in Wellington, New Zealand, Matron Valerie Gibson, fully-qualified midwife, switched off her monitor. She sat back in her chair her mind in a whirl, talking to herself, ‘I don’t believe it, this can’t be happening. What are we going to do now, this is awful?’


	She swivelled in her chair, picked up the telephone, dialled a number. 


	After a voice sounded in the receiver, she said, “Hello, my name is Valerie Gibson; I’m the Matron of the Maternity clinic at the General Hospital in Auckland. Could I speak to the Health Minister please?” 


	After listening she said, “Thank you.” … “Mr Riley, good evening sir. I apologize for calling so late, but you did ask me to keep you informed.”…


	She listened, said, “Yes, it is. I have the annual reports here from all of the maternity departments in every hospital in the country. I have just finished the report and I will fax it to you immediately. “


	She added, “But I think you ought to know first-hand, it is unbelievable, the figures have risen drastically, or should I say fallen.”...“Yes, I double-checked every single one.”


	She waited, listening once more then said, “I’m afraid so, on average, only every seventh one.” She listened, nodded. “Yes, that is correct, six females to one male.


	 


	Baby-Alarm


	Three years later, Nineteen-year-old nurse Rebecca Paget of the maternity department in the Aachen University clinic, mother of twins, nudged her colleague, co-wife; head nurse Eva Belger saying, “They’re here already, what do we do now?”


	‘Shit happens, be patient’ was the mental reply.


	Eva, herself a mother of four healthy girls, lifting a baby from the old-fashioned weighing scales, followed her gaze to the corridor behind the glass partition. 


	Carrying the baby, she walked over to the glass partition separating the room from the corridor, moving between a dozen cots containing sleeping infants, stopped before an elderly couple waiting on the other side of the glass partition, presented the child to them, smiling and waiving its arms. 


	From her left, through the pane, she saw the chief resident, Professor Michael Koenig, approaching, walking along the corridor in the company of several grey uniformed men, members of the protector force, high ranking officers, judging by the insignia. The group stopped next to the elderly couple who were smiling at the baby girl in Eva’s arms.


	The six months old baby boy was in for its quarterly check-up, he was, giggling, waving her arms at the couple.


	In the corridor, Protector Doctor, Colonel Hector Carson, an obstetrician on a visit from Britain, looked at the child in Eva’s arms then at the Professor. “A fine baby.” he said to the couple, “You must be the proud grandparents?” 


	The couple regarded the officer, the man said, “No, actually she’s our daughter, we are not as old as we appear.” 


	The Colonel’s smile waned slightly, he nodded. “Congratulations.” 


	He took hold of the doctor’s arm as they continued down the corridor. “Are those two really as old as they look, was he lying?” 


	Professor Koenig shook his head imperceptibly. 


	Carson stopped, looked back at the infant as it stared back at him through the glass, unsmiling. 


	A deathly chill ran up Carson’s spine filling his mind with dread and he took out his mobile phone dialling fast. 


	He turned to the Professor, “My God, Professor, what have we created?” 


	He said, “What on earth do you mean?”


	“That baby, it felt like he was inside my head.”


	“Yes, I know, we have had quite a few like that.”


	“Quite a few! What do you mean?”


	The professor’s mouth opened, his lips moved, but not a sound passed them as he stood there as if frozen, except for the perspiration running down his reddened face, staining his shirt collar.


	Carson looked back at the baby and saw the old couple and four nurses behind the glass, each holding a baby and saw all eyes staring intently at him.


	Eva Belger looked at her colleagues and the old couple and the other babies and sent a message to them all, ‘We have to get out of this place, now!’


	The professor, Carson and his companions began gasping for breath then they all collapsed and lay writhing on the tiled floor. One by one they became still and their skin slowly turning purple as they lay there.


	On the other side of the partition the occupants of the nursery and all the babies in their cots had vanished.


	 


	France. 2150 AD


	Aurevoir


	The silent sun, having rested, appeared once again, spreading its radiance, and the heavens on the horizon turned a dull red behind the permanent cloud cover. 


	After a while, the color changed to a bright orange, and then to white, its strength waxing and waning in accordance with the density of the cumulus partition, as Sol continued his ascent. 


	Under this dull, but colourful blanket, in a large farmhouse, far from the Paris suburbs, Chantal LeClerq, a thirty-six year-old grey-haired woman, her body bent with premature age, watched from the window as a large four-wheeled horse-drawn cart left the farmyard with its passengers. 


	Three women and a dozen children sat on benches on each side of the vehicle. 


	The children, aged from seven to fifteen, chatted away, filling the morning air with their silver tones. 


	The driver, husband to the three women, and father of the children, turned and spoke cheerfully as the cart trundled on, pulled by a huge Clydesdale workhorse, with the occupants laughing gaily. 


	The woman continued her morning vigil, watching as her twin sister, a healthy brunette, drove off in the opposite direction of the cart containing her husband and joint family; seated in her two-wheeled buggy, pulled by a silver roan mare at the start of her rounds as district Vetinary Surgeon a journey that would take over six hours barring incidents.   


	Outside in the yard, now silent with the loss of children’s laughter, a cock crowed belligerently and in the distance a dog barked at some stranger. 


	The woman stood alone in a child’s room, wearing her best summer frock, the one her husband liked the most.


	She gazed sadly at the unused cot, and at the toys, some still in their original packing, in the brightly, wallpapered room with its colourful pictures and posters, and a sudden unwanted tear rolled down her wrinkled cheek. 


	The stairs creaked and she heard her husband of more than twenty years, a balding man of thirty-seven, crippled with arthritis, approaching up the stairway. 


	Quickly brushing away the tear, she turned to him, smiling as he entered. 


	He wore his best Sunday suit and a recently ironed shirt, together with a tie she’d bought him for his last birthday. 


	They approached one another slowly, arms extended and embraced tenderly. 


	He kissed her gently on the lips, and she returned the kiss willingly. 


	Their eyes met and she stroked his cheek with her hand in her usual fashion. “Why Marcel, why ever us, we have worked hard and prayed to God for a child, we gave to the church, helped our neighbours and the less fortunate, why were we never blessed?”


	Her husband sighed and took her hand, kissing the palm softly. He knew how much she had longed for just one child, although she would dearly have had a dozen. He shrugged his shoulders, which sagged as if the movement tired him. He smiled as he gazed at her, “I am not sure, Cherie, maybe some things are meant to be? Our life has been full, and now it is time to leave.”


	She said, “I agree with you, we are only a burden to my sister and her family. I just hope God will forgive us for leaving this world in such a way.”


	He answered, “The Lord is no stranger to compassion, I am sure he will understand the meaning of our passing.”


	They left the unused child’s room arm in arm, walked along the corridor, and entered their bedroom, holding firmly onto one another. 


	In the middle of the room, its polished wooden floor creaking very little under their meagre weight stood a small cherry wood table, complete with a fine lace tablecloth. 


	On this table stood a bottle of Napoleon Brandy, together with two small lead-crystal brandy glasses and a small medicine bottle. The man picked up and removed the cork, with some effort, from the brandy bottle. 


	After dropping the cork onto the table, he filled the two glasses and handed one to his wife. They raised the glasses in silence to one another and slowly emptied them. 


	After handing his glass to the woman, the man picked up the small bottle and removed the stopper. He added three drops to the dregs in each of the glasses then replaced the stopper, pocketed the bottle and picked up the brandy bottle once more. He half-filled the glasses and smiled at his wife as he set the bottle back down on the table. 


	“Down in one, Cherie, it won’t burn, just take a deep breath and then we will be together, forever.” 


	The woman smiled, and they kissed for what seemed like an eternity, then, after breaking off gently and still holding their glasses, they walked over, hand in hand, to a bed covered in a finely embroidered silken quilt.


	They parted and moved to the appropriate sides and lay down, their heads resting on the down-filled pillows. 


	Joining hands once again, they looked at one another for the last time. Then they raised their glasses to their lips and downed the contents. 


	After turning to face one another for one last look, the couple’s eyes glazed over and then closed, forever. 


	Their glasses slipped from their fingers, and rolled off the bed and onto the floor. 


	A whisper filled the whole room, “What did I tell you, Cherie?” 


	Followed by, “Shush, my love, not so loud.”


	Then, on the table, a strange thing happened, the cork replaced itself in the brandy bottle, and then the bedroom window opened, sliding up all by itself, the curtains billowing in the draught, and somewhere, away from the house, a dog howled mournfully. 


	 


	Manhunters


	On the French coast in 2153,fifty Kilometres west of Cannes, Arthur Jonathan Webb, at 42, a successful gynaecologist, stood together with his 39-year-old wife, Selena. The beach on which they stood, boasted a sign: Nudists only by order. 


	This was a silly regulation as nobody, for the last fifty years, had taken a plunge into the briny or any other stretch of water, wearing nothing more than their skin. 


	They watched in amusement as their four offspring, two boys, and two girls, all past puberty, cavorted like school kids in the shallows with a large beach ball. 


	She said, “I worry about him. He has changed much these past two years.” 


	“Yes he has, and he worries me too. Hey look - we have visitors, man hunting.” He shook his head, “They’re starting young too - some of them are barely into their teens.”


	As he spoke, she eyed a half-a-dozen French girls of different ages as they joined in the game of catch. She looked at her oldest boy, Aaron, his hair tinged with grey. She noticed how he was not as quick on his feet as he was last summer, but what worried her was that he was only twenty-two. 


	Arthur sighed and ran the fingers of both hands through his wavy black hair. “It puzzles me no end, his blood count is below normal, his skin tissue has altered, but it’s not cancer as I at first feared.”


	“Do you think it is this so-called DNA deficiency syndrome, have you checked his heart?”


	“I’ll check that tomorrow, again, when I take him in for some more tests.”


	She watched her other son John, 16, the youngest of the four as he wrestled some way off with two of the older French girls.


	Their pale olive bodies, wet from the spray, contrasted sharply with her sons’ darkened form. 


	John tripped one of the girls and she fell onto her back in the shallows. 


	As he reached down to her other one grabbed him from behind, wrapping both her arms around his chest. He turned easily in her embrace, pulled her to him and their lips touched. 


	While John and the girl kissed, the other girl tried to grasp his genitals in reprisal. 


	The girl in his arms responded by crushing her pelvis against John’s, thereby blocking her friends attempts and giggled as the other girl joined in, embracing them both.


	Serena smiled at her husband and watched as the trio ran past them into the dunes and turned to embrace her husband. 


	“I wonder what they will get up to,” she said as she turned to him.


	As they faced one another she gazed with longing at his golden brown skin and his depilated, muscular form. Her eyes followed his Maori tribal tattoos, writhing from his neck and shoulders, down across his chest and stomach, before spreading across his thighs, leaving his calves free.


	He pulled her to him and they embraced and kissed as they had the first time. Then he picked her up and carried her off into the dunes, staying well away from the noise his son and the girls were making.


	 


	Painful Departure


	Protector Colonel Harald Scharschmitt, on a visit to the city of Essen in Germany in the summer of 2155, the headquarters of Western Europe’s Protector Force, strolled down a deserted street over the cracked and moss-covered paving stones in the company of several female junior officers.


	Despite the growing civil unrest, he felt secure as he was preceded and followed by armed troopers, the majority of them well-built females. He looked to the commotion fifty meters ahead of them and called out, “What’s going on, Sergeant?” 


	The female NCO approached him. “A suspicious person, sir, we found him hiding in a doorway.” 


	She indicated an old man, his bent body enclosed in a ragged mackintosh. 


	The man, grey-haired, unshaven and dishevelled, turned and looked at Scharschmitt intently, his brow heavily creased. A look of recognition altered his features, and he smiled widely as the colonel approached, “Harald, Harald Scharschmitt, is that you Harald?” 


	Scharschmitt looked at the vagabond and moved closer with his entourage. “Who are you?” He asked.


	“It’s me, Karl Rozman,” the man said, “your uncle; you probably don’t recognize me after all this time.” 


	Scharschmitt stared at the man. “I don’t have an uncle and I’ve never seen you before in my life.” 


	Rozman straightened up with some difficulty, his acting debut at an end. “That doesn’t matter now,” he said and opened up his Mackintosh and stretching both arms out to the side he exposed to Scharschmitt and the others the numerous packs of cabled high-explosives strapped to his body that had been causing his stoop.


	Because their former occupants, most of them elderly childless couples, were prematurely gone to graveyards, every high-rise apartment building on that particular street was unoccupied.


	By a window on the eleventh floor of one of these cheerless structures, a half-block away from the confrontation, a middle-aged woman, observing the scene below her through her binoculars, focused her attention on the man in the Macintosh as he gave the signal. 


	“Goodbye, my dear son,” she whispered and pressed the call button on her mobile, watching intently, hardly blinking as the group of protectors and the suicide bomber disappeared as if by magic. 


	The following boom rattled the windowpanes in their frames in front of her. 


	When the dust had settled and the smoke cleared she took a tissue and wiped away her tears and then softly blew her nose as she peered down at the street below.


	She saw with sad satisfaction, the uniformed and partly naked bodies, the bloodied human remains scattered over hundreds of meters, on a street that was once, many years ago, alive to the sound of children; many of them now long dead.


	As these memories returned her tears flowed once again


	as she sobbed in anguish for the dead and unborn children.


	















Chapter Two



	England. 2157


	The mourners watched in silence as John Webb, almost twenty, laid a wreath on his brother’s coffin. He had taken a day off, from his studies at Cambridge University, to attend the funeral. 


	He sighed as he read the inscription on the silken band, and another tear rolled down his cheek. Aaron, his big brother was dead, the big, muscular brother who taught him how to ride, how to swim, had taught him Tae-Kwan-do and explained how to make love to a woman. 


	Aaron had never made it through to University, studying had always been difficult for him, whereas at sport, he was one of the best. Nevertheless, as he grew older, he grew frailer, also his concentration waned and his memory failed him often, then one day, he died in his sleep. 


	John looked across at his siblings, dressed in black and both heavily pregnant once more. They sobbed in each others arms, consoled by their husband and their co-wives, surrounded by a dozen multi-racial children. He watched as the bearers lowered the coffin into the grave, and in the distance, he heard the lone piper playing, “Amazing Grace” and he joined in with the rest of the congregation, singing loudly, with the usual regrets. 


	 


	English Coast. 2159


	On the Beach


	Jonathan Webb watched the naked dark-haired girl, noted her sturdy limbs as she walked towards him along the crest of the artificial dune her breasts bobbing gently. 


	He’d seen her and her sister several times in the town, coming from the beach, the shape of their bodies scarcely hidden under their thin summer frocks.


	He’d also seen them from afar as they swam naked in the sea with others of the same age or played ball games on the long sloping strip of sand after the tide was out.


	After his acceptance as Professor at the University a few months ago, just after his twentieth birthday, he swore the next time he had sex, it would be with his own wife, not somebody else’s. He was now enjoying the second week of a well-deserved holiday at a nudist camping site on the south coast of England.


	Pushing lascivious thoughts of them copulating there on the beach aside, he closed his eyes relaxing his mind, using the yoga breathing technique practiced often; as the last thing he wanted was to be aroused. 


	After opening them again he took in her features as she approached; eyes dark and brooding, the bridge of her nose fine-boned, straight, her nostrils wide above full pink lips.


	 


	Sarah


	Sarah Maria Consolera O’Brien, in her seventeenth year, walked away from her twin sister on the broad summit of a south east of England beach that sloped for over four hundred meters up from the sea to a height of thirty or so. 


