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It is 2029, twelve years on from a global
plague.

John Suter believes himself the sole
survivor. He has gradually come to terms with his fate and has
settled into a steady and self-reliant daily routine.

One morning he finds a mutilated body in the
river near his house. In his terror, Suter knows he has no choice
but to investigate.

What he discovers upstream stretches his
endurance to its limits and forces him to reassess not only his own
humanity, but also his place within the human family he had once
believed extinct.
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Another winner from this wonderful and
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Colony, I decided to read this and was not disappointed.

Herley beautifully creates situations in
which to explore alternate moralities using succinctly defined and
plausible characters.

A book which compels the reader from
beginning to end.
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Belial came last, than whom a spirit more
lewd

Fell not from heaven

 


Paradise Lost, 1.490
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Suter halted, his heart pounding, and crammed
his binoculars to his eyes. What he had just glimpsed now lay
before him in fearfully magnified view, snagged in the branches of
a fallen willow some way downstream.

A man’s body. Putrefying.

His terror was complete. It was a measure of
his character that he could make himself stand there for as long as
he did, adjusting the focus, examining and exploring the image.

At last, unable to bear any longer the
torment of looking, he got behind the bole of the riverside copper
beech and tried to think.

Where had it come from? How long had it been
in the water?

“No,” he insisted. “You’re seeing things.
When you’re ready to come out in the open, it just won’t be there.
All right?”

“All right.”

“I thought all that was over with.”

“Over with.”

“Over and done.”

His breathing had become more regular now. He
touched the stock of his shotgun, hanging against his thigh.

“You’re OK.”

“I am?”

“You are.”

The beech tree was a personal friend. He
loved and revered it, knew it in all its seasons. The grey bark
lent it the gentle, benign air of an elephant. With one hand flat
against it, Suter peeped out, along the riverbank.

He had imagined nothing. The body was still
there.

“God help me.”

Suter did not much care for God. He had said
this as part of the continuous dialogue his two selves maintained
aloud, a perennial, dreamlike commentary on the progress of his
life. Certainly he did not expect help from any quarter, least of
all from above. The very idea of help, of another’s assistance or
intercession, had long ago faded from his mind.

“You’ve got to,” he told himself, as he
turned and started back, towards his house. “That’s all there is to
it. I’m having no arguments. Get that ... what d’you call it?
Gripper. Grapple. Whatever the hell it’s called.”

The grapnel made its arc over the river, hit
and bounced off the willow branches, fell uselessly into the water.
He retrieved it and tried again.

After several attempts, one of the hooks
caught in the man’s jacket. Leather, it looked like.

Suter hauled. The body came free of the
willow, floated clockwise, and into the current, which instantly
began contesting the prize.

He was still face-down, a tall and well-built
fellow, a heavy burden for one in Suter’s frame of mind.

Suter thought of letting go. If he did that,
the man might drift fully away, as far down as Uxbridge, even, or
into the Thames at Staines. Suter imagined him passing later that
day through London, unhindered, unobserved, under the bridges, out
to Essex, to Shoeburyness, say, and on into the October stillness
of the North Sea. Then Suter could forget about him, pretend he had
never been.

But he did not let go; and when the body
grounded, its upper half in the bed of decaying flags which fringed
this side of the river, he took out his knife and got down the
bank. For the first time in over twelve years, he was about to come
face to face with another human being.

The smell was abominable.

With his boot, he turned the body over. He
made himself look.

The facial tissue was putrid, monstrously
bloated and discoloured. The beard had continued to grow somewhat –
assuming that the man had been clean shaven at the time of death.
His eyes had been removed, perhaps by crayfish. Or by the person or
persons who had, with some big-bladed weapon, cut his throat so
savagely as almost to sever the neck.

Suter looked down at the knife he himself was
holding and could not remember unsheathing it. He put it back where
it belonged.

His gaze returned to the body.

Where this had come from, there would be
another.

“Admit it.”

“I won’t.”

“You must.”

The victim had been quite young, in his
twenties or early thirties. His blond hair had remained uncut for
some years, and was plaited in a sort of pigtail. Suter eyed the
leather jacket, the dark corduroy trousers, the bare, uncalloused
feet. There were distinct abrasions on the right ankle.

The wrists, too, showed signs of rope-burn.
Using a stick, Suter levered back the right sleeve. A length of
weed-stained nylon cord remained tied around the wrist, so tightly
now that the knot was almost hidden. A few inches hung freely,
cleanly cut.

“Crummy jacket.”

“See? You spoke to him.”

“But did he answer?”

In a daze, Suter fumbled with the zipper. It
was made of nylon or something of that sort; after a few stiff
tugs, he was able to undo it. Underneath was a dark sweater with a
crew neck. This had shrunk, was impregnated with weed and mud and
putrefaction. Under that, a blue twill shirt.

“I don’t want to be doing this,” Suter
thought, rather than said aloud: and at that moment realized his
life had irretrievably changed. His former existence had slipped
away, like something dropped by mistake into the abyss. It was as
though he had just made a last, desperate attempt to catch it, to
grab hold of the strap, but it had gone, falling and falling, and
there was nothing he could do to get it back. He had imagined
himself the most miserable, the most forlorn of men, but now he saw
that, in his fashion, he had been happy.

He forced himself to search the jacket
pockets. In the left outer pocket he found a few galvanized nails
and a large staple. From the right outer pocket he retrieved an
unopened packet of Wrigley’s chewing-gum.

In the inner, right-breast pocket, wrapped in
what had presumably been a clean white handkerchief, he discovered
a figurine carved from green soapstone. About two and a half inches
high, it had the form of a little old man of oriental appearance,
long-earlobed, grinning, with a domed forehead and a flowing beard.
His right hand cupped what looked like a coconut, or pomegranate;
his left, hidden in the fold of his robes, he was holding behind
his back.

The rest of the victim’s pockets were
empty.

Suter could take no more. It had been a very
long time since he had searched a body. Once, he had grown used to
the horrible passivity of corpses, but now he had reverted to
squeamishness. He scrambled up the bank, getting away, also, from
the smell. He knew he ought to remove the clothing, to see if there
was something underneath, a tattoo, an identity tag, some clue to
the man’s origins and background.

He retreated a few steps upwind, upstream,
descended the bank again, washed the figurine and his hands in the
river and dried them on his trousers.

Taking the figurine in his left hand, he
remounted the bank and studied the body through his Trinovids. The
head was at the limit of his close focus: three metres. It filled
his field of view.

He allowed the glasses to range about. The
fingernails, deeply buried in swollen fingers, did not look as if
they had known much manual work. The implications of this were
ominous, ominous in the extreme. But then, how did one account for
the staple and the fencing nails in his pocket?

Was it possible that some sort of society had
harboured him for the past twelve years?

Or had he lived alone? Had he, too, fondly
imagined himself the last man alive? And had the Supreme Being,
with his infinite taste for jest, finally chosen to effect this
droll introduction?

Of course not – because some other, mortal,
joker had tried to cut his head off.

Perhaps he had transgressed. Maybe he had
deserved it.

“You ought to bury him.”

Suter let down his binoculars and scrutinized
the figurine, bringing its bearded face close to his own. He rather
liked the feel of the soapstone under his thumb. He stroked the
little man’s shoulder, turned him round and admired the clever,
economical way he had been carved. The expression was uncanny:
knowing, jovial; nothing could surprise a man like that, not even
the turn of Suter’s life. He looked like a priest, a bonze, a holy
sage. He had survived everything, even his downstream odyssey,
entombed in the pocket of a corpse.

Suter suddenly remembered himself. He had
become so absorbed in his find that he had forgotten the basic rule
of his existence. He looked defensively around.

Then, reassured, he slipped the bonze into
his own pocket and drew out his knife.

The blade was deadly sharp. Twice a week
Suter honed it on an oilstone. Under his microscope, the edge
appeared virtually straight, without nicks or jags: he had once so
examined it. Slicing through the sodden sweater and shirt, the
knife revealed an unadorned torso. Suter cut the belt, peeled back
the corduroy trousers. Nothing. Not even a scar.

He retreated once again and took out his
notebook. In his close, orderly, Pitman’s shorthand, he wrote:

11 October, 0800 hours. Body in river at
Tilehouse Bend.

Caucasian male, aged about 28. Height, weight
above average. Appeared well-nourished. Not obese. Blond hair,
shoulder length, plaited, fixed with 2 black elasticated bands.

Body swollen and disfigured. Putrefaction not
very far advanced. Dead a week? In water same period?

Throat cut, big blade, much force. Rope burns
on wrists and right ankle. About 15 inches of blue cord remaining
on right wrist.

Some old amalgam fillings in upper and lower
molars and premolars, no recent dental work. No eyes. Eaten by
crayfish?

Newish clothes. Chrome leather jacket, zipper
front, 3 pockets. Label: Sportster. Corduroy trousers, dark green,
no turn-ups, not repaired. Pockets empty. Label: Levi-Strauss.
Woollen sweater, clerical grey, round neck. No darning. Label: St
Michael. Blue twill, long-sleeved shirt. Button-down collar. Label:
Van Heusen. White, thermal-type brushed cotton vest and underpants.
Label: St Michael.

Not circumcised. No scars or tattoos. No
jewellery or watch. No socks or shoes. Hands and feet showed no
obvious callouses.

Jacket pockets:

Left outer: 3 round wire nails, flat head,
galvanized, 3”; 1 netting staple, 1”, galvanized. All unused.

Right outer: 1 packet Wrigley’s chewing-gum,
peppermint flavour, unopened.

Inner breast: white cotton handkerchief
wrapped round soapstone ?Buddhist figurine.

“That’s it. You can do no more.”

“All right. Now what?”

“Get the barrow.”
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Seumas lit a new cigarette and threw the
other one into the water. His Kalashnikov, on its shoulder-strap,
was bumping rhythmically against his hip as he and Bex were walking
along the riverbank. He felt the languid beginnings of a new
erection.

“I haven’t yet decided what to do with her,”
Bex said. “I might give her to Gil.”

“How old is she?”

“Twenty-nine.”

“That much.”

“We could just shoot her.”

“In the head?”

“Wherever you like.”

Seumas, in laughing, turned and again met the
gaze of his idol. The eyes were dark-brown, made mysterious by the
depth of that lucid, omnivorous soul; mysterious and beautiful,
like the symmetry of the face in which they were set. Seumas’s
arousal suddenly grew, and he wondered again how soon their next
opportunity could be contrived.

He was eighteen. Last night, after four
months of supposedly secret yearning, he had discovered to his
amazement that Bex was not averse to granting him what he
craved.

His seduction had ascended one level of
boldness after the next, until, naked together at last and enclosed
by the rich, heavy drapery of the four-poster bed, they had enacted
every perversion that Seumas had ever dreamed of: excitements so
loathsomely exquisite, so painful, feverish and vile, that mere sex
had evolved into something with the semblance of the metaphysical,
the universal and the profound.

In the early hours of this morning, once he
had crept from Bex’s room and returned to his own, the turmoil in
Seumas’s mind had threatened to undo him completely. It was not so
much that Bex, whose public opinion of sodomites Seumas had seen
expressed with the muzzle of an automatic pistol, had been revealed
as one himself. On reflection, Seumas saw that this was
unsurprising, even inevitable. For Bex was all things. He
encompassed everything. He could do, did do, whatever he liked. Bex
was capable of the greatest refinement and, in almost the same
moment, the greatest depravity. What few constraints he permitted
on his genius were self-imposed and designed, like some of the
manipulations he had taught Seumas last night, only to delay and
hence to intensify his gratification.

When Seumas had joined the New Order, he had
been inchoate, to use Bex’s term: ill-formed, unready, easily
shocked. He had come a long way since, seen and tasted many things
laid before him by the immortal, the invincible Bex. For all that,
Bex had taken leave of his stronghold to show Seumas favour. Such
honour could scarcely be comprehended.

After breakfast, Bex had invited him to
stroll in the Manor House grounds. They had crossed the parterre
and, having descended the dew-soaked slope of the lawns, had come
to the riverbank.

The sun felt warm, though autumn had
indisputably begun. The season was heading majestically down into
winter. Every year the winters got colder and snowier. In time, Bex
had said, an ice age would begin, a time of absolutes, an epoch of
dazzling white and deep blue shadow, infinite nights full of
stars.

Seumas was still waiting for him to refer,
however obliquely, to what had happened last night. But for now,
Bex was continuing to talk about the head man’s daughter. He
explained that, while he had not himself penetrated her, he had
nonetheless been schooling her in certain humiliations, which he
proceeded to describe in vivid detail.

“You know,” he said, speaking of the last, “I
really think she’s developing a taste for it.”

Seumas smiled uncertainly, becoming anxious.
Bex was quite capable of denying that their congress had ever taken
place; or of arbitrarily deciding that Seumas had broken the
Covenant and should be executed. First he would have to confess his
apostasy. Such confessions were conducted using water. The victim’s
head would be held under the surface until he began to drown.

They were approaching the riverside
ash-tree.

“Seumas.”

“Yes?”

“Do you believe the tarot is truly
puissant?”

“Of ... of course,” Seumas said. “It’s the
Book of Thoth.” Had Bex not told him so?

Yesterday evening Bex had again performed a
divination, which Seumas had, naturally enough, attended. During
it, their fingertips had made momentary contact, and in that
moment, it now seemed to Seumas, a faint but special sort of tingle
had been exchanged.

In the candlelight, on the scuffed surface of
the long table in the dining hall, Bex had placed ten cards in a
pattern. The sixth card, to the left of the significator and its
cross, had happened to lie directly in front of Seumas. According
to Bex, the sixth card indicated what was to happen in the very
near future. That card had been the Moon, eighteenth of the Major
Arcana. It showed a dog and a wolf, standing at the water’s edge
and howling at the silver orb as it rose between two lofty towers.
Behind the dog, a crayfish was struggling to crawl from the
slime.

The question posed in the divination had not
concerned Seumas or even Bex. Yet, in placing that sixth card on
the table, Bex’s fingers had briefly touched Seumas’s; and, even
more briefly, Bex had glanced at him. In a state of rising
excitement and certainty, Seumas had waited for the divination to
end and for Bex to announce his decision to retire.

“The Moon in this position,” Bex had
explained, “signifies peace. Calm shall come upon the animal
nature, while the abyss beneath shall cease from yielding up a
form.”

Seumas, staring at the card, had interpreted
the crayfish as his inchoate self, striving to metamorphose into
the dog, companion of the wolf, Bex. The filth from which it was
crawling represented the misplaced shamefulness of his desires. The
inscrutable moon, shedding dew into a velvety sky, symbolized
bliss; and the twin towers, towards and between which a faint path
led from the place where the crayfish was trying to emerge, had
seemed to him as nothing but paired and opposed members,
strainingly erect. In short, the Moon portended, as eloquently as
any of the cards whose exegesis Bex had already expounded, their
union. And so it had proved.

They reached the ash-tree and stopped.

Seumas remembered that it was here that
What’s-his-name – Martin – had breathed his last. Hanging
upside-down, his hands tied behind his back, Martin had watched in
full comprehension as Danzo had wielded the machete.

“What card springs to mind?” said Bex.

“The Hanged Man.”

“Very good.”

All trace of the ridiculous Martin had
disappeared, except for a bit of blue nylon cord, still attached to
the bough from which, by one leg, he had dangled. After Danzo had
performed the ritual of taking meat, the corpse had been heaved
into the water and left to float downstream.

“We slaughtered him because we wanted to,”
Bex said.

“I know.”

“Because we felt like it.”

“I know.”

“‘Out vile jelly!’”

Seumas did not even try to understand. Bex
was given to uttering incomprehensible quotations, sometimes in
foreign languages.

“We can do anything we want. Anything. That’s
the Covenant, Seumas. Do you see?”

“Yes.”

Bex had put himself beyond earthly powers. He
had made himself invulnerable and immortal. And though they would
never become immortal, his followers could share his
invulnerability. As long as they swore allegiance and pledged
service to the will of Bex, and hence to the will of Satan, nothing
could ever harm them. He had proved that over and over again. If
they carried weapons at all, it was only as a mark of their
puissance.

“Do you know how the Covenant came
about?”