	They were enjoying their summer break from college, where she studied mathematics and practiced her favourite sport, boxing. She gazed along the beach and saw a man in his early twenties approaching. He, like them, was naked and he was of African heritage. 


	She glanced back at her sibling lying there, stretching her naked body from fingertips to toes; her Arab-Spanish-Irish skin glistening lightly with suntan oil, her hair like her sister’s, a flowing black mass. 


	The girl’s bodies, like their facial features were identical, with one exception; her sister’s body still displayed a tastefully trimmed curly black patch of pubic hair in the shape of a heart, whereas her own body was fully depilated in the nudist fashion.


	The man stopped not far from her and faced a three meter-high construction, a vestige of the old red-brick emergency sea wall. He was running his hands slowly over the stonework as if inspecting it, noting its aged surface. 


	These walls, a provisional barrier against the rising sea level were built at the start of the twenty-first century. 


	The remnant stood near to the top of the long sloping barricade of grass, sand, finely crushed seashells, which ran along the coast in both directions as far as the eye can see.  


	As she came closer she ran her eyes over his buttocks, round and firm. 


	He turned slowly, aware of her gaze, pleased by it. 


	She stopped and gazed at his hairless muscular body, his skin a warm dark brown, his limbs long, his shoulders broad, his stomach flat. She could see his abdominal muscles plainly. He was the first negro she had seen naked and despite what she had heard from other girls his penis looked just like any other, similar to her brother’s.


	He saw the direction of her gaze and smiled at her as if reading her mind.


	She met his gaze, returned the smile, her eyes travelling down once more, wishing she could read his. 


	At his look, she felt a warmth building deep down inside her.


	On realising why, she walked on, quickening her pace. 


	With the marriageable age of sixteen long passed she now sought a husband. 


	Healthy men were hard to find, especially one that has passed the sterility test. There was no doubt in her mind as this gorgeous creation was literally oozing virility. 


	She slowed her pace, ‘What now, touch him, intimately, would he run or stay, would he…’. 


	He stood there, his arms at his side; his stance welcoming; not the least bit arrogant as if he was hers and vice versa. 


	Her thoughts worried her, ‘What do I say to him? He’s gorgeous, oh, those eyes, those lips and that lovely bum.’


	He spoke; voice deep, soft, “Good morning, I’ve decided to ask you if you are seeking a suitable mate, a husband. If that is the case, I would like to meet your parents. What do you say?”


	She stood there, wide-eyed, shocked at his abruptness, stuck for words. Then she looked up into his eyes saying, “I would consider it if only I knew your name.” 


	His mouth formed a small ‘O’. “Er, my apologies, I was so taken by your, er, beauty that I was thinking what I should say to you, instead of introducing myself.” 


	Images of the pair of them copulating on the sand faded, but her hopes strengthened as he said, holding out his hand.


	“My name is John Webb; I am a professor of psychology and neurology at Clare College Cambridge.” 


	‘A professor, and so young too, working at the college where I study, where has he been hiding all this time?’ 


	She took his hand and pulled on it, leading him to her sister, visions of a ménage a trois running through her mind. 


	Her heart pounded as he came willingly, her words pouring from her lips as if time was running out, “My name is Sarah Maria Consolera O’Brien, I live with my twin sister at our parent’s home just outside Cambridge, we are the youngest of seven girls, and one boy. All our siblings are married, so we are the last two.” 


	They stopped a short distance away from Veronica lying on her stomach facing away from them, thighs lightly spread, paperback in her hand, appearing fully engrossed.


	Sarah smiled. ‘She knows he’s here, look at her sexy pose.’


	John averted his eyes reluctantly and said to a space above her, “Good morning, my name is John Webb.” 


	Sarah said, “He has proposed marriage to me.”


	Veronica glanced round at the pair. 


	She rolled gracefully on to her side and rose slowly to her knees. After a number of seconds she stood up, faced them saying, “Good morning, my name is Veronica Angelica Consolera-O’Brien.” 


	She offered her hand and John took it, smiled at her, his eyes roving over her features. 


	Not wanting to lose her prize to her slightly sophisticated sibling, Sarah walked the half-dozen paces forward, bent over straight legged, took hold of her towel, giving John a tantalizing view of her intimate places, remaining so as she shook out the sand. 


	John dragged his eyes away from the erotic pose, looked at his feet. 


	Sarah turned, faced him, feet wide apart her eyes flickering over his body.


	‘I wonder if he will take us both here on the sand.’ 


	“Sand gets everywhere doesn’t it,” she said.


	She heard her sister’s thoughts, ‘Sarah, stop teasing. Stop that or you’ll be mating before betrothal,’ in her mind. 


	‘That is the idea, he has marriage in mind. Are you game, we can share him.’’


	‘No, I am not, we hardly know him, and we are virgins, so behave yourself.’


	Almost two years after their birth the pair of them could communicate by thought transference, and as they grew up they accepted it as a trick of nature.


	Sarah, ignoring her sister’s advice, moved closer to her target, she said, “If you would care to dine with us this evening, we will be at the Regency restaurant, at seven, with our parents.” 


	John bowed slightly saying, “The Regency it is, at seven.” 


	Sarah gathered her things and walked off with Veronica, smiling widely.


	 


	Betrothal


	Sarah met him outside the restaurant where the scent of Roses hung in the air; she said, “Good evening, John, husband to be.”


	He took her hand. “Good evening, Sarah, future wife.” 


	He wore a plain white shirt; open at the collar, and black knee-length shorts and sandals. He ran his eyes over her form, encased in a dark red, body-clinging evening dress, which stopped close to her sandaled feet.   


	She led him to a table, occupied by a well-built man, a woman and her sister Veronica. The man stood up, reached out with his hand. Sarah said, “This is my father, Damien O’Brien.”


	John took the hand saying, “Pleased to meet you, sir.” 


	The big man nodded. “You’re welcome, Professor Webb.”


	Sarah continued. “And this is my mother Angelica.”


	John took the woman’s hand. She had the same hair, same eyes as her daughters, except the skin was much darker. “A pleasure to meet you, Ma’am.” 


	“So you are our future son-in-law,” she said.


	His surprise was evident as he said, “I, er, didn’t expect to receive your blessing so soon.”


	Damien said, “I took the liberty of calling a friend of mine at the ministry. He had nothing but praise for you, so, please be seated, son, and tell us of your intentions to our daughter.”


	During that eventful evening, the four people discussed marriage arrangements, with Veronica looking on, bemused.


	Two days later, John and Sarah joined in partnership for life, and Sarah’s curiosity about Jonathan’s anatomy was satisfied the following evening after the joint family wedding celebration.


	 


	Daisy


	One year later, less than three months after the birth of their baby, Peter, and while at her parent’s home in the sauna, Sarah introduced John to a blushing seventeen-year-old Korean girl, an orphaned medical student by the name of Daisy.


	The four of them sat on the wooden benches perspiring freely, with Sarah next to Jonathan and Veronica and Daisy sitting opposite. Daisy’s eyes kept drifting over to Jonathan. 


	Sarah sent out her sister, ‘I think Daisy fancies my dear husband.’


	She thought back, ‘I know, she can’t take her eyes off him. She told me she admires him greatly.’


	‘Yes, I can see which part she admires most.’


	‘Does he seek a second wife?’


	‘Yes, you, he talks about you, but he senses your reluctance.’ 


	‘Reluctance, me?’


	‘I don’t understand your hesitation, he is a good catch, and I would love to share him with you.’


	‘I’m not sure. You say he is an attentive lover.’


	‘Is he ever and he seems taken with Daisy. How does she feel about him?’


	Veronica turned to Daisy and whispered to her, Daisy smiled and nodded. Veronica looked at Sarah. ‘She’s willing.’ Then she spoke up, “John, Daisy wishes to be your second wife.”


	John, leaning back with his eyes closed, sat bolt upright, his eyes wide open. He looked at Daisy, smiling, said to Veronica, “I was wondering why we four were sitting here.” 


	He held out his hand. “Daisy, my dear, tell me more about yourself will you, for if we are to join as man and wife I think it better if we have no secrets.” 


	Sarah rose up, she and Daisy exchanged places. 


	Daisy took hold of John’s hand, sat down close to him. “My name is Daisy Wan Go and I am studying to become a doctor at Clare College,” she said, “and I hope to be a surgeon one day. “I am an orphan and I have no siblings and I hardly knew my parents. 


	 They were antique dealers who died in a boating accident when I was five. I spent the following twelve years with foster parents and now at the age of seventeen I am classed as an adult with independent means and I seek a husband,” she looked across at Sarah. 


	“Sarah has told me what to expect.” 


	John said in the accepted manner, “Daisy Wan Go, would you care to form a union with me? You would be my second wife and an asset to the family.” 


	Daisy nodded. “I accept your offer of matrimony, Professor John Webb. Shall we now consummate our marriage?”


	John looked across at Sarah, she grinned and nodded. 


	Veronica rose; Sarah pulled her down saying, “As the ceremony is without the usual civil authority present, we may witness the consummation.”


	She believed the ridiculous lie as she had never seen coition except the animal kind and what she saw as she looked at John’s lower body took her breath away and caused her heart to pound. ‘Oh my goodness, it’s huge, longer and thicker.’


	She felt Sarah’s heat as she sent her, ‘How would you like to feel that as it slides all the way inside you, wouldn’t you like to hold it, right now, before he plunges it deep in Daisy’s belly. It’s as hard as bone and when he ejaculates you think you will burst after the first huge squirt after which-.’


	She glared at her sister, ‘Stop it, you are being mischievous.’


	Sarah couldn’t resist taunting her. ‘Here we go, are you ready for this?’


	Doing her best to ignore her sister’s lascivious comments on coition Veronica watched with baited breath as Daisy rose up and stepped up onto the bench her eagerness apparent as she widening her stance, straddling his thighs. She lowered herself, her buttocks coming to rest and the two started kissing and fondling one another with Daisy fondling John’s penis most eagerly. 


	As John started kissing and fondling Daisy’s breasts Veronica took her sister’s hand, whispering, “Come on, let’s leave them to it.”


	As she hoped, Sarah, grinning, didn’t budge. Veronica sat there her breathing deep and her eyes wide as Daisy lowered herself with John guiding her.


	As Daisy poised above John’s phallus Veronica turned her head away. ‘Aren’t you coming?’


	‘We are required to witness this, sister dear.’ 


	She continued watching panting slightly, gasping as Daisy gave a short cry when John deflowered her with a gentle thrust of his pelvis.


	Veronica watched as Daisy sank lower and lower. She felt her cheeks flaming along with the fire in her belly. She stood up, stepped across, bent over and kissed Daisy as she rose up, smiling at her as she sank down moaning softly. 


	She managed to say, “Congratulations, dear sister, and welcome to the family.” 


	Daisy said as she rose, quicker now, and sank down onto John’s thighs, squirming and gasping as John pulled her down onto him, his pelvis grinding softly, “Wonderful, this is wonderful,” she cried out.


	John rose, lifting her by her thighs, helping her wrap her legs around his waist, his hands sliding round to her buttocks, pelvis thrusting long and slow.


	Daisy managed to say between gasps, “It is - a joyful pleasure - to be part of - of your family, Veronica – and  - Sarah.” 


	Blushing, Veronica picked up her towel and said as she climbed onto the bank, avoiding the rutting couple and Sarah’s gyrating body as she clung onto one of John’s hands, “I’ll leave you three to celebrate; it’s getting rather warm in here.” 


	She closed the door behind her, her heart hammering, wondering why she hadn’t stayed to watch more. She had been hoping that John would choose to take her too, but by the sound of Sarah’s breathing she knew he would have her next.


	On hearing louder cries of ardour she peaked through the window and saw Daisy laughing with Sarah while John held onto her, both of them lifting her up and pulling her down as John stood there.


	She peered intently and saw what she expected, ‘All of it, all the way, oh, my goodness.’


	She hears Sarah’s thought as she turned away. ‘Are you sure you won’t stay, he could, er, propose to you to. He’s going to do me next and I want him to have me from behind.’


	She knew if anyone was going to ‘have her’ then it would be John, after seeing what he did with Daisy. She knew she would have to share him with Sarah and Daisy, something she would easily accept for she realized that however it happened, it had to be soon.


	 


	Decision Time


	Veronica made a decision; two days later, while still at the O’Brien’s home. Daisy and Sarah were out shopping with baby Peter, she found John in the basement swimming pool, 


	After undressing, she entered the room. 


	She saw him, his body gliding cleanly through the water. 


	She slipped into the pool and submerged, watching each time he swam by her, her eyes glued to his lithe form. She reached up and let her hand trail along his body surprised to see his phallus pointing head of him. As he passed again she let her hand slide along the length of it. 


	Panting and blushing she left the pool and trotted towards him as he too came out of the pool. She stopped before him eyeing his phallus which had not attempted to hide. “Hello, John, in case you are asking, the answer is yes. So, do you want me for a wife or don’t you?”


	“Yes, of course I do,” he said he said coming closer his phallus bobbing gently. “Veronica Angelica Consolera - O’Brien, would you care to form a union with me? You would be my third wife and an asset to the family.” 


	“Yes, I want to have your children, for I now consider myself your wife.”


	“Shall we consummate, here and now?”


	She nodded, sat down by the side of the pool, her limbs trembling, lying back on the warm tiles; she spread her thighs and raised her knees, saying “Is this adequate?”


	“Perfect.” He knelt between her legs. “I am curious as to how our children would appear. Would they be twins too?”


	She said as she gazed at him, “As long as they are healthy, it doesn’t matter.” 


	She sighed as he eased himself inside her, surprised at the absence of pain as he sank his shaft all the way, his belly resting against hers.


	Unknown to them, Daisy and Sarah watched from the doorway, listening to Veronica’s cries. 


	Sarah said, “See, I told you it wouldn’t be long before she wanted a taste.” 


	Daisy, breathing heavily said, “Do you think we should join them?”


	“No, it’s her first time, and we have to prepare lunch. They’ll be hungry after so much exercise.”  


	“So much exercise?”


	“Remember, they will be at it for hours, in the water too.”


	“Oh, yes, in the water, that was superb.”


	 


	Moving on


	In the joint study at their apartment, Veronica said as they finished their work for the evening, “Now that Daisy and I are pregnant, we will need more living space quite soon.” 


	She stood by John as he finished marking exam papers, and laid a hand on his shoulder.


	He looked up from his work. “Have you any ideas on what we should seek?”


	Sarah said, “I suggest a farmhouse, with cattle and such, if we are to be self-sufficient.”


	Daisy stood up her hands caressing her swollen stomach.. 


	“A farm, yes, I’ve always wanted to live on a farm. It would suit us perfectly, milk and eggs, just the thing for raising children. And we could make our own cheese and yogurt.” 


	He smiled as his wives nodded in approval, their warmness towards one another filled him with joy. He stooped over the table, placed the papers in his briefcase. He decided to tell them what he had discovered in the past few days. “A farm is a good idea; I must admit I’ve had my eye on such a place not far from here, a dairy farm. The previous owners, an elderly married couple named Johnston, supplied Clare College with their produce. They passed on within a few months of each other recently.”


	Daisy said, “Oh dear, those two, they were such nice people too, I met them once.”


	Sarah said, “I knew them too.”


	John said, “The funeral was last week and Furbridge, the housing agent, approached me with first refusal. I will call him first thing, and then I suggest we pay the place a visit at the weekend. I’ll rent a horse and cart and we can view the place together.” He looked at them, one after another. “Now it’s time for bed.”


	 


	The Farm


	John tied the horse up by a water trough at the front of a grey-stone building. 


	He helped his wives down from the vehicle. 


	They each had their babies hanging in front in a sling. 


	He said, “This is it, what do you think?”


	They looked at the house front. “It’s got an attic with windows,” said Daisy.


	Jonathan rang the doorbell. 


	As they waited he said, “It has two bathrooms, each with a shower attachment and a large kitchen as well as a large room where we can work without nudging one another’s elbows all the time.”


	They stood there for a while. Jonathan said, “Maybe the caretaker is in the yard, as he is expecting us.”


	Sarah said, “Let’s take a look then,” and headed for the yard entrance, a large door.


	The others followed her. 


	They found themselves in a large cobblestone yard. 


	To the left in front of them a stood a huge L-shaped barn with numerous doors dominating the scene. 


	The smell of cow dung hung in the air, the sound of chicken’s clucking greeted them from inside.


	To their right stood the rear of the large house, also L-shaped, separated from the barn by the large door at one end, a five-barred gate at the other that led presumably to the paddock, from which came the sound of cattle. 


	An old man appeared from behind the barn, opened the gate, and entered the yard. He closed the wooden construction and approached them. 


	His weather-beaten face crinkled as he said, “Mornin’ to yer, I’m the caretaker. Come to look at the property ‘ave yer? The agent told me to expect Professor Webb and his family. You be them?”


	John said, “Yes, that is correct and you must be Thomas Miles.” 


	The old man nodded.


	John continued, “We have all the details, Mr Miles, we just wanted to see the place before we handed over any cash.” 


	He hoisted his trousers at the waist saying, “If yer goin’ to keep the livestock there are two good milk cows and at the last count, ten Geese and three dozen chickens.” 


	The old man smiled at the three women.


	“Tis’ a good buy, it is. I used to work here regular. Now that Mr and Mrs Johnston have passed on, and their son has returned to the sea, I’m takin’ care o’ things, milkin’ an feedin’ an muckin’ out, keeping the place tidy, so to speak, and now I’m lookin’ forward to me’ retirement. 


	There’s a big travelin’ cart in the barn, and if youse intendin’ usin’ it I would be lookin for a Shire horse to pull it, an I knows’ where you can buy a young’n ealthy one.”


	John looked at the house. “So the owner won’t be coming back at all?”


	Thomas said, “No, young Graham won’t be back, he’s a navy man, and the sea has a hold on him, though he should be ready for retirement soon.” 


	He paused for a while then said, “He might come back for the paintings and the photos, as he left right after the funeral, but when he wrote about the sale, he didn’t mention them.”


	Daisy said, “We’ll take care of them until he returns.”


	“A navy man, a merchant sailor,” asked John.


	The old man shook his head. “No, warships, he’s a fighting man, so his parents said.”


	Sarah said, “Can you show us around the house, after which we would be pleased if you would instruct us how to milk a cow and how often, and tell us where to buy the feed, also the name and address of the nearest vet.”


	He grinned, took her gently by the arm, peeking down inside her blouse at her breasts. “It would be my greatest pleasure, you sweet young thing.”


	She grinned, pulled her blouse open and held her baby’s head to her breast where a hungry mouth latched on to the swollen nipple and began to suck noisily.


	“Greedy little devil,” she said as the old man blushed, eyes wide and glued to her other exposed breast.


	After viewing the inside of the house, the barn, its copious loft and the surroundings; John agreed to buy the property. 


	He retained the land, the livestock and together with his wives, he renovated it to house their growing family.


	 


	















Chapter Three



	Separation


	Graham Johnston stood by the open window gazing at the garden surrounding his newly acquired, large, sandstone, two-storey house with its thatched roof, perched alone on a hilltop on the south coast of England, 30 kilometres from Portsmouth, overlooking the English Channel. It was something he and his wife had looked forward to, and having lost her to cancer, two years after his parents passing, he now preferred to live alone, happy with his hobby, his only pastime, gardening.


	After serving forty years at sea, ending with the rank of Admiral, he was now enjoying his retirement from the Navy, and at the age of fifty-five he was reasonably fit, well-muscled with little fat due to long hikes and swimming regularly in the sea. 


	A knock at the front door interrupted his thoughts; he walked over and opened it. 


	There on the doorstep, was an old man and woman, their bodies bent with age, their faces jaundiced. They both appeared much older than the last time he had seen them, less than six months ago, just before his retirement. They now had with them a small child, whose cherub features displayed her unhappiness as she gazed up at him from between the couple. She wore a bright-pink summer dress, leather sandals, with her long dark tresses tied-up at the back with a matching ribbon.


	The old man, an earlier successful sandal maker, was the admiral’s thirty-year-old son. “Hello Dad. Fate is a strange thing. It picks and chooses at random, looking not for favour, neither giving any. Now you, my father, must guide our daughter, Ruth on the stony path of life. My time is come and Helen’s too. As you know, our organs are failing rapidly, and we leave her with you, together with our blessing.” He looked down at the girl and said, “Ruth, say hello to your grandfather, you are to stay and live with him now.”


	The prematurely-aged man pushed the girl of seven forward, gently. She moved at his touch, offering no resistance, looked up at her grandfather smiling. 


	Johnston picked her up, held her to him. As he looked at his son and daughter-in-law, tears coursed down his cheeks, the memories of the time lost, spent at sea, far from his loved ones, clouded his vision. “I’ll take care of her, you know that. I only wish I could have done more for you both.” 


	The woman, of German birth, smiled, said quietly, “We’ll be alright, Papa, we will meet again in the next life and we will have much to discuss, we wish to spare the child the sorrow of our passing, and we are sure you can use the company. Now we must leave you.” 


	The three embraced fiercely, almost crushing the child between them. Johnston wanted to ask them to stay and live with him, but he knew that would only cause them pain,  he knew his son, as stubborn as himself, would never have accepted. They ceased their tearful embrace, separating slowly; the man and woman turned and walked away without another word. 


	He said, “Goodbye,” and the child waved to the retreating pair after which she faced him, her eyes wide, gentle.


	He looked at the child, his throat aching. Holding back the tears, he wiped his face saying, “I suppose you are hungry, do you like fish?”


	The girl nodded and wrapped her arms around his neck; her hair caressed his cheek, emotions exploded inside his head. 


	He gasped, swaying slightly on his feet under the gentle onslaught of affection pouring out from this small and fragile form. This was followed by a feeling of peace that overwhelmed his feelings of remorse, released another emotional dam, sending forth tears of joy. 


	Time flowed by, and Johnston schooled the girl with the aid of a private tutor, teaching her to read, to write. Though not very talkative he found she was a fast learner and very obedient, always seeming to know what he wanted of her around the cottage and in the garden. He taught her to swim down by the seashore and she learned all the different strokes in an amazingly short time. 


	He watched her laughing and playing with other children, running naked with them across the sand, but their vocal silence bothered him.


	He became curious as they built sand castles close by without a word passing between them. They would look to one another, nodding laughing. Laughter was the only sound they made.


	Each time he thought of her, how her future would be, he heard whispers in his mind. When he strained to hear them, he would find Ruth watching him. 


	When she smiled the whispers diminished. 


	His suspicions of what she might be grew as the volume of the whispers increased.


	The days, the months change into years, they passed most of their free time on the beach or hiking across the countryside or working in the garden. When he wasn’t’ swimming with her, he’d sit on the sand as she played with the children from the town. 


	He would sit for hours gazing out to sea, reminiscing, smiling politely back at the numerous females as they paused before him, posing invitingly, on the municipal nudist beach, eyeing him with longing in their search for a husband, no matter what age, in a world short of men. 


	There were the occasions when the need for sexual gratification overcame his wish for solitude, after which, each casual partner left him, sensing this other need. 


	He wondered if one or more of them would have stayed if he’d asked them, but his thoughts of Ruth’s unnatural abilities to know what he wanted before he asked her told him that seclusion was best for both of them.


	As for his suspicions – because of the louder and more frequent, multiple, unintelligible, whispering – they were changing slowly into a restless uneasiness.


	 












Chapter Four



	AD. 2170. Seeker


	The man walked along the road from the town with familiar gait, one known to him, suggesting his profession even though his clothing denied it. He was dressed in the traditional sandals, shirt, and shorts, worn by men and women alike; as he stopped at the garden gate, Graham Johnston ceased his work, approached him. 


	The man said quietly, “Good morning, sir, I hope I have the correct address, I’m looking for an old navy colleague of mine.” He lowered his voice and added, “Admiral.” 


	Johnston said, “I am alone, apart from my granddaughter.” 


	At this point Ruth, now nearing her twelfth birthday, came out into the garden wearing a summer frock; she approached the pair, looked at the newcomer, smiled and said, “Good person,” ignoring his outstretched hand. 


	The young man frowned at the girl. 


	Johnston said, “She approves of you. Won’t you come in and take some refreshment; it was a long walk from the main road, was it not?” 


	The young man nodded. “Thank you, yes sir, it was rather tedious.” 


	Johnston opened the gate, the younger man entered, Ruth promptly took his hand, guiding him along the path and on into the house.


	Once inside, Ruth brought him to a quilted sofa, where he sat down, and Ruth, without preamble, sat down next to him. Johnston removed his soiled gardening clogs at the doorway, entered, slipped on his indoor shoes. He smiled at the pair. “What would you like to drink, I have lemon tea, or would you like some home-made apple juice?” 


	The young man replied, “Apple juice please, sir.” 


	Johnston took three glasses from the sideboard, filled them from an earthenware jug; he placed the glasses within easy reach on the coffee table between them.


	He sat down in the armchair opposite. He looked directly at the younger man. “I knew you last as Midshipman Clarke, so, what brings you here?” 


	“I, I, er, I beg your pardon sir. I should have introduced myself.” Clarke rose up and stood to attention. “Sir, Commander Robin Clarke of British Naval Intelligence at your service, sir.” 


	Johnston said, “Sit down, sit down man; I’m not an Admiral any more.” 


	“Thank you, sir,” he said and sat down. 


	Johnston said, “What has happened, what is going on?.” 


	“The heads of a number of the world’s naval fleets have sent me to ask you to join them and lead them as supreme commander. You may not be aware of the riots on the continent, a rebel army, and they say their commander is a German national. You know the world government has disbanded the Air Forces, their task now taken over by the Protector Force.”


	“I am aware of that.”


	“The world’s Armies are in disarray, and mass desertions are commonplace. My colleagues fear the same will happen to the navies. The German national suggested that the navies form as one and as soon as possible. All the senior naval officers were adamant in their choice of you as supreme commander.” 


	Johnston said, “I saw this dilemma approaching a while ago. After I retired, I was too much taken up with my son’s, and his wife’s forthcoming early demise, I am afraid I neglected them somewhat after my wife died. And now that they have left for a better place, I have Ruth to take care of.” 


	Clarke said, “Please forgive my presumptuousness, Admiral, we realized the concern you would have for your granddaughter, it was I who recommended Commander Mary Stamford to look after Ruth in your absence. “


	Johnson’s reminiscences came flooding forth.


	Clarke said, “If you remember, she served with us on the assault cruiser Victorious as an ensign.” 


	“It was a long time ago Commander, but yes, I remember her.” 


	‘All too well,’ his memory told him.


	“Well, sir, after I contacted her in person over this matter, she told me she had been working in a convent that housed orphans, and she advised me to suggest the one in Lindford, it’s not far from Kingsclere, to the north-west of Basingstoke, and that you check it out with Ruth. If you are agreeable, she will take care of all the necessary arrangements and keep an eye on her.”


	At the mention of Ruth’s name, the whispers started once more, accompanied by the occasional voice. 


	He looked at her wondering if she would accept this sudden separation.


	She nodded and he heard a tiny voice in the back of his mind saying: ‘Yes, it’s alright Granddad.’ 


	The thought ran through his head.


	‘She knows what is happening, and she must know everything if she’s…’ 


	He said, “Tell Mrs Stamford I’ll pay the orphanage a visit with Ruth. If she is agreeable then I will take command, but don’t rush me.”


	He stood up and Clarke joined him, reaching into his pocket. Johnston looked down at the object in his hand, an illegal mobile telephone. 


	“I am number one, named seeker. Mrs Stamford named Eagle; is number two. You are number three and we have named you Father. Ten seconds maximum, less is better, and always leave a twenty-minute pause between calls.” 


	Johnston took the mobile. “How bad are things on the continent?”


	“People are dying in their thousands. That is a report we picked up from a private transmitter somewhere in France, there is talk of a pandemic; a deadly virus.”


	“What sort of virus?”


	“It could be typhus for all we know, sir. As if the virulent Chlamydia outbreak isn’t enough causing DNA destruction resulting in early aging. Europe is on the verge of civil war. Armies are vanishing and reforming as terrorists and they are attacking the protector force, whenever and wherever they can. The naval commanders believe we can stop it and bring about peace if the world’s navies unite; and they will if you lead them.” 


	He glanced at his watch and added, “And now I must hurry, my ship is waiting beyond the horizon.” 


	He paused then said, “I will call back in one week and then I must leave, with or without you.”


	Johnson escorted Clarke to the front door where they shook hands and he watched as he left without another word.


	He looked at Ruth. 


	She surprised him by speaking a whole sentence, “Don’t be sad, it will be alright, you’ll see.” Then she shocked him as her voice rang out inside his head. 


	‘You will be Admiral of the fleet and Robin will follow you everywhere.’


	With his head spinning, he saw no reason to deny the fact that had been plaguing him. 


	‘You are a telepath then.’


	‘Correct, and you and I have to practice.’


	 


	Stamford


	Braintree City, centre of the sandal industry was at one time dying, now it was dead, its buildings decaying, uncared for. 


	It lay twenty-odd kilometres from the London to Cambridge road, its only use now a training ground for the Territorial Army, it having been the living quarters for its soldiers, with or without families, years ago.  


	Apart from these forgotten warriors, the city had had other occupants, remnants of army and air force families; infertile, growing old prematurely through the ‘accelerated aging virus’ and as usual dying alone; leaving any offspring to fend for themselves.


	Today it contained independent individuals, the earlier orphans who had matured in a world of secrecy, who were now hiding from society until death claimed them too                        


	Mary Stamford, aged thirty-eight, was another one of those ‘secret residents’, she was the only person living on the top floor of the 45-storey high-rise apartment block. In fact, she was the only living being in the whole building, and for all she knew, maybe for miles around. 


	She switched off her mobile after a hearing the brief message from Seeker, her controller, concerning the Admiral and his young granddaughter. 


	Stamford, long since retired from the British Navy, was once part of Joint Intelligence Services Covert Operations, a military subdivision long since disbanded and replaced by the Protector Force that looked on the Navy’s warships with envious eyes. 


	She however, along with others, continued in her role as controller of one the numerous embedded spies in the Protector Force whose codename was Ferret. 


	 


	The Convent


	Johnston parked his yellow electro-car outside an ancient structure, next to a brimming horse trough. The huge building, once a stately home was now a convent, maintained through donations from wealthy benefactors and run by the church, specifically employing nuns.  


	He climbed out of the two-man vehicle with Ruth, and they approached the sandstone building. They mounted the steps and Ruth rang the bell. 