Seumas hesitated. “The Dark One ... he
appeared to you.”

“I have never told anyone precisely what
happened. What he wanted in return. But now, Seumas, I can tell
you.”

Bex started walking again.

He said, “What is the fifteenth card of the
Major Arcana?”

“The Devil.” The twenty-two tarot trumps, Bex
had taught his disciples, formed a symbolic picture-book. The cards
represented the stages of the spiritual journey; or a history of
mankind; or an unfolding of the subconscious. In short, a pathway
to the Golden Dawn.

“And the sixteenth card is?”

“The Tower,” Seumas said, seeing its image in
his mind’s eye: a high tower set on a rocky promontory, its crown
dislodged by a bolt of lightning, flames licking from the windows,
from which a man and a woman were falling to their death.

“Forget the other meanings,” Bex said. “The
tower is the phallus.”

“What’s that?”

“A symbol of the penis.”

“What?” Seumas said, unable to help
himself.

“The lightning is puissance. Occult
puissance. Where do you think this puissance comes from?”

“I don’t know.”

“From the previous card. From the Devil. From
the flaming brand in his left hand. In exchange he wanted what I
took from you, last night. So that’s what I gave him.”

“I don’t understand,” Seumas said. “I mean
—”

“I let him pole me.”

“What, really?”

“Really.”

“What did he look like?”

“He manifested as Eblis. No goat’s head or
cloven hoofs. No leather wings.”

“Did it ... did it hurt?”

“Not much. I was frightened at first, but it
was OK. Except for his spunk.”

“What about it?”

“It felt strange. Inside me. Hot. Buzzy, like
something electric. And there was so much of it. He kept coming,
over and over again.”

“Where did it happen?”

“In the woods. You know about the ceremony,
about the way I summoned him.” Bex paused. “When it was over, he
told me his seed had made me immortal, and that mine would do the
same for anyone I chose. That means you have become immortal,
Seumas, just as I did.”

“Really? I’ll live for ever?”

“Of course. You see now why I have to keep
this secret.”

Overwhelmed, exultant, Seumas could barely
breathe.

Bex said, “That’s why the others mustn’t
know. They’d be jealous.”

Having left the river behind, they had
arrived at the brick dome of the ice-house, which Seumas and Matt
and Danzo had explored ten days ago. From the heavy oaken door, a
flight of brick steps led down ten or twelve feet to a cool, stone
floor.

They were completely alone here. The
villagers had been sent about their chores, as usual, and the other
followers, Seumas guessed, were either in the Manor or in the
various houses they had commandeered.

“Teach me, Bex,” he said. “Teach me all you
know.”

Bex looked around. No one was to be seen. The
rise of the ice-house was between the two young men and the distant
façade of the Manor.

He raised the latch, opened the door, and led
the way inside.

 


* * *

 


Bex had known from the start that Seumas was
queer. Bex had also seen that he would provide an agreeable way of
getting rid of Danzo.

Danzo had become a threat. He was the most
intelligent of the disciples, and Bex had, albeit long ago,
committed the cardinal error of taking him to bed. Though Bex
preferred women, he denied himself nothing in that department.
Limitless gratification was, after all, his perquisite.

Danzo would inherit Seumas in due course.
Then, the two would be caught together, in the act, and Bex would
have them both condemned.

Of course, there was a risk, however remote,
that someone might come now to the ice-house and catch Bex himself.
He had wedged a beam of wood against the door, but there were gaps
around the frame to which an eye could be pressed. They were
admitting enough daylight for him to have derived visual as well as
every other kind of stimulation from the ardour of Seumas’s
embraces, and had just allowed Seumas to find the least
uncomfortable part of the floor on which to kneel to receive his
due.

Bex’s buttocks were making contact with the
rough planks of a sort of low bench, or shelf, which at a
convenient height ran along one wall. As Seumas began his work, Bex
leaned back and opened his thighs more widely. Part of him remained
detached; the rest was becoming intoxicated by sexual pleasure. The
neophyte’s technique had already improved.

The cool, earthy air, the diffuse fragments
of light reaching the flagstones, the accumulation of dust and
spiders and other evidence of abandonment: all these put Bex in
mind of a dilapidated potting-shed at Byfield whither he, aged
twelve, and a fourteen-year-old girl, named Magda, had been
accustomed to repair for their increasingly fervent fumblings. Only
in such a place, away from adult supervision, had Bex been able to
act without restraint. Its decayed atmosphere was for ever
associated with tumescent flesh, the delicious danger of discovery,
and the smell of semen.

Bex placed his hands on Seumas’s head and
gave vent to a groan.

It would not do to squirt too soon, to
vouchsafe so readily, to such terrestrial slobbering, the divine
ejaculate. Aware that he was becoming so carried away that he might
not even hear approaching footfalls, Bex raised his eyes to the
door at the top of the steps.

No one was looking down through the gaps
round the frame. No one could see what Seumas was engaged upon with
his leader, the perfect being, scourge of all weakness, source of
all wisdom, effulgent centre of the universe.

At any moment, that might change.

Risk kept boredom at bay. It was indivisible
from fun.

The strategy for disposing of Danzo was in
itself risky. Danzo would try to defend himself by denouncing Bex
to the others. These echoed accusations would naturally sound as
unimaginative as they were predictable, and Bex would win the
day.

The chance that he might not, that Danzo or
even Seumas might be believed, that their word might prevail
against his, provided the essential frisson of danger which had set
Bex on this course of action.

Danzo was one of the few disciples who could
read. Using a book called Test Your IQ, Bex had measured
Danzo’s at 121. His own came in at something over 170.

Bex had never met anyone whose intelligence
he could respect. He somehow knew everything he needed to know, in
an effortless, osmotic sort of fashion. Apparently he had taught
himself to read English by the age of four, French and Latin the
year after. By the time the pestilence had started he had been
reading the easier Greeks – say Thucydides and Xenophon – in the
original.

He had been nine then, ten by the time the
epidemic had finished.

Bex had no feelings about his life as it
might have been. He gave it no thought. The past was irrelevant,
the present a beautiful illusion, a manifestation of something
else. It was like the cleft made in fast-flowing water by a pendent
branch. As for the future, that was just another aspect of the
thing called “now”, and so it too was an illusion.

The future.

At Byfield, his first home after the plague,
they had been obsessed with nothing else. And, since the villagers
there had hated the present so much, since they had so badly wanted
to team up with God, he and Danzo, with the help of two HK53s, had
decided to do them a favour and speed them on their way.

He could still see their faces, hear their
cries for mercy, smell the blood and shit and cordite. That had
been his first real taste of his own transcendent power and
authority. Everything else had been constructed on the laystall of
Byfield.

At first, he had thought it all bollocks: the
spirit of Aleister Crowley, the Secret Tradition, the pact with
Satan, the New Order of the Golden Dawn. He had believed that a
virus, not Belial, had brought about the plague. There had been,
then, no mission to kill his foe’s believers. Byfield had just been
a massacre. An atrocity. Extreme fun.

But now he knew differently. His account of
his date with the Devil may not have been literal; but, in the
language of symbolism that had come to inform his life, it rang
true. Something remarkable had happened, was happening still, was
just beginning. Bex had left them behind, the philosophers, the
Nazis, the gangsters and conquistadors, the dabblers and
half-hearted fakes. The whole course of history had been a prelude
to this era of silence and depopulation. Nurtured by the apparatus
of civilization, yet also overwhelmed by its hubbub, the collective
human consciousness had been brought to its maximum pitch: then set
free. Only now, in the sudden absence of clamour, of external
control, of morality, was it possible for a superior man to explore
the infinite and make it his own.

At an early stage in his development, Bex had
recognized the unique qualifications that he possessed. Just as
language and emotion had differentiated humans from beasts and
allowed them to evolve, so did silence and contempt differentiate
the superior from the inferior man.

Bex’s heart was made of the coldest,
smoothest stone. Each day he checked its surface for pitting or
fault-lines, and found none. Each day he became purer, more
polished, more befitting his destiny.

His talent was evolving. Years ago, he had
disencumbered himself of what little emotional baggage he had been
born with. Aged six, he had seen off one of his more kindly and
enduring “uncles” by planting, in his mother’s mind, the idea that
the fellow had been a latent paedophile. Bex’s innocent questions
had been fabricated with masterly skill. Or again, at Byfield, when
Magda had become pregnant, Bex had successfully implicated a much
older boy, a booby who had once dared to slight him. Forced by the
elders into betrothal, Magda had fatally tried to induce her own
abortion. The putative father, blamed and shunned by the whole
village, had hanged himself in the church. Standing beside the
suicide’s grave at the crossroads, Bex had felt his stature grow.
He had deftly disposed of three impediments: Magda, the unborn
child, and the protesting groom.

Blunt the sharpness; untangle the knots;
soften the glare; let your wheels move only along old ruts.
Thus spake Lao Tzu. Disentangle, simplify; get rid of all
encumbrance. In his quest for purity, Bex had become streamlined.
He left a clean, untroubled, otter’s wake. It closed immediately
after he had passed, concealing for ever, in dark, weedy depths,
the chaotic rubbish of the past.

He groaned again and turned his gaze from the
ice-house door. The ecstasy Seumas was generating could no longer
be resisted.

Bex let his fingers tighten on the plush
surface of his victim’s skull, holding him firmly down; and for the
next fifteen seconds abandoned himself entirely to simplicity:
extreme, selfish, and absolute.

 


3

 


Philip Davies opened his eyes. How long had
he been asleep? A few minutes? Longer than that: the light in the
cellar had changed. From the small amount leaking in, he could tell
that sunshine was now illuminating the valley outside.

He knew its slopes so well that he no longer
needed to see them to take his leave; for he would never see them
again. Soon, Bex would send someone to kill him. Davies expected it
every time he heard the key in the lock.

Lying on his bunk, the hostage closed his
eyes once more and allowed his thoughts to drift. He no longer
needed to stand on the bridge to draw comfort from the river, or to
watch the freshly fallen alder-leaves, still green, sliding singly
or in unrelated groups towards the weir.

Maybe he had dreamt it all, the whole passage
of his life: his work as an economist at the Treasury, his
marriage, the plague, the years in the village, their trials and
rewards.

It no longer seemed even plausible that there
had been another world before. The daily journey by tube. The
people, the crowds. London. All gone, overwhelmed by decay.

The landscape spread before him in his mind.
Where once there had been well-ordered farms, gardens, metalled
roads, weed-free pavements, now there was chaos, various and
vigorous and full of life.

It had fascinated him to see how
systematically nature was winning back the works of man. So little
was needed to claim another building. A door left open, a broken
pane or missing tile, a blocked gutter or ventilation brick, even
flaking paint, would let the damp come in and spell the end. Damp
allowed the omnipresent spores of dry rot to germinate and
flourish. This alone could destroy a house, digesting it with
smothering masses and festoons of spongy white, yellow, grey, and
cinnamon; or a single conker, squirrel-brought, might sprout in the
soggy compost of rotten furnishings and collapsed timbers by the
dining-room window, filling the space with branches, reaching up
for the holes in the roof, distending the foundations, until the
whole structure cracked and sagged and gave way. Tumbled masonry
then fell victim to lesser plants, to goosegrass and ivy and
bramble. Runners of buttercup and barren strawberry crept across
paths and hardstanding, snagging and consolidating the debris from
autumn upon autumn of eddying leaves. Soon no trace of habitation
would be visible, and another house had gone.

Thus it had been with Davies’s own house in
Chorleywood, with the whole of the affluent village that had once
been his home.

All had been reclaimed, even the M25 motorway
orbiting London. Silence hung in the branches of larch and birch,
in the wellingtonias by the ruins of the tennis club. Season after
season drifted unwitnessed through Chorleywood. Its air was
transparent, utterly pure. The Milky Way, which had been hardly
detectable from his garden in the latter years before the plague,
now arched triumphantly across the night sky. The moonlight had
been purified, rendered brilliant, bone-white, falling through an
atmosphere so clean that the population of visible stars had
doubled, quadrupled, octupled. And when the air moved, it was
redolent of far-off places, estuaries and the sea, pine forests,
deserts, tundra; or it smelled of nothing at all. Passing among the
sagging boughs of the wellingtonias, it released and carried onward
their aniseed fragrance. Sometimes, in the fields, when the wind
was in the east, Davies fancied his nostrils could, just faintly,
register the scent of anise, and he thought again of the tennis
club where he had met his wife.

She had died soon after the start. She had
been comparatively lucky, spared what was to come. At her death she
had still been part of a civilization. She had had doctors to tend
her, hospitals, a grief-stricken family; she had had journalists
demanding that science provide, if not a cure, then at least an
answer, or even an estimate of how far it would eventually go.

It had not been until he had been some time
at Shanley that Davies had begun to chronicle the plague. When,
Crusoe-like, the earliest villagers had made repeated sorties to
gather supplies from the wreck of civilization, they had assembled
a reasonably complete series of the more intelligent newspapers and
scientific journals containing facts about the disease.

He had written on acid-free paper, in
permanent ink, with the same pen he had used at the office. The
process had been soothing as well as cathartic. His script had
become steadily more flowing and regular, as it had been in the old
days. After several drafts, he had completed what he had perceived
to be an impartial account of the epidemic. He had bound the fair
copy into a lever-arch binder, together with newspaper and magazine
cuttings presented in date order, and prepared labels for the spine
and front cover which simply read:

THE PLAGUE

Together with the Bible, this document had
given authority to and formed the foundation of village law. Lodged
in the Manor House library, it had been available to everyone,
young or old. Though no one much looked at it any more, Davies
occasionally took it down. Every time he did, the story seemed more
unreal.

Some time before the autumn of 2016 a virus
endemic in the Crested Mangabey, a monkey native to Central Africa,
mutated and jumped the species barrier to man. Bush-meat hunters
were believed to be the first to be infected. The mutation also
changed the behaviour of the pathogen, and IVN, Infectious Viral
Necrosis, was born.

Symptoms of infection bore little resemblance
to the general debilitation produced in the Crested Mangabey, and
were so remarkable that the disease immediately came to scientific
notice.

Infection was first manifested by a feeling
of lassitude and despair. At this stage the disease also became
contagious. The salivary glands enlarged, distending the face and
neck. The tongue, gums, and cheek linings turned black; the breath
smelled foul, and in some cases the teeth became so loose that they
could be painlessly pulled out with the fingers. By now the
kidneys, liver, and lymphatic system also started to deteriorate.
Prostration soon followed.

Death was preceded by rapid and widespread
necrosis of the flesh. The actual cause of death was usually heart
failure. The period from infection to death ranged from four to
sixteen days, with an average of about a week.

By 1 November, 2016, twenty-three cases had
been reported from Equatorial Guinea and two from Libreville, just
over the border in Gabon. By the 12th, the outbreak had spread as
far as Nigeria: seventy cases had been notified in urban Lagos
alone.

No antidote or even treatment was known.
Meeting in emergency session, the United Nations declared IVN
epidemic throughout Central and West Africa and proscribed
cross-border travel as from noon on 15 November.

In the early hours of 14 November, a recently
arrived Nigerian businessman was admitted to a Paris hospital.
Although he said he had felt unwell on the aircraft itself, he had
not told the flight-crew. They, many of the passengers, and numbers
of cleaning, customs, and other terminal staff at Orly were
diagnosed in the following days. The businessman passed into coma
and the presence of IVN in Europe was confirmed.

As the story broke, the UN unilaterally tried
to forbid, for an initial period of one month, all air-travel
throughout the world.

They were too late. Despite the fact that, by
25 November, almost every country in the world had closed its
borders, the virus continued to spread, probably by means of the
atmosphere. It reached Australia early in December, and was finally
acknowledged as global on the nineteenth of that month.

By then, cases in Europe and North America
were being numbered in thousands. The disease was so contagious
that medical workers everywhere were refusing to report for duty.
By the first week of January untended bodies were appearing in the
streets of London.

The exodus from the cities precipitated the
collapse of the internet and the world banking system. Wherever the
refugees went, whatever indescribable scenes ensued, IVN followed.
It had stumbled upon a vast, untapped and uniform biomass: the
warm, evenly regulated bodies of six billion people. As if
intoxicated by the possibilities of its own discovery, the virus
sidestepped each obstacle to proliferation, each attempt to find a
cure. It had become the most successful organism ever, generating
new, viable, and even more dangerous mutants almost by the day.