	The door opened after a while and a kind, elderly face appeared and a woman dressed in a nun’s habit faced them.


	Johnston said, “Good afternoon, Mother Superior, I phoned earlier.” 


	As the words passed his lips, he felt as if he knew the woman, but from where and when, he could not recall and knowing expression on her gentle features unsettled him.   


	The nun nodded saying, “Good afternoon, Admiral Johnston, and you are definitely Ruth,” she said as her eyes came to rest on the girl. She stepped to one side and said, “Please come in.” 


	Johnston hesitated. The nun said, “I spoke to Mary Stamford earlier.”   


	He held out his hand and she took it. As she did, something fluttered through his mind and vanished as soon as the nun relinquished her grip. 


	Ruth pulled her grandfather through the doorway, and the elderly woman closed the door behind them. She said, “I know all about you, Mary has quite a memory, she sends her regards too, she pops in every now and then for fruit supplies.” 


	She then turned away and walked off briskly. 


	“Follow me please; I’ll introduce you to the other children and the staff.” 


	Johnston followed her slender form with a delighted Ruth at his side. As their footsteps echoed in the empty foyer Johnston listened and not understanding why he could not hear the sound of children, said, “You don’t have many children here then?”


	“Oh, you mean the silence. The children are special, some of them are physically handicapped, but they are happy.” 


	She smiled then said, “It’s a strange and wonderful thing, I get the feeling that they are little Angels sent by God to lessen the burden life has placed upon us.”


	She stopped at a double door and opened one part of it, ushering the pair inside. On entering a large hall Johnston saw a nun sitting, bottle-feeding a baby and in one corner a young mother, hardly more than seventeen, seated in a rocking chair breast-feeding her baby, surrounded by half-a-dozen girls of the same age, two of them heavily pregnant.  


	They all congregated around a coloured youth and it came to Johnson that he was seeing the world’s future, a man having to support and care for more than one wife.    


	Scattered around the room, over three dozen younger children of mixed gender, squatted or lay on the wooden floor, reading or playing quietly. One of them, a boy, rose and approached them. 


	He reached out to Ruth, who took his hand, saying, “Hello Joseph, my name is Ruth.”


	It was obvious that the boy was blind. He was about the same age as Ruth and he said, “I know, the others told me, come with me, and meet them.”


	He took her other hand in both of his and led her away. The mother superior looked at Johnston and said, “What did I tell you, little Angels. When these children shed a tear at some sadness, a fallen sparrow for example, they weep together, but in silence. For them, all life is precious.” 


	 “Are they-?” 


	The nun said quickly, “Yes, most of them are.” 


	He said, “Ruth is too.”


	Her words floated through his mind, ‘I know, and so are you.’


	 


	The Mediterranean


	Three days later, after leaving a contented Ruth at the orphanage and after informing Mary Stamford by telephone, Johnston awaited Clarke’s arrival, and left secretly with him two days later, by boat, during the night to join the fleet. 


	Johnston, with his telltale white hair now trimmed to navy regulation style and dyed black to avoid detection, journeyed openly with Clarke and a crew of two sailors and four wrens.


	 Their vessel was a Royal Navy hydrofoil, now painted white with light blue, red, and yellow facings, with the name ‘Bounty’ printed in large letters on its rear end. The hydrofoil, obtained from the fleet, the main part of which was now waiting the South Atlantic waters, made its way towards the entrance to the Mediterranean Sea.


	 












Chapter Five



	Introduction


	In the quiet of the morning, Mary watched Ruth picking fruit from the trees at the orphanage along with some of the older boys and girls. She emptied her sack into one of the crates, turned to a strange-sounding, but familiar voice, ‘Do you like apples.’ 


	Startled, she looked around, searching quickly. She saw Ruth; they are the only ones working in the orchard. 


	Ruth gazed in her direction, and then the question came again, exploding inside her head, the voice now recognisable, ‘I said, do you like apples.’


	With her vision swimming before her, Mary Stamford watched helplessly as the trees before her fell away, replaced by the grey sky above.


	Mary’s words echoed around her in the blackness as she tried to think. 


	‘Where am I.’ 


	She tried to shut out the noises in her head then the sounds changed to voices.


	Her head cleared. 


	She looked up at the mother superior, with the old woman’s voice echoing hollowly inside her skull, ‘Ruth called me; you’ve had a nasty shock.’


	At a sound behind her, the old woman turned; another, younger nun, Sister Magdalena, handed her a small bowl and spoon. 


	She took it. 


	Mary raised herself up to a sitting position as the old nun handed her the bowl and spoon. 


	‘You consume that now, and I’ll be back in about ten minutes.’ 


	She walked away with the other nun. 


	After looking round the room she used when staying at the orphanage, realising she is hungry, Mary started on the soup.


	She finished just before the mother superior returned. She placed the bowl on the dresser next to her bed, asked the nun as she stood before her, “What happened to me, I passed out didn’t I?” 


	The old nun nodded and smiled.


	Mary said, “I dreamed you came to me. You spoke to me, but your lips weren’t moving, that was some crazy dream wasn’t it?”


	“That was no dream, my dear.” 


	Mary’s brow wrinkled as she stared at the nun’s unmoving lips as she heard her voice inside her head, ‘Was the soup a dream.’


	She stared at the empty soup bowl with the tang of the soup still on her taste buds, the thought hit her, ’I must be going crazy.’


	The nun shook her head, Mary heard her voice once more, ‘No my dear, you are quite sane.’


	At this point Ruth came into the room. Mary heard the silent exchange, ‘How is she, is she ready?’


	The old nun nodded. ‘She’s ready.’


	 


	The Fleet


	Johnston lay down in his underclothes on the bunk prepared for him. 


	After his eyes closed he drifted off to sleep...


	…He sees Ruth walking through the woods with dozens of children of all ages, Mary Stamford is with her, and they are gathering fruit. 


	He realises they are in the orchard at the orphanage. 


	The scent of fruit, apples assail his sinuses.


	He sees a dark-skinned boy, aged around nineteen, walking hand in hand with a number of girls of the same age. 


	Two of the girls are pregnant and each carry a baby in their arms, and he sees that all the others are heavily pregnant. 


	Then he sees the mother superior with Mary and Ruth who turn and looked in what he imagines is his direction as he hears her voice, ‘Have a safe journey home Granddad.’


	Then he heard a much louder voice, Clarke over the intercom, “Admiral, the fleet is in sight.” 


	Johnston sat up, rubbed his face, stood up and dressed. 


	He entered the bridge, wearing his Navy uniform, noting that Clarke and the others had changed out of their holiday clothes too. 


	Numerous attack helicopters buzzed the vessel as they approached, like busy bees around a hive. 


	Clarke pointed with his arm outstretched. “There she is, sir.”


	Johnston looked out at the grey, sleek form of the atomic-powered assault cruiser Victorious, its squat smooth lines, with its barely discernable rocket tubes, starting with a pointed prow rising up to its raised streamlined superstructure and on down to a symmetrically blistered rear deck.


	Clarke said, “The Yanks are here too, sir. The battle cruiser Utah and the aircraft assault ship Enterprise and their escorts, two hundred vessels in all, with five hundred jet-wing helicopters and three hundred Poseidon XB battle helicopters, all that’s left after the nuclear devastation caused by the protector’s itchy trigger-fingers.” 


	“I see the French are present, how about the Asians?” 


	“The Arabian navies are heading this way, sir, ETA 1603 hours, which will be the battle cruisers Cheops and Isam, twenty-two destroyers, and thirty-five Frigates. The conference will take place on board the Victorious as soon as they arrive.” 


	“What about the other African fleets, can we rely upon them?”


	“They all reported in twenty minutes ago, sir, they will be departing together to meet us and join the South Atlantic fleet as soon as everything is settled here.”


	The launch drew up close to the British flagship Victorious. 


	The crew craned their necks, gazing up at the giant craft, their minds going back to the days when they, at one time or another, had served on her. 


	Johnston, also lost in his memories, turned with the others as a voice came over the comset, “Welcome home Admiral.” 


	In addition to the voice, the entire fleet’s sirens sounded in welcome. 


	Seated behind his desk for the live broadcast to the fleet, he looked at the close circuit television camera facing him. “You all know me, or know of me. I do not intend to start a war. I will however stand in the line of fire, and I expect every other officer to do so too. I do not intend to waste the lives of the men and women under my command, for I want peace for humanity, this is not an adventure we are embarking on, it is, primarily, a mission of peace, and I wish it to remain so.”


	He paused as he faced those officers present. 


	“I will see all commanding officers and their execs in my ready room. That is all.”


	The camera operator switched off his apparatus and Johnston looked at Clarke. “Well, here we go.”


	Johnston closed the door on the last of his visitors; he turned to Clarke who was now his aide. 


	“Well that’s settled. The fleet will assemble in the South by the Falklands. The Chilean and Argentinean Navy stationed there will provide provisions. There we can discuss tactics and operations. All we can do at the moment is sit and await the outcome in Europe and hope for the best.”


	Clarke looked at the man who for him had taken his father’s place after his own had lost his battle with cancer. He knew that the men serving under Johnston, just like himself, would go wherever he ordered them to, from the highest to the lowest ranks, to the end of the Earth and join him in death if need be.


	They said there good-byes as Johnston boarded the submarine ‘Genesis’ for his journey back to Britain. 


	They would meet again shortly before the fleet collected the remains of the Royal Air Force, the Army Air Force and the Fleet air Arm and Royal Marine contingencies.


	Below decks in his cabin, Johnston tried to sleep. 


	The fact that he alone was now responsible for the well-being of the thousands of men and women under his command tortured him, and for the first time in his life, he was unsure and he felt afraid, not the fear of dying, but the fear of failure. 


	He knew of the power struggle involving the world’s population, the protectors, the rebels, and what was left of the armed forces. 


	If he were to take sides, which one would he choose, the messages from Europe were comforting as the rebel commander was ready to sue for world-wide peace, but under the condition that all nations disband its protector force.


	He knew of the options; should he take complete control? 


	He was fully aware that absolute power could corrupt even the strongest of wills absolutely, and he wondered if he was up to the forthcoming task, putting his peoples lives at risk in the name of peace. 


	He rose up and pulled on his slacks and a thick pullover, he joined the captain and the lookouts on the bridge and watched as the Mediterranean lock came closer, with its lights winking in the night like lost stars.


	 












Chapter Six



	Protectors and Such


	In a spartan office, high up in the vast protector installation in London, a protector officer named French sat at his desk, his uniform bearing the rank of Lieutenant Colonel. 


	He spoke loudly into a telephone, “Then check the orphanages, you idiot, you can bet most of them were dropped off there, so Johnston’s brat will be there too.” He replaced the apparatus with control, sat there, drumming his fingers on his plain wooden desk.


	In another room, on the floor above, a woman, also wearing the uniform of a protector officer, switched off her portable telephone, returned it to its hiding place in exchange for an illegal mobile. She dialled, waited, then spoke with a calm urgency, “Ferret here. They’re checking the orphanages for her.” She turned the mobile off, placed it alongside the other apparatus inside one of the hollows of a log lying in a large, long glass case. 


	Protector Pilot Lieutenant Christine Todd looked down at her pet, a giant twenty-five year-old Texas Rattlesnake, Horned African Viper hybrid. The inert reptile’s tongue darted out, tasting the air, and recognizing the familiar scent, remained still. 


	On sensing its inner tranquillity she stroked its huge flat head, almost the width of a small dinner plate saying to it, “Sleep on watcher, sleep on.” Then she eased the section of the heavy metal perforated cover back into place, and left the room.


	 


	Ruth


	Taking a short break from his military duties, Johnston, dressed in civilian clothes, arrived with Ruth back at their abode after a long walk along the coast and up the hill to the house, both of them perspiring even in their light clothing due to the warm and humid evening air. 


	Johnston looked up to the sky, still absent of stars and pondered. 


	‘When will we be able to gaze once more on God’s beauty?’


	They entered the building and removed their damp outdoor clothing, looking forward to a cold shower. Ruth went directly to the bathroom and Johnston turned on the air conditioner, he walked over to the living room window and watched the clouds change from orange to red, while breathing in the scent of roses from the vase on the table, his wife’s favourite bloom. 


	Ruth came out a few minutes later, full of contentment, drying her hair with a large towel and Johnston went with her into the kitchen. He asked her without speaking, ‘Do you still like fish?’ 


	Ruth nodded and he sensed her joy.


	He laughed softly and said aloud, “Good, I bought some before I came to collect you from the orphanage.” He opened the fridge door and took out a paper package. He placed the cod steaks on the kitchen table and looked at the seventeen-year-old girl who he had not seen for three months as she fastened her pinafore about her naked form. Her firm body and long damp tousled hair reminded him of his deceased wife and her eyes reminded him of their late son.


	Blinking away his tears, he walked hurriedly out of the kitchen and towards the bathroom looking forward to the cold shower. 


	On the way there, his illegal mobile, lying on the table, rang. He picked it up quickly and remembering not to use his own name, said, “Father!” He heard a familiar female voice speaking rapidly.


	“Eagle here; they are searching the orphanages, call if you need me.”  


	The phone went dead; he knew who the caller was, Mary Stamford, and despite his efforts, he had not yet had the chance to meet her, to see her once again, and he knew she had kept the message short to avoid the tracking monitors.


	He waited the safe period, passing part of the time under the delicious ice-cold needles in the shower as he went through the plans discussed earlier with Clarke. 


	Fully dressed once more, he called his military contact, Commander Clarke, on the illegal mobile, speaking briefly, “Father here, code red, plan A.” 


	He switched off the mobile and headed for the kitchen, sniffing the air as he went. 


	On entering, he saw Ruth standing before the oven with a frying pan, with her long black hair tied back in a ponytail. She turned the fish over with a spatula and said without either speaking or turning, ‘We have time to eat before we leave, haven’t we?’


	 












Chapter Seven



	Concubines


	“Then you had better find him.” Protector Officer, Colonel French, seated at his desk in his London office, finished shouting into the telephone and slammed it down onto its cradle, almost cracking the casing. He sat there for a while, his fingers rapping out an unending rhythm on the desktop, with the pulse on his temple keeping time, and then he hammered fiercely with his fists half-a-dozen times, his face a reddened mask. He looked up as the door opened, an officer, with the rank of captain, entered hurriedly without knocking, leaving the door wide open. The man at the desk glared at him as he approached, and said coldly, his broad northern accent betraying his birthright, “I take it this is not a fucking social call, Captain Fennig.” 


	The newcomer blurted out breathlessly, “They’ve gone sir, their place was empty, and the beds unused, we assume they left in the night.” 


	The phone rang once more and he snatched it up, “French!” He sat there and listened, nodding. “Yes, yes, I agree Major; he might return with her so check it out once more.” He listened on, and then said quietly, “Just make sure he doesn’t escape, kill him if you have to.” He listened to the reply and said irritably, “Kill her in any case, kill them both.” He replaced the apparatus gently, looked up at the waiting man and snapped, “And what are you waiting for, you stupid dildo?” 


	The man exited out the open door at top speed, passing a woman who was wearing nothing but a smile after she let her short silk kimono fall to the wooden floor. 


	She closed the door and watched by French, walked quickly on tiptoe, her breasts quivering as she passed him. 


	She hurried over to a divan by the window and lay down. 


	She spread her thighs to the extremities and stretched her slender torso, like a panther preparing for the hunt. She asked in a sultry voice, “Are you in the mood my stallion?”


	French, his temper gradually subsiding, smiled to himself. This was what he really needed in times of stress. He rose up and casually slipped out of his footwear and uniform. 


	He turned to her fully aroused and shook his head. “You do ask silly questions, Charlene.”


	He walked over to the divan and Captain Devine, protector helicopter pilot and one of his two favourite concubines from the half-dozen allowed his rank said, “I am so happy that you can find time to be in the mood for me.”


	“I’m always in the mood, my dear. Come here, kneel down in front of me, after which, I will take you from behind.” 


	As Devine knelt obediently before him, the door opened and a semi-naked dark-haired woman entered. She dropped her unfastened housecoat and approached them quickly. 


	Co-pilot Lieutenant Kennedy, his other favourite, knelt down next to Devine. 


	French pushed them both to the floor. He licked his lips and watched them as they performed. He did not know if they were faking it or not, nor did he care, they looked convincing enough and lesbianism had always fascinated and excited him.


	He watched as Devine writhed, panted and moaned under Kennedy’s ministrations, as she never faked it with her lover, even in front of him. 


	He watched, almost mesmerised, his gaze concentrated as Kennedy’s head moved slowly and rhythmically between Devine’s widely spread thighs, her mouth glued like a limpet to the other’s broad and depilated vulva.


	Panting feverishly, he grabbed Kennedy by the hair and yanked her off Devine, causing her to squeal. He threw her violently to the floor and she lay there in expectation her thighs spread as she eyed him holding his phallus, stroking gently. He stared, mesmerized by the sight of her wet exposed flesh. He dragged his eyes away, and growling, he turned to Devine. “Now turn over onto your knees you whore.”


	She did so and French pounced on her, entering her easily with one savage thrust followed by more. He stopped, remaining embedded, called for the other, pulling her onto the kneeling woman’s back, forcing her thighs apart and then retracted and plunged his shaft into the waiting orifice.


	This duel-coition continued for over an hour as he changed from one woman to the other and back again, spending his seed carefully inside both of them, secretly hoping for conception, as always.


	















Chapter Eight



	Departures


	Protected from the Northwest wind by a massive collection of conifers, numerous rows of silent sentinels of different designs and sizes populated the gentle, hallowed ground as they surrounded the tiny chapel. Two figures, one large, the other small, stood together in the small private cemetery ten kilometres north of Petersfield, once a large industrial city lying fifty kilometres from the south coast of England. 


	Ruth, together with her grandfather, looked plaintively at the headstone on her mother’s grave, it read. Helen Johnston nee Taylor 4th June 2133 – 1st January 2162. 


	She looked at the headstone next to it, and it read. Alfred Johnston, 21st Jan 2130 – 28th Dec 2161.


	Graham Johnston, wearing his navy uniform, took the girl’s hand. “Say good-bye to Mummy and Daddy, Ruth.” 


	The girl brushed away a tear and whispered, “Bye, bye Mummy, bye, bye Daddy, see you in heaven.” 


	Admiral Johnston led the girl away through the stone garden to a motherly looking woman. She was dressed in a navy-blue raincoat, and she waited patiently at the cemetery gates by a small bus with the lettering, Amalgamated Churches Inc, on the side. Ruth looked up at her, and said, “Hello, Mary.”


	Mary Stamford smiled encouragingly and Johnston moved closer to her. He said, “It has been a long time.”


	She nodded. “Too damn long, Graham.” She added. “Sorry, I mean, Admiral.”


	He kissed her gently on the lips, surprising her. He looked at her with longing and all the tender intimacies of their past came flooding back to him and he whispered, “Graham, Mary, it was always Graham.” 


	Johnston looked at his granddaughter for one last time, he stooped and kissed her briefly on the cheek, and then he rose up and turned to the woman. 


	“Take care of her now Mary; she is all I have, I will be back for her and for you, some day, God willing.”


	She took the girl’s hand, forcing a smile in order to hide her anger and sorrow, feeling that this was their last good-bye. War had separated them in the past and now the threat of it was doing the same once more. “I most certainly will do, Graham, you can rely on me.”


	Johnston turned to his granddaughter once more just as Clarke approached at a run, his mini-two-way radio pressed against his ear. He called out without preamble as he braked to a stop by the trio, “Radio surveillance reports several squadrons of protector helicopters patrolling the area, sir. They could be on their way here. The bus must leave, now.”


	The old man took hold of the girl bodily and helped her into the bus, he fastened her seat belt, kissed her on the cheek, and then he slid the door shut as Mary climbed in the opposite side.


	Clarke leaned through the cabin window and shouted to the driver, “Get the hell out of here man, put your foot down.” 


	The driver needed no second bidding and the bus shot off, its electric motor whining and clicking through the gears, heading northwards


	Clarke took a firm hold of the older man’s arm as he stood still, watching the retreating bus, he insisted urgently, “We must leave now, sir.”


	Surprising Clarke, Johnston whipped round and stared at the horizon. 


	Sensing something akin to concern emanating from Johnston, Clarke stared at the horizon with him, trying to discern the object of the admiral’s curiosity. 


	Seeing nothing he raised his digital binoculars, he trained them in the direction of the admiral’s gaze. 


	After searching the sky intently he gasped, and taking his mobile he spoke clearly and concisely, “Six Greybirds approaching from the northeast. Angels one and two take action, and where’s that bloody transport?”


	Johnson indicated with his head toward distant horizon.


	“It’s time we left this place; we have much work to do.”


	He turned as dark shapes rose with a deafening roar from out of the copse behind them, the air and the earth vibrated heavily as two huge heavily-armed and armoured Poseidon naval helicopters lurched forward with a vengeance, causing the two men below to hold on to their hats as the monsters passed over with a vengeful roar.


	They streaked by at break-neck speed, powered by triple gas-turbine engines towards six tiny dots, silhouetted against the skyline, growing ever larger by the second and changing into grey, recognisable shapes as they came nearer. 


	Puffs of smoke left each of the navy copters’ rocket nacelles in quick succession as they charged head on, their triple traversable cannons blazing. The approaching grey machines received hits from the cannon shells, and exploded one after another as multiple rockets hit them. 


	With their work done, and with an ‘all clear’ from Clarke as he scoured the horizon around him, the navy machines turned and headed back to the copse. 


	A dark blue Royal Navy jeep slid to a stop by the two men and they piled in. The admiral looked at his companion in regret as the vehicle shot forward, “I think we left it too late. I should have done this sooner.”


	The commander looked at the admiral. “Don’t worry, sir, Mrs Stamford knows what to do. I just hope those greybirds didn’t report sighting the bus before they went down.” 


	The driver turned briefly. “Sir, as soon as you called we jammed all frequencies.” He changed down and negotiated a sharp bend through the woods, and continued, staring straight ahead. “And there wasn’t a peep from the enemy at any time beforehand, so the little one is in the clear.”


	The admiral sighed. “Thanks, Bowman that’s good to know. I take it transport is ready?”


	Bowman spoke without turning as they enter the copse, “You and the Commander will be taken in a jet copter, sir, and you will be with the fleet in two hours.”


	“And the rest.”


	“The rest of us will follow on in the Thor transports and the attack copters.”


	The jeep pulled to a stop next to a waiting helicopter, a sleek black machine with its gas turbines humming impatiently. 


	The two men climbed out of their vehicle and the dark blue jeep drove off and disappeared inside a transport machine whose ramp-door closed up after it.


	The admiral and his aide climbed into the Mercury Jet-copter, a smaller, slim version of the Poseidon monsters, this time stripped for speed, minus its rocket pods while retaining one mounted Gatling cannon. They seated themselves behind the pilot and gunner and put on their headphones. 


	The pilot, Commander Elijah Jansen, heard the admiral’s voice, “Next stop the South Atlantic.” 


	The machine rose up with the rest of the swarm, made up of over a hundred RAF and RN machines, shot forward and left them behind. 


	The ground below blurred from green to grey as the machine flew over the shrunken deserted Isle of White, accelerating madly, its headlong flight now taken over by its jet engines as the four rotor blades disengaged from the main drive to perform as a rotating wing for the rest of the journey.


	 


	Ruth and Mary


	After a tedious six-hour journey, Ruth watched the bus as it drove off down the wooded lane, after which Mary shouldered her rucksack and took her on an hour-long hike through the woods. 


	They arrived eventually at a barn standing next to a small deserted farmhouse. 


	There, Mary took a sturdy-looking pony from the stable inside the barn and set it in the traces of a small four-wheeled buggy, kept well hidden under the overhanging branches of a huge oak tree. She loaded the buggy with supplies, secreted in the old building. 


	Ruth, curious, approached the pony. 


	He stood at twelve hands, a gelding, red brown in colour with a lighter brown mane and tale. 


	She placed her head next to his. She could smell the oats he had just eaten. 


	She blew on his nostrils and the pony nodded his head. Ruth giggled and then laughed.


	Mary turned to her and asked, “What’s so funny.” 


	She told her, “He is, he wants to go riding in the sea as he used to do, he wants us to ride him naked with no saddle, and he thinks you are my mother.”


	Mary came closer and looked at the animal.


	The creature turned its head to her and she felt a warm glow encompassing her whole body. She gasped. “Is he telepathic. Can he speak?”


	Ruth laughed giddily then told her, “No you silly, all animals are like that. They have feelings and memories, just like you and me; they show pictures and you and I can sense, see them that is all.”


	Mary smiled and hurried back to the barn. She returned with the last of the supplies, left there under Clarke’s instructions. They loaded them on the buggy and set off for the hills.


	Staying off the main roads they travelled through the wooded areas and two days later before dawn arrived they reached a secluded stone cottage on the edge of a small wood.


	 












Chapter Nine



	Family


	Failing as always in his attempt, Sol, appearing as a faint pale yellow ball, tried desperately to burn through the permanent cloud cover in order to feed the four-score old-fashioned solar panels mounted on the roofs of a 1920’s refurbished farmhouse and its adjoining buildings that helped support the large Stegorn generator in the cellar. The cloud cover, claimed the scientists by way of recompense, was a godsend as it protected the Earth’s population from Sol’s deadly rays. 


	Inside the main building, Sarah Webb, math’s teacher, slipped from the arms of Morpheus and woke to sounds and sighs as her husband John made love with Daisy, now a trainee surgeon, doggy-style, on his bed on the far side of the huge brick-walled bedroom, the light body-slaps echoing softly around the large room. 


	The room, containing four beds, three cots and a large sink with an electric boiler, was on the top floor of the three-storey farmhouse, it, together with the large bathroom, took up a whole floor. 


	She lay there listening in her mind to Daisy as she subconsciously whimpered mentally like some pleading dog bitch. 


	Feeling a little flushed from the passionate wavelengths writhing in her head and a little ashamed of her and Veronica’s newfound ability to eavesdrop mentally, she ‘switched off’. 


	She slipped out naked from under the duvet on her double bed and stood up, stretching, then she looked down at the infant, her ten-month-old daughter, Rebecca, her third child, still asleep in her cot, breathing softly. 


	Moving quietly, she walked over to her twin sister, Veronica, who watched her with one eye open as she approached.


	The infant by her bed stirred and opened its eyes to greet Sarah with a smile. 


	She looked down at the boy, also ten months old and thought to him, not sure, if he would hear her or not, ‘Good morning, David, did you sleep well?’


	The baby surprised her by cooing happily and waved its arms and legs. 


	Sarah turned to her twin as she threw back her duvet and stroked her slightly swollen tummy, a copy of her sisters. She sent to her, ‘Do you think he heard me.’ 


	Veronica answered in kind, ‘I’m not sure, but it would be something if he could.’ 


	Sarah smoothed her hand over her own baby bulge and her shaven abdomen and smiled at the memory of her and her husband’s intimate soapy ministrations from yesterday evening, and what followed after, and then the slow, luxurious sexual intercourse from two hours previous. 


	Veronica, a fully qualified Paediatrician, reached into the cot and lifted out the cooing baby. Laying it on her lap, and holding it with her right arm she guided it to her breast where it fastened onto the nipple and sucked greedily. She looked up at her daydreaming sister, standing there stroking her tummy absently, and thought to her, ‘Dear sister, have you fed the hungry beast yet?’


	Sarah turned and looked over at the couple lying on the bed, their limbs entwined as they kissed and caressed; then she turned back and smiled at her sister, quietly feeding her baby. Although they could communicate quite easily mentally, sometimes they felt more comfortable using the conventional method and smiling knowingly she said, “Daisy has already seen to that, he seems to be satisfied at the moment, but who knows?” Then she added mentally, ‘Maybe he will take one or both of us again before breakfast if we work on him?’


	Her sister grinned and said aloud, “I meant baby Rebecca, you know what they are like in the mornings. As for John, he left you satisfied a while ago.” She tapped the side of her head. “I heard you downstairs in the barn, having a roll in the hay.” 


	Sarah stretched and smiled at the memory. “He woke me earlier on and I helped him to milk Bertha and Rosie and boil the eggs for breakfast.” 


	Veronica grinned. “And afterwards you reaped your just rewards, as if we didn’t get enough yesterday evening.”


	She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “My word, that man is insatiable, or so he thinks.”


	“He has great stamina, which is a blessing.”


	“He eats like a horse too; luckily he doesn’t shag like one.”


	Sarah smiled knowingly, remembering their first experience of a stallion servicing a mare. She stretched once more as she walked across to her infant who was wide awake and waiting patiently for her breakfast. After lifting her out of the cot, she kissed her gently then held her close to her breast, the child’s mouth searched for and on finding its objective, stuck to it like a limpet.


	Smiling down at the baby, she turned and then looked to her sister, there she saw John, aged thirty-three and as randy as hell, sitting next to her, fondling her and the child. She saw Daisy hurrying to the bathroom, twisting and piling her waist-long, black hair into a large shower cap. 


	Sarah walked slowly around the room watching her infant fill its not so tiny stomach. 


	Seconds later the sound of Daisy’s cries came from the showers as she braved the cold blast. 


	She emerged minutes later rubbing her back with a large towel. When she had finished drying herself she hung it over an adjacent chair, removed her shower cap and picked up her eleven month-old baby from his cot. 


	She smiled as the golden-skinned boy, John junior, clung to her breast, sucking like a starving piglet. 


	She joined Sarah and they walked over to the trio on Veronica’s bed. Daisy’s features brightened up as she grinned at her husband and the twins.


	John smiled at them. “Good morning, ladies, feeding time at the zoo again.” 


	Sarah pulled a face. “Ow!” She smiled painfully, “Baby has sharp teeth already.” 


	John stood up and stretched his long lean body.


	Veronica looked with longing at his torso and giving in to temptation, stroked his buttocks, smoothing her hand slowly over the skin.


	He regarded her and the feeding baby affectionately. 


	She tentatively ran her tongue over her lips, and her eyes rose up to meet his.


	John looked at a grinning Daisy and then back at Veronica, who was breathing faster than normal. 


	Sarah sensed Veronica playing with John’s libido and she suppressed a giggle as he suddenly turned away from them, saying, “Well, I think it’s time for a shower.”


	As John walked off, Veronica stood up and baby David’s mouth left her nipple with a loud sucking noise, she thrusted the surprised infant into her sister’s arms and pushed its face onto the other, vacant breast. “Just hold him for a while, you have enough for two.” Then grinning gleefully, she ran after John’s retreating form into the bathroom.