The BBC World Service kept broadcasting till
the end. With Helen, his surviving daughter, Davies had listened
long into the night, the voices fading, coming back. They spoke of
nothing but the plague, la peste, die Pest. It was
further advanced in Africa and Europe than in Asia; North and South
America, like Australia, seemed to be a little behind.

Madmen were given air-time. They said the
disease was caused by a fog from outer space, sprayed by aliens who
would herald a new order of peace and understanding. Hitler had
been reincarnated and was enacting global revenge. Those who had
died believed not in the Lord. They were impure in spirit,
fornicators, corrupters of children, and would burn for eternity.
The only scientific antidote consisted of 7,777 daily recitations
of the name of Krishna. Nostradamus had predicted the pestilence in
detail: when Neptune aligned with Mercury it would pass as quickly
as it had arisen. Wear a yellow silk handkerchief at all times over
the mouth and nose. It had to be yellow, since this was the colour
of hope.

Yellow, like the mycelium of Serpula
lacrymans, the fungus called by laymen dry rot, prince
and inheritor of the world’s estate.

Helen had been born in that house, in
2000.

Her elder sister had died on 25 February,
2017.

One Thursday in early March, Davies drove
Helen a few miles west and north, deeper into the country. He had
wanted to find somewhere familiar yet relatively undeveloped, by a
clean river for water and power, with fields and woods around; and
it needed to be within striking distance of abandoned shops and
warehouses, for supplies.

They arrived in Shanley at midday, finding,
to their surprise, an elderly man left alive in the village, a Mr
Templeton. He died the following Saturday.

When they buried Mr Templeton, Davies told
his daughter that he thought they were alone, not just in the
village, but in the whole of Buckinghamshire, in the whole of
England, even in the whole world. London was deserted. He and Helen
had been there by road, several times, driving slowly through the
car-strewn streets and sounding the horn. To no avail. There had
been nothing on the radio for weeks. Davies’s own broadcasts, which
he had set up to run automatically, had received no response. He
knew neither why God had spared them nor whether they would
continue to be spared.

They knelt down in the church to pray for Mr
Templeton and for everyone else who had died. Helen looked up at
the stained glass window behind the altar, at the beautiful, winged
figure of St Michael in his radiant armour, with his lance and
shield, quelling the dragon.

“I asked St Michael to help us,” she
whispered to her father, as they got up to go.

“Which one?” he said. “There are two St
Michaels in the window.”

She pointed.

Her father indicated another young man, to
the right of the first, holding a pair of scales. Behind him were a
host of people, men and women, in white robes. “That also is St
Michael,” he said, “weighing the souls of the risen dead on
Judgment Day.”

While Helen watched, Davies went to the eagle
lectern, turned to the Book of Revelation, and read some words to
the empty pews. “‘And the seventh angel poured out his vial into
the air; and there came a great voice out of the temple of heaven,
from the throne, saying, It is done.’”

With that, he shut the book and walked with
her out into the evening sunshine.

When they got back to the house, it was Helen
who noticed that in their absence the display on the computer had
changed. The software was set to actuate if the radio drew a
response.

A man’s faint, crackling voice said, “I hear
your message, Philip Davies. Repeat, I hear your message on 15,150
kilohertz. I am on Scolt Head, in Norfolk. I have been alone since
February. I will call you on the hour, every hour, until I hear
from you again.”

That was Jack Sturges, a fifty-year-old
fruiterer, the first of the villagers. His 4x4 arrived late the
next day. It came at speed up past the mill and stopped where
Davies had tied a huge bunch of balloons to the wrought iron gates.
And although Sturges had been a stranger, he and Davies and Helen
embraced on the garden path, weeping for joy.

Perhaps it was those balloons that had
inspired Sturges’s scheme to locate as many survivors as he could,
for without a community there could be no future. Davies and
Sturges took a lorry to Watford, a town five miles to the east.
Armed with a copy of the Yellow Pages and a street plan, they found
laser supplies, cases of balloons, and cylinders of hydrogen and
helium. The balloons were released in batches from the church
tower, in winds of varying speed and direction. Each balloon
carried a piece of fluorescent card imprinted with the current
date:

 


3 April, 2017

SURVIVORS! JOIN OUR COMMUNITY!

We are at Shanley, Buckinghamshire,

England, 51°43’23” N, 0°18’41” W, TQ
166038.

To hear our message, tune to

15,150 kHz short-wave!

 


In all, over a period of three years, a
hundred and twenty thousand cards were printed, each of them borne
away by balloon. The first two responses came at the end of May,
within a few days of each other, from Muriel Taylor in Northwood
and Leigh Fernihough in Pimlico. More responses came in June,
either from the balloons or directly from the “commercial”, as it
came to be known, endlessly broadcast via a short-wave transmitter
driven by a petrol generator.

Martin had appeared a month later. He had
been only sixteen then, a year younger than Helen. They had married
in 2021; no children had been granted to them.

Martin’s love and courage had been repaid
with blasphemous sadism. With a single tremendous machete-blow, the
one called Danzo had almost severed his head. Then Bex had told
Danzo to gouge out the eyes.

Martin had died a week after their arrival.
On the first afternoon they had shot Jack Sturges and Vernon
Howarth. More had probably died since.

Davies had often suspected that other
communities might exist elsewhere. But the airwaves had remained
silent; and, as the roads had become less and less easy to
traverse, as petrol supplies had dwindled, the village’s car-borne
searches had become fewer and fewer and eventually had been
abandoned. After that, Davies had become fearful of making contact
with others: perhaps rightly so.

He knew that Bex would soon weary of the
village and move on. He and his followers would not leave anyone
behind. They must have done this at least twice before. With the
new recruits from the village, the gang now numbered fourteen.

Bex, or Bexley, or whatever his real name
might be, was probably the first of them to have been ejected from
whichever group had nurtured and failed to contain him. One or two
of his closest henchmen may have been expelled at the same time; or
may have chosen to join the outcast.

Bex had then located and gained access to a
new settlement, doubtless knowing he would find there other
disaffected youths like himself. Anyone might understand their
impatience with chopping firewood and milking cows, with a
necessarily conservative hierarchy, with life in a small and inward
community. Davies was pretty well sick of it himself, even though
he was – had been – head man of Shanley village these twelve years
past; even though he had occupied this manor house and freely
enjoyed every privilege of his office.

Since the first days of the community, Davies
had placed importance on keeping a route open to the town of
Watford, an almost inexhaustible repository of food, tools,
clothing, medicine and fuel. That was how Bex had found the
village. He had encountered the open lane, deduced its purpose, and
simply followed it west.

Davies saw now, only too clearly, that he
should have listened to those who had advised him to abandon this
route, to let those lanes, too, fill with fallen trees. It was his
fault that Bex had come.

Unlike poor Martin, Davies had never
subscribed to pacifism. He should not have left the village
undefended. He should have been expecting someone like Bex, someone
with automatic weapons.

Davies was trying not to think of his
daughter. Her fate was unbearable. It was eating him alive; and it
was all his fault.

“Dear Christ,” he breathed, the words coming
of themselves, “if you love anyone at all, don’t let them harm
her.”

The cellar door opened. Shielding his eyes
from the light, Davies tried to make out which of them was coming
down the steps.

“Grub time.”

The voice belonged to a boy named Matt. He
was not quite as bad as the others.

“Did you speak to Bex for me?”

Davies had again asked for an interview; was
not even sure what he would say, how he would plead.

“Might have.”

“What did he say?”

Matt, in his plaid shirt, placed the tray on
the floor. “Rabbit stew. Like you had before.”

“What did he say?”

Matt directed his flashbeam into Davies’s
latrine bucket. “I’ll get you a fresh bucket this afternoon.” He
shone the light around the walls and ceiling, as if searching for
signs of attempted escape, returned to the steps, and started to
climb.

“What did he say?”

“Said you were holding out on him. So you
could stew a bit longer. Like that rabbit.”