	Daisy and Sarah waited in silence then laughed quietly like conspirators on hearing Veronica’s cries under the blast of the ice cold shower, held under by their husband who had a strange affinity to ice-cold water. 


	Sarah sat down on Veronica’s bed, re-adjusting the two babies as they sucked more vigorously; thoroughly aware they were drinking in tandem, but not sure when the supply of mother milk would run out. 


	Forcibly cutting out Veronica’s mental groans of ecstasy from her mind, which were sending her slowly into another mental euphoria; she looked forcibly up at Daisy. “Just think what we are missing.” 


	Daisy grinned. “Which do you mean the shower or the shag? I’ve already showered and John has just had me and he had you in the barn earlier on.” 


	As Daisy paused, Sarah frowned wondering how she could have known, then Daisy said, laughing softly while reaching out to her, “You still have hay in your hair.”


	To Sarah’s surprise, Daisy fumbled in her mass of wavy black hair, pulled out a small green stalk and handed it to her. Then she looked at her baby, John who seemed to be intent on draining her dry, and she rolled her eyes. She looked at the milk slowly dripping from her other breast. She shook her head as it trickled on down over her slightly bulging stomach, her pregnancy already two months ahead of the twins and sighed. “What a waste, and I’m starving.” 


	The twenty-nine year-old Oriental turned to the faint cries still coming from the bathroom and grinned at Sarah’s feigned, nonchalant expression.


	Sarah looked down at the two brown-skinned babies on her lap who, to her mind, were definitely racing to fill their bellies before the milk supply dried up. 


	Smiling and shaking her head, she turned and walked with her infant, who had finished in record time, to her bed where she undressed him and bathed him in the specially designed sink.


	 After she dressed him and herself she left the room with him to prepare breakfast. 


	Sarah, wincing every now and then, looked down at the guzzling infants who had slowed their pace somewhat, sighing with relief as they eventually finished.   


	After burping both of them, she returned David to his cot, prior to bathing Rebecca in the large sink in warm water after which she dried and dressed the girl. 


	Veronica came into the room, her features still reflecting the rapture of a few moments ago. She picked up David from his cot, and undressed him, preparing him for his bath, and called out to Sarah as she laid baby Rebecca back in her cot, “Thank you sister dear, I really needed that.” 


	Sarah smiled at her, noticing the unused toothbrush in her hand. “Didn’t you clean your teeth then, is there no more powder?” 


	Veronica glanced at the bathroom doorway and said, “I, er, thought I would see to David first, and er, give you a chance to, er, clean yours with John.” 


	“Is he still there?” Sarah rose without waiting for an answer. 


	Veronica smiled to herself as her sister dashed towards the bathroom entrance.


	She found him brushing his teeth. 


	He mumbled, “I had to use the loo, couldn’t wait.”


	She took her toothbrush, wet it under the tap and dipped it in the tooth powder. 


	They brushed in silence. 


	She read his thoughts that were combined with Veronica’s. 


	He rinsed his mouth and she copied him. 


	They turned as one, each with the same thing in mind and she crushed her body fully against his and their mouths met, tongues fighting, their hands groping, squeezing, stroking. 


	They broke off breathless. 


	He reached out, touched her breasts.


	She stood there her tongue licking her lips gazing at his body as it moved closer. 


	She reached out, caressed his cheek her fingertips trailing down his body. 


	He gasped as she grabbed his stiffened phallus, “Stop that, it’s nice,” he said, retaliating by kneading her vulva, his fingers sinking wetly, deeply inside her vagina.


	Panting heavily she turned away from him, leaned forward placing her hands on the rim of the washbasin. She said as she widened her stance, “Ready when you are.”


	 


	Kids


	On the floor below, eleven-year-old Jasmine, Veronica’s daughter, held on with difficulty to six-year-old Annie, Suzy and Marie as they struggled under the shower’s ice-cold deluge. 


	Peter, the eldest at thirteen grinned at his half-brothers, Thornton and Simon, before yelling at the squealing girls, their little brown bodies shivering. “Stop it you lot, we all have a shower before breakfast, so get used to it.”


	Jasmine let them out and they ran over to a chair where a pile of towels lay. 


	They each took one, rubbed their heads briefly and scurried out of the room.


	Jasmine stepped casually under the running shower, washed herself between her thighs thoroughly and then sauntered off with a hip-swinging gate to the pile of towels. 


	Her twin brother, Thornton, said to Simon, as Peter stepped quickly under the shower, “Women!”


	Peter rubbed his curly black hair vigorously, washed between his legs and stepped out quickly, gasping. 


	Thornton moved with exaggerated slowness under the icy blast, washing himself with equal lethargy. He took his time coming out, grinning at Simon as he stepped under the flow, washing himself high-speed.


	Simon came out of the shower, shivering. He pointed at Thornton’s groin and his waving phallus as he swung his hips. “Look, he’s got a bloody-great hard-on,” he said, “and he’s got more hair.” He looked down at his naked genitals, at his dangling penis and several curls and then at Peter’s hairy groin saying. “I haven’t got a single one.”


	“Oh, shut up Simon, you soon will have,” said Jasmine, not yet dressed, posing in the doorway, not bothering to hide her curly display, or budding breasts. She grinned at their expressions and their roving eyes, realising her brothers, like her, were maturing quite fast.


	“Breakfast is waiting. Get dressed. Last one downstairs is a cow’s backside.” 


	 


	Breakfast


	The Webb family were seated at a long wooden table in the kitchen where all meals were taken. 


	The seven children, their hair still damp from their morning shower, waited hungrily as Daisy dished out the porridge, which disappeared down hungry gullets while the three infants, David, John and Rebecca, looked on from their high chairs in curiosity. 


	John left his seat, filled a large milk jug from a two-gallon urn, standing the jug on the table next to another one. 


	Sarah and Veronica filled the ten beakers with milk while Daisy cut the bread as John distributed wedges of cheese first to the children before dividing the rest. 


	Porky, a brown-brindled, white American Bull Terrier looked on, grinning like a loon, her pink tongue flapping as she panted in expectation, waiting for some fallen morsel in order to fill her ‘ever-empty’ stomach.


	With their school books packed, the children waited with their mothers as John led Hero, a huge, black Shire horse out of the stable already secured in the traces of an open wagon. The stallion waited patiently as the family climbed aboard by way of the rear steps and took their places on the double benches of a converted hay cart, its four huge wheels rimmed with steel. 


	Sarah opened the barnyard doors. 


	With John in the driver’s seat, Hero moved forward through the doorway. 


	Sarah closed the doors and trotted after the wagon. She stepped nimbly on board and took her place next to her son and daughter, Peter and Marie. 


	Daisy passed baby Rebecca to her and she slipped her into the sling hanging across her chest. John clicked his tongue and Hero broke into a gentle trot along the main road.


	They entered the quiet city, passing empty buildings, most of them previously occupied by the infertile and the prematurely aged. The three women gazed up at them, sorrow lining their features. Veronica said, “I can remember when these streets were full of people.”


	Daisy said, “Yes, old people.”


	Sarah looked at the passers-by. “Dad told me that when he was young there was hardly room to move in the towns and cities, overcrowding, everywhere. And look at it now.”


	Daisy waved to a young, smartly-dressed woman carrying a briefcase heading in the same direction. Sarah asked, “Who is that, is she from the college?”


	Daisy nodded. “She’s one of John’s elder students,” she said, “she’s married, in case you were wondering.”


	They reached the market place and greeted people they knew from farm produce trading as they drove by the dozens of stalls.


	As they neared the university, they passed a woman dressed in the light-grey and black uniform of the protectors, seated on a horse at a main junction. 


	She waved, and smiled as they crossed over and the children waved back cheerfully. 


	At the next junction they stopped to allow a double, milk delivery wagon, drawn by six mules to pass. 


	As they waited they received disgruntled looks from a small crowd of elderly men and women standing on the corner.


	Three protectors, on patrol, approached the group from behind.


	One of them, a sergeant, called out. “You there, look down! Do you hear me?”


	One of the men turned angrily, facing the sergeant who’d called out. 


	The protector pulled out a snub-nosed weapon, a taser gun and the man stared at him in defiance.


	John realized they were childless couples and it filled him with sadness. 


	The two groups turned to face him as he said, “Good morning, Sergeant Brent, we understand how they feel and we are not offended, we wish them well and you and your people too.”


	The sergeant, often on duty at the university said, “As you wish, Professor Webb,” and replaced his weapon.


	The angry man, a dark-skinned, grey-haired Asian looked at John intently and his anger faded, he smiled widely at John, bowed his head in greeting and turned back to his silent companions who walked with him across the road. 


	John felt something course through his synapses, whispers and pleasant odours and something akin to pleasure, something that faded quickly with the man’s departure leaving John wondering if there was some sort of mental virus in the air, one that led people to imagine they could her other people’s thoughts or feelings. 


	His thoughts were interrupted as the protectors waved to the children and children called out to them as they headed off in the opposite direction. With the way now clear, John clicked his tongue and Hero walked on. 


	Jasmine said, “Who were those other people, Mummy?”


	Daisy looked across at Veronica, seated next to Susan. She raised her right eyebrow slightly then looked up at the permanently grey sky and down to her daughter, her features saddened. “They are the infertile, my dear.”


	Sarah’s daughter, Annie, tugged on Daisy’s sleeve. “What does that mean, Daisy?”


	Daisy looked at Sarah, who nodded and Daisy said, “It means they can never have children, and never have a real family.”


	Annie looked at Sarah and said, “That is so sad,” as a tear rolled down her cheek.


	















Chapter Ten



	French


	His leather-heeled boots impacted loudly on the wooden floor as he paced back and forth, mumbling to himself, advertising to anyone present that Colonel French was in no mood for fools. 


	Major Reagan, an ambitious helicopter squadron commander, stood stiffly to attention. “He may have taken her with him, sir.”


	French stopped his pacing, normally he would say something scathing, but at the moment he was wondering about a recent event and why Reagan hadn’t deserted along with those two dozen junior pilots who’d joined the rebels. 


	“No Major, he didn’t. One of our informants, at the Petersfield Amalgamated Churches garage, reported one of their buses went missing on the same day that we lost six of our aircraft in the area of Johnston’s family cemetery. It was gone the best part of the day, and nobody knew who took it or returned it. So we must assume she is still in the adjacent area.” 


	He continued his pacing while a junior officer, Sub-lieutenant Fox, seated at his desk in the corner, watched him nervously.


	Reagan asked, “What happened to our aircraft, sir?”


	French stopped his pacing, and looked up at the ceiling. “They apparently met their demise after discovering massive air movement. They must have discovered a rebel base containing military air and ground vehicles we thought had finished up as scrap.” 


	The boots crashed down once more.


	Fox, plucking up courage, stood up, “Ex, er, excuse me, sir, I, I have, er, been thinking, could it be that some convents t-take in orphans? She c-could be hiding there.”


	French stopped his pacing abruptly. 


	His face lit up and he turned to the young man, beaming.


	He took several large paces forward and laid a hand upon the young man’s shoulder feeling it tense in anticipation of some scornful remark. 


	“Sub-lieutenant Fox, such an observation from one so young deserves promotion. You will join Major Reagan as First Lieutenant in his search for this girl, that is, after you have drawn up a list of all the convents in the Southern and Northern districts, and don’t forget to pick up your new insignia.”


	Fox’s heart lifted and he shot to attention and saluted, without waiting for the return salute he darted out the door, followed by Reagan, leaving French smiling widely.


	 


	Lesson Time


	“The most common symptom of sibling rivalry is frequent or continuous demands for attention: the older child -.” John turned to the open door on his right. A young couple stood there looking up at the students seated in the auditorium. He enquired politely, “Can I help you at all?” 


	The woman, in her early twenties said, “Sorry, sir, we were looking for the Art class.” 


	John looked at his watch. “It‘s further down the hall on your left.”


	The woman nodded her thanks and after her and her partner ran their gaze once more over the students she closed the door behind her. 


	John resumed his lecture, “The older child may want to be held and carried about, especially when the parent is involved with the newborn sibling.” 


	The bell for coffee break sounded and John called out, “Turn to page sixteen. ‘What causes sibling rivalry?’ Read it in your break and I will see you all back here in thirty minutes, for question time.”


	In the teachers lounge after their lunch break, John sat with Daisy, Sarah and Veronica and their babies, who were sleeping peacefully on their mother’s laps after their feed. Daisy removed a wet milk-pad from inside her cotton halter and dropped it into a waste bin.


	John, reclining on the large sofa with Veronica on his left and Daisy and Sarah on his right, looked around the room first, after which he looked at his wives.


	He had his pet names for them: the volcano, the wildcat and the seductress. He smiled, the memories of making love to each of these individuals coasted through his mind, aided, unknown to him, by Sarah and Veronica.   


	Keeping his voice low, he said to them, “I’ve got something interesting to tell you, I had a chat with Florence Matheson the art teacher earlier on; she told me about an eighteen-year-old boy whom she called a fast developer. His work as a graphic artist was way beyond his years. At the age of twelve he drew in graphite an exact full-size copy of Picasso’s ‘Guernica’ on the classroom wall from memory, but what troubled her was his work of late. 


	He had several, large and rather gruesome drawings in coloured pencil, very vivid drawings showing scenes of rape and murder. She showed me the drawings first thing this morning before class began. When I say vivid, I mean explicit in every detail, but what stood out was, all of the antagonists had the same ventriloquist dummy’s face, not only that, the victims had no ears, and no mouths. 


	The aggressors were dressed in grey, and naked mutilated bodies lay strewn about. When she asked the boy about the victims missing features, he replied, ‘You don’t need a mouth to scream, or ears to hear the suffering.’.”


	Veronica glanced across at Sarah and said softly, “The poor boy, what did you make of him?” 


	John looked around once more and said, still speaking quietly, “Just before lunch break I went to the art class to see him, just to have a chat with him, Matheson told me he wasn’t there. He hadn’t come back after coffee break.” 


	Daisy asked him, “Can we see the drawings?”


	John looked at her and his shoulders sagged. “No, they’ve gone too.”


	Sarah, with her erotic thoughts on hold, spoke in almost a whisper. 


	“It may be a coincidence, but one of my pupils, Kristy May, an Asian girl just turned seventeen, she didn’t come back after coffee break either. 


	And another strange coincidence, I used to think she was one of the brilliant ones, but recently I had the feeling she was picking my brains mentally.” 


	Daisy said, “You mean telepa-.”


	Sarah cut her off, “What I meant was she had the answers to all the equations, seconds after they were on the board.” 


	Veronica thought to her, ‘Be careful, I feel we are not alone here.’ Then she asked her, “Have you informed their parents?” 


	Sarah corrected her saying, “I informed her foster parents, thinking she was with them, and they were most upset, they are with the director now.” 


	John frowned and said, “That’s strange, the boy, Richard Cairne, came from a foster family too.” He smiled as he glanced at Daisy, “He’s black like me and his foster parents are both Koreans.” 


	Veronica thought to her sister, ‘Are you thinking what I am thinking?’ 


	Sarah looked at her, ‘Then it must be true, but where have they gone?’


	She replied with a hint of fear, ‘I have my suspicions, I knew we weren’t an exception, and we had better be careful.’


	Sarah said quickly, “I have a feeling that they may have run away together, to start a family; they are after all, old enough, maybe their parents knew of their relationship and weren’t in favour?”


	John said, “You may be right. Matheson said the youth was particularly drawn to a certain Asian girl. I’ll suggest it to the director.” 


	Veronica changed the subject, feeling more than seeing the curious stares from several of the room’s occupants. 


	She raised her voice slightly, “There were bombings in Manchester, Birmingham, and London yesterday.”


	“Several government buildings were damaged, and some civilians were hurt.” 


	Daisy asked, “Who was it this time, the abortion abolitionists or the religious nutters?” 


	Veronica answered, “I don’t know really, one of my colleagues heard it on the radio this morning.” 


	Sarah nudged Veronica mentally and asked, ‘I’m in the mood for it again, shall we continue?’


	Veronica agreed, ‘Yes, let’s lay it on him.’


	Suddenly John stretched his arms out. 


	He managed to reach Daisy, sitting on the outside, and pulled all three of them gently to him.


	The three women giggled quietly while moving inwards. 


	Daisy said, “Watch out girls, he’s getting randy again.” 


	Veronica said hopefully, “We’ve time for more than an hours swim before the next classes haven’t we.”


	Sarah joined in, “We can leave these little darlings in the student’s nursery while we enjoy ourselves.”


	John said, “Good idea, I am feeling a bit tense.” 


	Daisy sniggered. “Let’s go then, while you can still stand up properly.” 


	The four rose up eagerly and left the quietness of the lounge, watched by several inquiring eyes.


	***


	Mother Superior experienced a sense of foreboding as something darkened her mind, something alien but recognizable as fear. Then she felt the children’s voices churn through her mind and she sensed their apprehension.       


	She rose from behind her desk and hastened to the door and found Sister Theresa standing there, her hand raised ready to knock. She told her as she walked past her, “We have to leave, Sister, something is going on, the children sense something and I feel it too,” she stopped talking and closed her eyes, “Something wicked is approaching, we are in danger.” 


	Her breath caught at these words and she stopped and turned round, her eyes wide and said, “Gather the children, pack the bare essentials, I shall go to the kitchen and prepare some…” Her voice trailed off and she smiled, “My goodness!” she exclaimed, and hurried on with Sister Theresa in tow.


	They emerged onto the courtyard and found the other nuns loading the three buses. All the children stood there, ready for travelling. One of the younger ones called out, “Mother, they are coming for us.” All the others nodded in unison and she heard their whispers in her mind, “Bad people – Wickedness – Destruction.”  


	Sister Theresa called over her shoulder, “I must help in the kitchen,” and disappeared back inside the building.


	***


	Well into her pregnancy and humming in her mind to her unborn child, she watched in fascination as a Red squirrel chipped the shell off a hazelnut and consumed the contents, then carefully removed another one from a cluster and chipped away once more.


	Ruth, gazing hungrily up at the tree branches high above her. 


	‘I wish I was a squirrel, then I wouldn’t have to use a ladder, and those nuts look so delicious the way that little fellow is tucking in.


	She looked around at the other trees and turned back again as she heard a rustle. 


	There, sat in front of her was the squirrel holding a bunch of Hazel nuts, he dropped them purposefully on the ground and looked up at her. He chattered loudly and Ruth said aloud, “Thank you.” 


	The tiny animal turned and shot off, running up the tree easily. 


	After picking up the nut cluster she watched other squirrels at work while walking on through the woods. She stopped as she heard in the recess of her mind, the sound of someone crying and calling out in desperation and calling her name. She heard other voices and she recognized some of them as they became stronger.


	Then the sound stopped and she gasped in surprise, she had heard Joseph, and he had called her in a way that frightened her. ‘Help please, Ruth, help please.’


	She dropped the nuts in her haste as she ran back towards the cottage. She entered breathless and saw Mary at the sink peeling potatoes, and thinking to her, she said hurriedly, ‘Joseph, bad people, help.’


	Mary reeled from the mental blow and staggered physically from the emotion flooding her senses. 


	She turned and looked at Ruth, standing there panting, her hands clasped to her slightly swollen stomach and sensed a growing feeling of horror, overridden with fear, followed by one of desperation. She asked aloud unable to think straight, “What is it child, what about Joseph?” 


	Ruth calmed down, breathing deep and evenly. 


	The feelings inside Mary’s head ceased, she sighed in relief and asked the frightened girl verbally once more, “Gently now, say it slowly. Is it the orphanage?” 


	Ruth nodded, sending feelings of dislike, thinking, ‘Bad people coming, there.’ 


	Mary took out her mobile and dialled, ignoring the possibilities of detection, and said, “Hello, Mother Superior, Ruth is afraid something bad is going to happen where you are. What should I do, how can I help?”


	The answer came back, “We know, Mary, the children know, we are going now, and you must do the same as we, run, run and hide.” 


	Mary hung up as the line went dead. She called out, “Ruth, we must leave immedi…” She stopped and looked at the vacant kitchen doorway then rushed out into the yard and called out once more. She hurried to the buggy standing at the side of the building. The collar and harness lay on the ground and the short reins were missing from their hook. 


	She hurried around to the rear of the cottage searching for the pony in its paddock, then she saw Ruth seated on its bare back as it cantered around the bend in the road.


	‘She shouldn’t be riding a horse in her condition,’ and remembered the promise she made to Johnston. 


	She rushed back into the cottage, grabbed a rucksack, and filled it with supplies. She pulled on a pair of hiking boots, a thick pullover and an Anorak and set forth. It was obvious to her where Ruth was heading without searching for her in her mind.


	 












Chapter Eleven



	Deception


	Sister Theresa froze at the wheel as several grey helicopters flew by above the three convent buses. The small children whimpered in fear, ceasing as others quietened them with their thoughts. Three older girls sat on the rear seat with a youth, holding one another’s hands, their eyes closed.


	Mother Superior crossed herself, looked at the teenage girl on the seat next to her, and said, “Do not be afraid my child, the Lord is on our side.”


	The girl smiled. “We aren’t afraid, Mother, we have everything under control,” she said and turned to the quartet at the rear; two youths and two pregnant girls. “They can’t see us, we are invisible to them.”


	***


	Having flown over the fugitives, Major Reagan ceased thinking about roast chicken, sprouts with new potatoes, his favourite meal. Fully puzzled, wondering what he was thinking before, he looked at the instruments as he was sure it was something he had seen there. He looked at Fox. 


	The young man stared straight ahead, his hands steady on the controls as he licked his lips. 


	He listened. The ether whispered back. He shrugged mentally, carried on watching the horizon, glancing at the infrared observation monitors occasionally.


	***


	As the distance between the three buses and the greybirds increased, everyone relaxed. 


	After a while, Mother Superior spotted a broad, deep opening in the trees. 


	She drove inside, followed by the other vehicles. 


	She turned to her passengers. “Time for a rest, I am sure you are all hungry as I am famished,” she said. 


	She climbed out of the bus with the rest of them then everyone congregated around her in the shade as they knelt in prayer.


	***


	Mary Stamford, foot-sore and weary after four hours of tramping through the woods, looked up at the leadened sky. She heard the Greybird approaching and drew back under the shelter of a large oak tree while consulting her watch, noting how slowly the protector force had reacted to her illegal phone-call. 


	After it passed over, she decided to stop for a break. She slipped off her pack, dropped down and leaned back against a large tree trunk. She took out the hastily prepared sandwiches and thought about the chicken casserole she had left behind on the wood-fired stove. Soon after, sleep claimed her.


	***


	Helicopter pilot Devine gazed around her and clicked on her microphone and spoke, “Greybird, niner, zero, calling.”     


	“Come in, niner, zero,” came the abrupt answer.


	She leaned back in her cockpit chair as she reported, “We have investigated the vicinity of illegal transmission. Finding is negative, repeat negative.”


	“Search any buildings for any relevant information, report findings, out.”


	She turned in time to see Kennedy framed in the cottage doorway, she watched as she approached languidly, smiling widely. She stopped before the open cockpit door, held up a chicken drumstick, took a small bite and then offered it to Devine who enclosed her mouth around it and sucked hard, after which Kennedy stood there with a comparatively clean chicken bone in her hand. She laughed giddily and asked, “Where did you learn to do that?”


	Devine finished chewing and swallowed. “You seem to forget, I like yourself have three children and it wasn’t the stork that brought them.” She indicated the cottage and asked, “Is there any more of that inside?”


	Kennedy nodded. “There’s a whole pot-full and it’s still hot.”


	Devine climbed down from the machine. “Well, we can’t let it go to waste, can we?”


	Kennedy met her and they kissed each other softly on the lips.


	She took her by the arm and pulled her along towards the small building, “We are to investigate the surroundings for relevant information and report our findings, not only that, I am hungry.” 


	As they stepped inside the pair of them undressed. “Is there a bedroom here,” said Devine.


	Kennedy pulled her down to the rug. “The rug will do,” she said and proceeded once more to kiss her partner.


	***


	Reagan stepped down from the cockpit, Fox hurried round to him. “Looks like we are too late, sir, there was nothing visible from above.”


	Reagan called out to the commandos as they poured out of the three machines. “Sergeant Billings, round everybody up, there should be children here, possibly hidden by the nuns. Just bring the children. Ignore the others.”


	Twenty minutes later Reagan looked at the grim-faced man as he exited from the building; he shook his head lightly, stood there, waiting. 


	Reagan spoke into his mobile, “The place is empty, sir, just like the others.”…”Yes, sir”…”As you wish, sir.”


	He called out to the waiting troopers, “Set it alight, burn everything, just like the others.”


	Fox was grinning.


	***


	French put down his mobile, controlling his anger. He paced the floor for a while then stopped, a smile warmed his features and walked slowly over to his desk, picked up his external phone and dialled. 


	He seated himself in his leather chair and relaxed as he waited for his connection. “Major Barnard, Colonel French here, I have to inform you that Colonel Burke will not be visiting the Brampton Garrison as expected, he called to say he has broken off his trip to visit the horse trials at Newark and he will be returning to Cambridge just after 1400.”


	He paused then added, “As far as I could gather he will be travelling through the Shoreham Forest on horseback. You can expect him around 16:30. Give him my compliments.” 


	French placed the phone back in its receiver cradle and leaned back in his swivel chair smiling widely. He placed his booted foot against his desk and shoved. 


	The chair, on its five castors, sailed across the room, turning slowly. This was a practiced choreography, for as the chair neared the window, after a half-turn, he placed both feet on the floor and after sliding slowly to a stop, rose up elegantly. He took several paces to the floor-to-ceiling window and raised his arms as if in recognition. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, lowering his arms at the same time while whispering to the room, “One day at a time, my dear, one day at a time.” Then he giggled and turned to his chair. 


	***


	As the sun rose somewhere in the north east, a huge reptile, lying at rest in its glass case, flicked its tongue out, sensing the air vibrations, tasting its mistress’s scent. 


	Ferret, in her private quarters, barely used by her except to make love with her partner or feed some luckless animal to Watcher, spoke quickly and briefly into her illegal mobile to her secondary contact, twenty minutes after failing to contact her direct controller, “Here Ferret, Eagle negative. Cam Boss in wood today, two pee-em on horse from Newmark.”


	 












Chapter Twelve



	The Forest


	Almost imperceptible in the artificial semi-darkness of his tent, a place where he ate, slept, a man dressed in dark, mottled-green military camouflage dress, listened intently to the brief message on his mobile. 


	General Bill Henson, a qualified construction engineer, was no longer concerned with building, but with destroying. He was the commander of the Norfolk Brigade in England. Although second-in-command to General Friedman of the United European Forces, he worked independent of him. His job was to destroy all protector property and inflict as many casualties, wherever and whenever possible.


	His stronghold lay deep in Watton Forest, a huge expanse of rolling, sometimes hilly, greenery, replanted and extended by several conservation groups at the end of the twentieth century, with its edge some twenty kilometres from the Norwich road. His force of eighteen thousand, men and women, hunted and foraged the wooded terrain, they ate, slept, and even made love in scores of hides, way above the ground. 


	They also worked and lived as married couples, lovers or singles inside a network of tunnels, the entrances of which were wide enough to hide an APC or a small tank. 


	Henson’s four wives and ten of his children were safe from war, living and working in a large farming community based on the Eastern coast of Ireland, a safe haven for many of his trooper’s families. He stuffed his mobile inside his tunic and looked at the naked woman before him; one of his new wives, twenty years his junior. 


	He gazed at her muscular body, dyed dark green, as she pulled on her camouflage clothing, her face impassive. 


	He spoke in almost a whisper. “Burke has decided to go for a horse ride. He will be passing through Cambridge forest after departing around two pm from Newmarket. This is our chance to take him out without exposing our people too much.” 


	“You know the forest and you know where to encounter him, depart now with your people, and make preparations.”


	She nodded in answer and they neared one another and embraced. They kissed long and slow, and as they separated, he added. “He will be accompanied and on horseback, so there will be prizes.”


	Corporal Jennifer Croft, twenty-two, left the tiny, camouflaged rebel HQ without making a sound, carrying her Bowmaster compact bow.


	Moving closer to the doorway where the half-light was a little stronger, Henson looked down at the list of volunteers on the assassination team. He saw his eldest son’s name at the very top. He resisted the urge to call Croft back and tell her his son, Kenai, twenty-five years old and son of his Mongolian wife, would be staying behind, safe, out of danger. 


	He smiled proudly as he stuffed the list into his tunic pocket, knowing his son would refuse to obey, he not only had his mother’s indomitable spirit he also had her hand-made recurve bow, a natural choice for a descendant of the Mongol hordes that had once terrorized the world’s largest continent eight centuries ago, he also knew Kenai’s wife would have joined him if it weren’t for her eight-month pregnancy.


	Outside the camouflaged opening, but still well inside the forest, Croft signalled silently to her team, as always, concealed in the surrounding foliage, to move out. They appeared as silent shadow-like ghosts. They were specialists like her, one of their specialties being the quick and soundless termination of their victims with their knives. After the undergrowth gave them up, they moved off after her towards their waiting transport. 


	Croft and the others departed in a captured protector APC complete with markings, watched by Henson from the safety of the trees through his digital binoculars as it rolled over the uneven landscape. 


	He held his breath as a protector attack helicopter, in whisper mode, flew by overhead. 
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	It buzzed the grey and black APC as it continued its journey. 


	Several hand-held heat-seeking missile launchers trained on the copter’ from the forest periphery, its radio talk monitored by the operators. 


	Henson relaxed as the machine pulled away and headed back over the forest once more, searching as usual in vain, for rebel activity.


	***


	Colonel “Hangman” Burke, an obese and cruel man and head of Cambridge Protectorate, was not overly concerned as he rode at a gallop through the forest outside Cambridge with six of his junior officers. He felt safe; being not far from his headquarters, on what he thought was his secret return journey from Newmarket.


	He ducked involuntary as a hornet, or some large insect whizzed past him at supersonic speed; followed by others, then several more buzzed by in quick succession. Alarmed by these noises that reminded him of something, his thoughts faltered and his heart started to pound. 


	With his throat dry and his mouth sticky, he turned in his saddle for confirmation of his suspicions, wishing hopefully that he was wrong, when another hornet zipped by him. He gasped in horror as his second in line flew backwards off his mount, with a feathered shaft protruding from his chest.


	Burke saw the empty saddles of his companion’s horses following him and he pulled to a halt. 


	The other horses cantered by and he turned his steed and saw the trail of bodies on the wide woodland road. He looked around him, searching in the stillness of the woods, continually turning his horse, his eyes wide with fear. 