“We don’t know of any other villages! Tell
him it’s the truth!”

A moment later, the door slammed and Davies
heard the key turning in the lock.
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In the end, digging a grave proved too hard,
so Suter trundled the body into the thistle-grown pasture at the
edge of his orchard, drenched it in creosote, and set it on
fire.

The time was now early afternoon. He had
wasted the best of the day, and still had not even made a start on
his household chores.

This disturbance in his routine had awoken in
him a feeling he had not known for years. He felt resentment, even
anger, towards his uninvited guest. He told himself that the use of
creosote had been forced upon him: his stocks of petrol, paraffin
and the like had become dangerously low.

But, as he watched the black smoke billowing
towards the lake, Suter regretted his choice. Even Neanderthal Man
had observed due ceremony in the disposal of his dead.

“You ought to say something.”

“Such as?”

He remembered the figurine and took it from
his pocket. Had the man been a Buddhist? Did Buddhists follow a
funerary tradition? Cremation, surely. So this might have been the
right thing, after all.

Still Suter could think of nothing to say. As
if seeking inspiration, he turned back to the figurine. Its eyes,
creased in mirth, seemed to have penetrated and be laughing at his
meanness over the creosote. What was the little man holding? If not
a coconut, could it be the planet?

Surprising himself, Suter blurted out, “Hard
luck, whoever you were. And sorry about the creosote.”

“Now that’s what I call a real
valediction.”

“Get lost, you.”

Collecting his spade and pickaxe, he took the
wheelbarrow and trudged back to his house.

He had known the place, from the outside,
since his early boyhood. Its elevations were now partly hidden by
dark masses of ivy and pyracantha and akebia; the stone terrace
overlooking the river, the sweep of what had been the gardens, were
overgrown with elder, buddleia, goat willow. The kitchens, where he
spent much of his time indoors, were at the south-eastern corner,
and his most valuable possessions he kept underground, in the
cellar.

The garage block, with chauffeur’s flat
above, had become storage for a prodigious number and variety of
tools, most of which Suter had gathered by Land Rover in the first
months of his occupancy.

He cleaned and hung up the spade and pickaxe,
and stood the barrow in its place by the wall.

Other men, other human beings, were still
alive. He knew he had yet to grasp the full implications. Until
this morning he had been living in ignorance. “Fool’s paradise,
more like.”

As he shut the garage door, he said, “You
know you’re going to have to leave all this unattended, don’t
you?”

“I wish, sometimes, that somebody else would
answer.”

“Do you think he spoke English?”

“What else?”

“He might have been foreign.”

“They’re all foreign. Whoever they are. They
always were.”

By now he had reached the kitchen porch. He
pulled off his boots and went inside.

“Foreign to me, anyhow.”

The events of the morning had brought back to
Suter the insoluble equation he had almost forgotten. Other people,
even dead ones, equalled inconvenience, unpleasantness, expense.
They were impossible to understand. As a child he had been
open-hearted, willing; but had always found himself excluded,
pushed to the edge and left there, unable to fathom the enigma:
what did they want of him?

He found out in his adulthood. They wanted
two things. His money and his absence, in that order.

Suter peeled off his thick outer socks,
rolled them into a ball, and pushed his feet into his house-shoes.
As he did so, with rare vehemence, and for the first time in many
years, he uttered the single word of the foullest oath he knew.

Despite his overwhelming reluctance even to
consider the matter, he knew there was no choice. He would have to
find out where the body had come from.

Not to make contact, but just to know.
Without such knowledge, he could never have peace of mind again.
They – the murderers – were almost certainly to be found upstream.
A long way, Suter hoped. A very long way. If they had a settlement,
and if it were permanent, so much the better.

Why had they survived? Why had he found no
trace of them before now? How many others were there, in this
country or abroad? Should he resume his search of the radio
frequencies?

“One thing at a time.”

Suppose there were settlements. They would
surely be small, isolated, and few in number. Any normal social
structure would have collapsed, making way for who knew what.

Suter wanted none of it.

He took off his binoculars and zipped them
into their leather pouch, which without thinking he placed, as
usual, on the window-ledge.

Everything he did was neat and methodical. He
had long ago seen that avoidable spontaneity in his life entailed
unnecessary work, bother, even mortal danger. He drew comfort from
order, from making and keeping schedules and lists. And indeed,
without this he would long ago have been lost. He would have become
forgetful. Vital maintenance would have been left undone. He would
have run out of something important, or a shotgun would have jammed
at a crucial moment, turning him into dogmeat. Monday, Wednesday,
Saturday: clean the guns. Saturday morning: rifle practice, three
rounds only, into the rusty plate of mild steel hanging from the
horse chestnut on the lakeshore. Now more holes than plate. When he
got back, he would find another one.

“If you get back.”

“Oh, I’ll get back all right, don’t you
worry.”

He had two 7.62 millimetre sniping rifles, an
Accuracy International Model AW, and a Mauser SP66. There was a
night sight, a Maxi-Kite, for the AW. Where was it? Upstairs.
Better check the alignment. Dry-zero the zoom scope as well.

His plans for lunch having been spoiled,
Suter opened some mackerel and ate it straight from the can. He
spent most of the afternoon and early evening indoors, packing
food, choosing clothing, preparing equipment. Towards dusk the sky
clouded over. Drizzle began to fall.

By the time he was able to sit down and relax
after supper, the drizzle had intensified to rain.

“What do you think of it all, then,
Rees?”

His cat – the cat – usually became more
attentive when the weather got worse. He jumped up into Suter’s lap
and allowed himself to be fondled, eyes closed, neck sunk, head
raised.

“Hmm?”

As ever, Rees had little contribution to
make. His mother, also a tabby, had been a feral cat who, little by
little, Suter had managed to bring into semi-tameness. Before, he
had never much liked cats, but had become fonder of Rees than he
wanted to admit. He disapproved of keeping animals prisoner: Rees
was free to come and go just as he pleased.

On cue, he jumped down and curled up on the
hearth-rug.

Suter leaned over to place another log on the
range, and drew the lamp closer to the arm of his chair.

He opened his diary. It was over a week since
he had made an entry. He leafed through the pages. Birds seen.
Resolutions, mostly unkept. Plans for growing more and better
French beans. A thundery afternoon in August when, swimming in the
lake, he had been trapped in the water for two hours by dogs.

He pressed, thrice, the button on the end of
his pencil.

Thursday, 11 October, 2029. Calm, golden.
Rain at nightfall.

Then: Saw a body in the river. Got behind
the copper beech. Thought I was mad again.

He sat back. It was not pleasant to be
reminded thus of the first months on his own, of the first chapters
of his journal, the shorthand itself as crazy as the things
described.

For over two years during and after the
plague, at first crisscrossing Britain in his fruitless quest for
survivors, Suter had been out of his senses. That Suter, the
extinct Suter, had raised solitude to godhead. He it was who had
exulted in ruin, who had raised his arms to the sky and yelled
blessing on the pestilence, who had cast away his name on the
surface of the swirling Thames; who had owned all the seasons and
the rich, glacier-scoured lands of his childhood whereon he chose
to dwell. In the frenzy of his writings could be traced the
emergence of a peculiar literary intelligence: gloating,
triumphant, the towering construction of a psychotic visionary, a
zealot bathed in dazzling light, a tattered prophet from a painting
by Blake, speaking in tongues or babbling the Elizabethan language
of the Geneva Bible. His eyes, that beheld the landscape of the
Revelation, had been clear and grey, with flawless sight. His body,
then, had been young and strong, nearly as strong as his mind. Had
it not been for that, he would not be sitting here tonight,
grizzled, marooned, becalmed in middle age.

14 November, 2016. That’s when news of the
pestilence had been made public. 9 January, 2017: Helen’s death. 15
March, 2017: Suter’s last words with a living human being. 25
April, 2019: his resurrection, his recovery, the first resumption
of his sanity.

He had come back to this district because he
had grown up here. The rivers and hills of his childhood, at least,
were familiar; would keep him company. In his testament dated 25
April, 2019, he had renounced all hope of ever finding others
alive. Since then, he had hardly ventured more than four miles from
his house, and had never spent so much as two nights together
away.

Tomorrow, he continued, I shall set
out to investigate. I must know where he came from. I shall just
look, make no contact. If the murderers are within ten miles and in
substantial numbers I must think about finding somewhere else to
live. Such an upheaval is almost unthinkable.

He took another sip of brandy.

Without roads, I cannot move single-handed. I
don’t believe I could manage. Besides, this place is my home. I do
not see why they should make me give it up. They have already
destroyed my equanimity. Without even knowing it, without caring,
they have muddied the water of my mind.

Each drop of rain hitting the window made its
own report, distinct from the drumming on the tiles of the roof and
the splashing in the concrete yard, distinct from the trickling in
the gutters and downpipes, in the conduits and soakaways deep below
ground.

“I love the rain,” Suter thought; or
murmured. Rain was the music of solitude, of humility and
resignation. Falling drop by drop across the landscape, it
collectively found its way into the water table, into the springs
and tributaries, into the river which flowed past his house, and
into the lake, the broad flooded pit which stretched away
south.

The lake had been instrumental in drawing him
back to take up residence here. Its site had formerly been laid to
rushy pasture, a river moor intersected by hedgerows. Its destiny
had been sealed just below the turf, for millions of tons of gravel
had lain there since the last ice age, brought down by the melting
glacier that had made the valley and the river.

The machines arrived in Suter’s boyhood:
Ruston Bucyrus cranes, a Niagara wash-tower, yellow Volvo
earthmovers, fleets of premixers and thirty-ton Fodens taking the
dripping aggregrate to the expanding suburbs of north and west
London. Snarling chainsaws made short work of his beloved trees and
hedgerows. The turf in the places where he had found blackcaps’
eggs or lain watching stoats was clawed up, the topsoil spirited
away. Indefatigably swinging back and forth, steel jaws ate at the
ground. The vacancy they left was at once filled by water: the lake
had started to form.

For the sake of the new birds that appeared,
he forgave the machines, and even acknowledged the sense of
excitement brought by the chaos of noise and dust and glare. In the
school holidays he would spend nearly every day at the gravel-pit,
in shorts and T-shirt, binoculars round his neck, sometimes riding
his bicycle along the adjoining canal towpath or down the track
along the shore.

The workmen, he knew, had tolerated the
distant, obsessive, solitary trespasser; had probably shared jokes
about him.

“Tolerated,” Suter said. “That’s the
word.”

He took up again his Ordnance Survey maps and
studied them in the lamplight, refreshing his memory of places he
had not visited for years.

For much of its length, the river and two of
its tributaries had been canalized, but he had in 2019 chained the
locks as far up as Tring, making a huge reed-marsh of the middle
valley. Had he not done so, the body would never have found its way
past his house.

Dead a week? the notebook read. In
water same period?

Even from Tring, a freely floating object
would take no longer than a day to fetch up at Harefield. Thus the
body must have been delayed elsewhere, perhaps several times, by
catching in fallen trees or by grounding at bends. Grounding seemed
likely: No eyes. Eaten by crayfish?

It would have come free with a rise in
water-level, or by the accumulated force of current breaking the
impeding branches.

With his pencil, Suter marked on each
tributary the obstructions above which he knew the site of the
murder could not lie. He was left with some twenty miles of
watercourse to explore.

Twenty miles, no more.

Everything he had believed in had been turned
upside down.

He put the maps aside, in favour of his
diary, and resumed writing.

I have just decided that I cannot, will not,
change my place of abode. I shall set out tomorrow. If I find a
settlement no nearer than ten miles from here, I shall observe it
for a while in the hope that I can afford to withdraw without
making contact. If I find a settlement within ten miles and it has
more than, say, fifteen inhabitants, I shall observe it for longer
in case I decide that I have no choice but to make myself
known.

Before rising from his chair, Suter drained
his brandy-glass and, in his neatest Pitman’s, believing it as he
wrote, formed the final sentence of the day.

If there are fewer than fifteen, I shall
shoot them all.
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Suter found the village at dawn on the third
day.

At about noon, having spent the morning
watching the place and trying to come to terms with his discovery,
he was on the point of deciding to change position, to move to the
other side of the valley, when he was taken unawares by someone
coming up behind him.

He heard a woman say, “Who are you?”

Either she had approached in silence or, more
likely, he had been so engrossed in thought that he had simply
failed to hear.

“No!” she cried, as he rolled over. “I’m
unarmed!”

In blind consternation, he kept the Glock,
double gripped, pointing at her head. His hands began to shake
uncontrollably as he realized the enormity of the blunder he had
made: he looked furtively about, raised himself from the supine to
the sitting position. Never, never before had he been so lax, so
negligent, so deserving of death.

But the woman seemed to be alone.

She was no longer young, or even middle-aged.
A basket with an open top hung, rucksack-style, at her back. His
eye took in the drab headscarf, the rainproof jacket, the muddy
jeans and boots.

“I ... I’ve been gathering fungi,” she
explained, to placate him. “That’s the only reason I saw you. I
wasn’t on the path. Otherwise ...”

Still he kept the pistol levelled.

“Don’t shoot me.”

Her calmly uttered request sounded so
reasonable that it penetrated Suter’s consciousness enough to
register, and he understood then that she did not wish to be shot,
to be torn in half, blown to pieces with a lacerating burst of
fire. He noticed the perilous firmness of his grip on the trigger
and made himself ease the pressure.

And then, with four simple syllables, he
broke the spell and put an end to his twelve-year sentence of
solitary confinement.

“What is your name?”

“Muriel. Muriel Taylor.”

“Are you alone?”

“Yes. I promise.”

Again Suter looked about him. He was just
inside the wood here. Most of the tree-trunks were too narrow to
conceal a hiding man.

“I assure you,” she said. “I’m alone and I
mean you no harm. Please lower your gun.”

Not taking his eyes from her face, nor yet
lowering the pistol, Suter rose smoothly to his feet.

Despite the Glock, she was regarding him
almost sympathetically. He discerned openness, resolution, in the
cast of her features. In her youth she could have been handsome.
She could have belonged to that race of Englishwomen which had
enabled and indeed taken a prominent role in winning the Empire.
The sort who had ordered natives about and been worshipped in
return.

He should have been nonplussed, but was not,
when, apparently apropos of nothing, she said, “Do you believe in
God?”

“I do not.”

He lowered the pistol, unable to comprehend
the fact that he was holding a conversation, that some person other
than himself had spoken and was now listening. “You caught me on
the hop,” he said.

Now it was her turn to look uneasily around.
“There’s no need to speak so loudly.”

“Am I speaking loudly?”

“Very.”

He heard himself saying, “I didn’t mean
to.”

“You haven’t told me your name.”

He saw no harm in revealing it. “Suter.”

“Do you have a Christian name?”

“A forename. John.”

“That is a Christian name,” she said, subtly
emphasizing the second and fourth words.

“It’s my name.”

“May I call you by it?”

He assented. “What made you look over your
shoulder just now?”

“You’re nothing to do with them, then.”

“With whom?” he said, disingenuously.

Looking at the place where he had been lying,
she allowed herself a less guarded inspection of his baggage and
equipment. “With Bex and his friends.”

He did not reply. Shortly before the woman
had arrived, Suter had resolved to spend another day, at most, in
observation before retreating permanently to his own domain. He had
already decided that there were too many people in the village for
him to dispose of, even had he really been able to bring himself to
do such a thing. Something horrible had befallen the place. He had
no intention of becoming part of it.

“Do you mind if we sit down?” she said.

Without waiting for an answer, she unhitched
her fungus-basket. From her jacket she took a yard-square sheet of
thick polythene, which she spread on the ground. Suter sat too,
cross-legged in his waterproof trousers, heedless of the withered
stems of dog’s mercury which carpeted this part of the wood.

He admired her pluck. She had been afraid
that the Glock might go off, but she was not afraid of him –
notwithstanding his camouflaged clothing and corked, bearded face,
notwithstanding the twelve-bore pump-action Remington 870, the
canvas bandoleer, the holstered Browning at his belt, the
saw-backed knife strapped to his leg.

“Have you come to kill Bex?” she said.

He lightly shook his head.

“Then you aren’t from some other place where
he’s been?”

“You sound disappointed.”