	The horse, a white Arab stallion, snickered, snorted, and reared slightly as over a dozen ghostly figures in camouflage dress appeared from the foliage on both sides of the road, with three of them blocking his path. 


	They stood with strung hunting bows, contraptions of rigid metal, wood, cables, and pulleys, except for one, held by a well-built Eurasian man. 


	He was holding a recurve bow of ancient design, hand-made out of wood, sinew, and bone, every bit as powerful as its modern-day cousins. 


	Burke knew the potential of these powerful devices, as he had used one for hunting in Africa and North America and recently for target practice on a suspected female terrorist. 


	One of the figures, a woman, spoke, “We thought you would appreciate fading this way, Burke, as you are such an avid fan of this ancient sport.” 


	Burke looked in dread at the loaded Bowmaster compound bow, he became aware of a warm sensation in his groin as he urinated involuntarily in his trousers and he giggled insanely. At the distance of twenty meters, he saw the projectile strung in the woman’s bow. 


	He was aware of its arrowhead’s capabilities, the head would open up on impact, and three or four razor sharp blades would slice through flesh, cartilage, and bone with a speed of approximately one hundred meters a second. The arrow now aimed at him would go straight through him and fly on for at least another three hundred meters. 


	He was curious as to how they found out about his ‘secret’ journey. He managed to raise one hand and say, “How-,” when the woman let her arrow fly. 


	And, as Burke predicted, the arrow, after entering just below his rib cage, ripped through his left lung, and exited just under his right shoulder blade and embedded itself quivering, shiny with traces of its victim’s body fluids, in a sturdy old oak tree behind him. 


	Burke swayed, in shock, panting, coughing on his blood, open-mouthed in his saddle, as if refusing to fall from his steed, deeming it an undignified way to dismount. 


	Kenai, who had lost a female partner to this man, stepped forward, his face impassive and half-drawing his bow, loosed an arrow, it penetrated Burke’s midriff, the sledgehammer blow knocking him backward. 


	While Burke swayed in the saddle, his mount remained perfectly still as if not wanting to spoil the Eurasian archer’s aim as Kenai moved even nearer and notched another arrow and shot Burke in the face, skewering his skull, slamming him backward with the force, causing him to roll over the horse’s rump and land in an ungainly heap, his legs jerking as if he were walking. 


	His horse turned its head, looked at its dismounted rider, snorted and stepped away. 


	At a whistle from the woman, the road became alive with archers as they emerged from the woods. They removed their arrows carefully and dragged the carcasses away. 


	Jennifer Croft and her team of assassins gathered the dead protector’s horses their riders slung over the saddles.


	They led them through the wooded area to a clearing. There they stripped their victims and flung the naked bodies into a hole dug earlier for that purpose and then quickly and quietly filled it in. 


	When finished, seven riders rode off northwards through the forest, with neither jubilation nor regret, with their well-deserved prizes.


	 












Chapter Thirteen



	Joseph


	On her long journey, Ruth rode, walked, and trotted the pony, letting it graze and water whenever she could. 


	After it stumbled and faltered several times, she dismounted and walked him off the road where she rested with it amongst the trees, watching as it lay flat, breathing steadily its eyes closed. 


	Some time later, as the pony woke and rose up, she continued along the red gravel roadway on foot, leading the pony, but allowing it to make its own pace. 


	After a while she recognized the path and her surroundings, she dropped the reins, leaving the fatigued and hungry animal to make its own way through the nearby orchards.


	She set off at a gentle trot, with Joseph foremost in her mind. 


	She rounded the bend on the orchard road and saw the convent. She hurried along, holding onto her belly, but she knew she was too late as the silence grew and grew inside her head. She reached out to Joseph with her mind and suddenly caught a glimmer and tried to increase her pace. Gasping hoarsely for breath, she slowed down and stopped, holding her sides for a while until her breathing slowed after which she continued on her way and when she saw she had less than two hundred meters to go she started to jog once again.


	She reached the blackened doorway, out of breath once again, and gazed inside. 


	Furniture lay scattered and broken inside the entrance. As she sensed Joseph, she proceeded round the back to the apple orchard, she knew it was he, and that he was still here and walked on a while and found him, curled up in a ball like some tired puppy. She moved nearer and called his name in her mind, ‘Joseph, it is I, Ruth, wake up, wake up now.’
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	His form stirred and he mumbled and rose quickly to a sitting position. “Ruth, Ruth, I can hear you.”


	She knelt on the grass beside him and stroked his cheek. “It is I Joseph. I came as soon as I could. Where are the others?”


	She placed an arm around his shoulders and he leaned on her, touching her with his hands, “I missed you Ruth. The others have gone. I don’t know where. Some bad people came, but they were too late. I ran away at the start and hid here.”


	She pulled him to his feet and kissed him. “We must go and find my Granddad. He will take care of us.”


	“Where is he?


	“He is at sea, because he is a sailor.” She took him by the arm and led him round to the front of the building. They found the pony there, drinking from the water trough. They waited until he had finished and led him round to the orchard, leaving him to forage there. They entered the scorched kitchen. There they found a partly-stale loaf and a hunk of cheese, then a two-litre bottle of fresh milk in a bucket of water under the remains of the shattered sink.  


	They ate their fill and spent the rest of the day in the orchard and made love until the sun went down.


	***


	The twilight woke them and chattering blackbirds greeted them cheekily. 


	While Joseph carried out his ablutions; Ruth gathered nuts and fruit from the orchard and filled her rucksack. She returned to Joseph and they searched around for the pony, after a while they gave up and journeyed back the way Ruth had come.


	Unknown to them, they passed Stamford two hours later as she lay asleep hidden behind a grove of pear trees and raspberry bushes, near to a slowly flowing stream. She had travelled until darkness blinded her and had slept where she fell, exhausted.


	They wandered off the road and made their way through the woods, picking up the occasional windfalls from the wild fruit trees.


	***


	Mary awoke, hungry and thirsty. She switched on and checked her mobile, noting she had missed a call from her contact at enforcer HQ. 


	After quenching her thirst at the stream, she picked up her things and proceeded on her journey. 


	After over an hour’s steady march, with her ears attuned to noises in the sky, she arrived at the convent. 


	On entering the building and seeing the damage she searched unsuccessfully for food, after which she drank her fill from the water tap and filled her water bottle. After finding a bar of soap she washed her hands and face and decided to search the orchard. 


	She found the pony in the garden, eating the windfalls. She gathered up and picked as much fruit as she could pack and led the pony to the horse trough. Hampered somewhat by her rucksack, she mounted the pony, not noticing her mobile as it slipped out of her pocket and into the trough. She looked at her compass and decided Ruth would head for the coast, to the major naval base at Dover. Urging the pony onwards she hoped she would find her before the enforcers did.


	***


	Ruth paused at the edge of the woods, listening, knowing their lives were at risk from the military. She whispered to Joseph, “Someone is approaching, they sound like young people, I think we should join them.” 


	They heard the sound of steel-rimmed wheels on tarmac and the sound of voices. They stepped out onto the road and saw a group of oddly-dressed young people, pulling a two-wheeled hand cart by its shafts, loaded with what she assumed were their possessions. She called out, “Hello, where are you going?”


	One of them, a tall black youth aged around eighteen grinned widely and said, “Everywhere and nowhere, baby.”


	She sensed no deceit in his voice but detected some sort of insensibility in his mind and said, “We are heading for the coast, to the naval yard at Dover, this road leads to the south.”


	He smiled and said, “Dover, yeah, what a cool idea. Then we are also headed for Dover and you may join us if you wish.”


	Ruth, seeing the safety in numbers said, “Thank you, we will.”


	 












Chapter Fourteen



	London, UEC Headquarters


	A freak, mini-hurricane tore along the city streets, picking up and discarding anything not permanently anchored to the ground. Saplings bent and snapped, larger trees gave up their leaves unwillingly. After many long minutes of torture, the wind ceased to a silent calm. This was short-lived as a torrent of water descended with vigour as if to wash away the destruction.


	Inside a tall, concrete and glass structure, two men were in discussion. Both wore the robes of the UEC, the world’s governing body. One of them, Abu Ben Nadir, a tall, gaunt man of Arab descent, faced a small Negro, Cornell Smith, head of the UEC, who sat, dwarfed behind a ridiculously huge desk, which most people believed was a sign of insecurity, but whatever it was, when Smith spoke, everyone listened, for despite his size, Smith had an unusually loud stentorian voice.


	A few centimetres above the desk’s surface, a hologram of the Earth revolved before them. Over the years, the contours of the continents had changed through the rising water level of the oceans, which now covered nine tenths of the planet’s surface. 


	Nadir spoke out as he neared the desk, “It is out of control, Cornell. It is out of our hands. How could this happen?”


	Smith looked up at him and asked, “How many today?”


	The other hesitated. He lowered his gaze and his voice as he spoke, “Two thousand, and counting.”


	Smith stared at him, mouthing the number. He asked, in almost a whisper, “And to date?”


	Ben Nadir took a deep breath and forced the words out, his eyes glistening, “Twelve- point eight million.” 


	He looked at Smith’s shocked expression and added, “My first wife, Aisha, included.” 


	Suddenly, tears poured down Smith’s cheeks as he tried to choke back his sobs. 


	Unaware of Nadir’s ploy to detour him from the subject with the bitter truth, Smith remembered all too vividly the vision that now blinded him, the face of whom he considered to be the most beautiful woman to have walked the Earth, a woman whose voice had enchanted him, whose smile had always filled his whole being with pleasure. 


	As Nadir’s words sunk in as he stood up slowly. His voice was now nothing but a squeak, and strange noise as the words were forced out of his mouth, through quivering lips, “Aisha! How is that possible? She isn’t one of them.” Salt water ran freely from his eyes and he sobbed quietly.


	Nadir sniffed wetly, his shoulders rose and fell. “I have no idea, Cornell. Our scientists say it has mutated and that it can be transmitted like the common cold. She must have contracted it while distributing food amongst the poor. She insisted on taking part, saying it was Allah’s wish.”


	“Aisha, I can’t believe it.” Smith sat down heavily and brushed mopped at his tears with a handkerchief his. With his face distorted by grief, he shouted, “Abu, we have to find a way out of this mess.”


	He watched as the other walked away from him and over to the window. Raindrops still spattered the glass. Nadir took out a tissue from his pocket and turned to Smith, wiping his face. “I think I know someone who might be able to help. Someone I knew at university.”


	“Who?” He asked.


	Nadir knew he was taking a risk but he felt he had no choice as time was running out. He blew his nose several times and threw the crumpled tissue into the waste paper bin and said, “Professor John Webb. He is a highly qualified psychologist and biologist, he lives near Cambridge, he has nine children and he teaches at Clare College with his three wives. He is highly thought of and he has the world’s highest IQ.”


	Smith’s eyebrows rose and he asked quietly, “Is he trustworthy?”


	“Of course,” came the sharp reply.


	Smith leaned forward in his chair.


	“Can he be trusted to keep his mouth shut I mean?”


	Nadir looked to the ceiling and thought about his ‘old university friend’, could he be trusted? “To be honest, I don’t know him all that well,” he said. “He might have changed; we haven’t seen one another for some years. He is however a truthful man of high integrity.”


	Smith swivelled in his chair and looked at the rainwater running down the panes. He turned back and said, “Why do I feel unease at those words.” He regarded him in the silence, broken only by rainwater driven sporadically against the window frames. “Do you trust him now, would he help you, an old friend?”


	“If anyone can do this, then I believe he is the one,” he answered, truthfully.


	“Do we have a choice?”


	Lightening flashed, seeming like a warning from Allah for Nadir to be truthful at all times and he backed away from the window as the panes vibrated during the roll of thunder. “No,” he answered, “we do not.”


	Smith sat there for a while. He asked after a short pause, “How sure are you that Webb will take on this task, what if he refuses?”


	The other smiled and said, “He won’t refuse, he is incredibly curious, and loves a challenge and he will do his utmost to find a cure.”


	Smith leaned back in his high-backed chair. “Why are you so sure, as he may have changed as you said?”


	Nadir allowed as smile to aid him as he said, “He is a family man, Cornell, he loves children. He has nine of them and probably more on the way, if what I remember of him is correct, and he will do anything for them.”


	“Anything, you say. Would he die for them?”


	“Die? No not exactly!”


	Cornell stared at him, his brow furrowed. “Not exactly what then?”


	Nadir rubbed his hands together as he said, “I believe he would go so far as to kill for them, without compunction, even.”


	His jaw dropped slightly and he leaned forward once more. “Is that his strength then?”


	“No, that is his weakness, Cornell,” he answered with a leer.


	“I will leave his recruitment up to you then, see to it that he starts as soon as possible.”


	“I will leave first thing in the morning.”


	Smith said, “By the way, you have heard of Colonel Burke, the head of Cambridge Protectorate, he and his entourage disappeared on the way back from some supposedly secret destination.”


	He held back a smile and said. “Yes, I for one will sorely miss him, the cretin.”


	Smiling widely, Smith said, “Well, I want to propose French as his replacement.”


	Nadir’s features reddened, as he wanted to propose one of his own people, his cousin actually, who he owed a favour. “French!” He spat out. “You mean that-.”


	Smith cut him off, “I know, I know. He is a scheming, conniving arse-licking bastard, but he is loyal. So do you second that?”


	Hiding his chagrin with a look of contentment he said, “Of course, better the devil you know, et cetera.”


	Smith, already aware of Nadir’s plans to infiltrate the protector force high command with members of his family, smiled, nodded and said, “So be it.”












Chapter Fifteen


	Touchdown


	Wild-eyed, the boy ran and ran, but it was not fear that motivated him, it was the sounds behind him. He suppressed the urge to giggle, risked a glance to the rear, and saw over a dozen assorted figures hounding after him, coming ever closer, as they chased him across the muddy field. 


	The mental messages hit him, ‘They’re getting closer. Run faster, faster.’ 


	His booted feet hit the turf with all the force he could muster, willing them to propel him more rapidly, in one last desperate effort, while his heart hammered, demanding more oxygen, as the air rasped in his throat, filling his raw and aching lungs. 


	He fought down the giddy panic as he heard the sounds of his pursuers, striving to close in on him, silent except for the pounding of their feet, and their own struggle for breath. They came closer and closer, as if bent on revenge, and he tightened his grip on his prize, a slippery, conical-shaped object. 


	Then, for some reason, known only to the initiated, he took a headlong dive and slid smoothly along the wet grassy surface. As he finished his slide, Simon Webb rose jubilantly, leaving his now unwanted prize where it lay. His team-mates, dressed in the same, once brightly-coloured, now mud-smeared shirts and white shorts, crowded around him as he joined the throng.


	Standing alone on the touchline of the rugby pitch, Professor John Webb watched his three sons playing with their team on the college’s playing fields. He applauded with the rest of the spectators, scattered along the touchlines - made up of classmates, and relatives of both teams. 


	He applauded once more as Peter converted his brother’s try with a well-placed kick. 


	He sensed someone at his elbow, and a familiar face greeted him as he turned around. 


	His reaction was to open out his arms to greet the newcomer like a long-lost brother, and embrace him, but to his surprise, the figure stood before him, unmoving. 


	He looked at the sombre-faced man and asked with some concern, “My dear friend Abu, what brings you here, all the way from your palace, and your adorable concubines?” 


	The two old college friends regarded each other, and then John stepped back, his brow creasing. 


	Nadir’s features hardened. “You do.” 


	An alarm bell tinkled softly inside John’s head. 
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