She looked at him askance. A moment later,
she said, “How long have you been on your own?”

Should he tell her? Why not? “Ever since the
plague.”

“What?” she said, in amazement.
“Completely?”

“I thought I was the only one left.”

“Where have you been living?”

“Somewhere safe.”

She ignored the rebuke. “You must be a very
remarkable person.”

Suter smiled, for the first time, rather
wryly. “That’s not exactly the word I would use.” With a vague
gesture he indicated the village, behind him and to his left. “Is
it still called ‘Shanley’?”

“Do you know it? I mean, did you know it,
before?”

“I came here sometimes with my parents. Or on
my bike. When I was a boy. The church tower’s got some nice
gargoyles, as I recall. Is the Manor House still habitable?”

“Our head man lives there.”

“Really.”

“I should say he did live in the Manor. Now
he’s being held hostage there, in the crypt.”

“By Bex?”

“By Bex.”

Suter took out his notebook. He said, “My
memory isn’t what it was. I have to write things down.”

“Then – do you want to know about Bex?” He
could see that she wanted to add, “And will you help us?”

To which the silent and unequivocal answer
was “No.” But Suter had come here to gather information, and
anything she told him would add to his store. In particular he
wanted to know what chance there was of any of these bastards
finding their way downstream as far as Harefield Moor: as far as
his house.

“How old is he?”

“Twenty or so. They’re all about that
age.”

“How many of them?”

“Twelve. I mean, fourteen. Two more have
joined them.”

“From the village here?”

“Yes.”

“Are they all males?”

“Yes.”

Suter added more outlines to his notebook. As
he did so, without looking up, he said, “When did they arrive?”

“About two weeks ago. At Michaelmas.”

“On September the twenty-ninth itself?”

“Yes, in the afternoon.”

He recalled that Shanley church was dedicated
to St Michael the Archangel. How he had remembered this he could
not say, but the haphazard conjunction of facts served only to
heighten his growing sense of illogicality. He was talking to this
surreal apparition, this Muriel Taylor, in just the same way that,
for the past twelve years, he had been talking to himself. What in
God’s name did he think he was he doing, squatting on the ground,
conversing with some phantom? Maybe none of this was happening.
Maybe he had, after years of teetering, finally and irretrievably
gone off his rocker.

“Is something wrong?” she said.

“Everything’s wrong, far as I can make out.
How many have they killed?”

“Three. Two by ritual.”

“How do you mean?”

“Satanic ritual. They worship Satan.”

“Satan.”

“Yes. Bex ... he’s taught them to eat flesh.
Human flesh.”

Suter continued looking at her. She was in
complete earnest. “When did these killings happen?”

“Two on the day they arrived. The third a
week later.”

“How many have they wounded?”

“Five. No; six. There was another one
yesterday.”

“How many assaulted?”

“Nearly everybody.”

“Rapes?”

“Yes. All the time.”

“Like this morning,” he said. “In the meadow,
by the bridge.”

“You saw it, then. With those, I suppose.”
She indicated his binoculars. “It’s usually like that. Five or six
together.”

“Have they ...”

“They haven’t done it to me yet, if that’s
what you’re asking. It’s the younger ones they want.” Her eyes
blazed. “Bex took our head man’s daughter. We haven’t seen her
since the day they murdered Martin. That’s her husband. He —”

“What sort of weapons do they have?”

“Machine guns. They got them from the RAF at
Halton. Rifles. Pistols. Knives, machetes.” She looked at him with
new hope, encouraged by the turn his questioning had taken.
“They’re stupid, most of them. Bex is the only one with a brain. If
we could just get rid of him, the others would run around like
chickens with their heads cut off.”

“Do they have any dogs?”

“Dogs? How do you mean?”

“Tracker dogs.”

“No. No dogs.”

“What about infrared? Image intensifiers,
anything like that?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Any special equipment apart from the
guns?”

“No.”

Suter was taking a verbatim account of
everything she told him. “How did they find you?”

“Philip – that’s our head man – Philip said
Bex told him he had found the lane.”

“What lane?”

“We kept a lane open to Watford. It runs up
behind the Manor. You can’t see it from here.”

Suter expelled his breath.

“You don’t think that was very clever of us,
do you?”

“Is anyone left alive in Watford?”

“No. It’s in ruins.”

“Do you know of any other survivors?
Anywhere.”

“We always assumed there were some. Maybe in
another part of the country, or abroad. After all, we’d survived
and managed to find each other. Philip was the first. He and Helen
—”

“Who’s that?” Suter said, startled to hear
the name spoken by other lips, disturbed that it had been
misappropriated and attached to some other female.

“His daughter.”

“Martin’s wife?”

“Yes. She’s the one Bex is holding. Philip
and Helen were the only related survivors. Everyone else came
singly. My husband died just before the plague, of cancer. We lived
in Northwood.”

“Did you have children?”

“A son, in America. I never heard anything
about him.”

“How many children have been born since the
community was founded?”

“Nine.”

Suter turned back to the previous page,
reviewing what he had written so far. “So how many villagers are
there in all?”

“Forty-seven. There were fifty-two.”

“And Bex lets most of you go about your
business?”

“As long as it meets his approval. Gathering
and preparing food, mainly.”

“Has anyone run away?”

“He says he’ll kill Philip if they do.”

Suter saw that she already knew that Bex
would, sooner or later, kill them all. He said, “Do you have any
vehicles besides the two tractors?”

“A lorry. We keep it in the big barn. Over
there.”

“Any motorbikes?”

“No.”

“Quad bikes?”

“I don’t even know what they are.”

“Four-wheeled motorbike things. For rough
terrain. Good for sheep farms.”

“We don’t have any sheep.”

“I know.” As he was writing, he could feel
the increasingly anxious force of her gaze. He wondered how fifty
survivors had managed to come together, form a stable community,
and live together for so long, presumably in harmony. “Has anyone
tried to do anything about this Bex?”

“Only one.”

“Martin?”

“He didn’t have a chance.”

Cowards, then. The other men in the village.
As usual. “I think I may have found Martin’s body,” Suter said.
“Was he thrown in the river?”

“Yes. Yes, he was.”

“Did he have blond hair, a leather jacket,
corduroy jeans?”

She put a hand to her face. Suter noticed the
gleam of tears.

“What did Bex do to him?”

“In person, nothing. It was the others. They
tied him upside-down and tortured him.”

“No one tried to help?”

She shook her head. “How could we? Then ...
then they plucked out his eyes. Bex ate them.”

“What?”

She did not answer. Suter realized she was in
a state of extreme shock, possibly nearing mental collapse. “I
cremated the body,” he told her, stammering slightly. “I said a few
words, though I didn’t know who he was.”

She stared at the ground.

He reached into his pocket. “I found this,”
he said, handing her the soapstone bonze. “It may have meant
something to him. Give it to his wife when you can. If she’s still
alive.”

The woman wiped away her tears and took the
figurine. “I don’t recognize it,” she said. “But I’m sure Helen
will. She’ll be very grateful. For everything you did.”

Suter snapped the elastic strap keeping his
notebook shut. He slid the notebook into his inner jacket pocket,
and beside it clipped his propelling pencil. Again he felt her gaze
following his every action. He knew what was coming next, and had
already decided how to respond.

“John,” she said, using his name for the
first time. “You did say I could call you that, didn’t you?”

He looked up.

“Will you help us?”

“I’m sorry. None of this is my concern.”

“But —”

“If I were one of the men in your village, I
would have fixed things already.” He nodded at the fungus-basket.
“Poison him.”

“Helen has to taste all his food. He’s
confiscated everything that can be used as a weapon.”

“Use a brick.”

“No. There’s nothing we can do.”

“There’s always something you can do.”

“I’m begging you. You’re our only hope.”

Suter was on the verge of saying, “I thought
you believed in God.” Instead he got to his feet and held out a
hand, which she disregarded, standing up unaided.

“Do you know,” she said, bitterly, “just
before I found you I was praying for a miracle. When I saw you
lying there I really thought my prayer had been heard. I really
thought you were an angel come down from heaven to help us.”

“God’s like that,” Suter thought. “Bit of a
practical joker.”

He said, “These people are insane. There’s
only one way to deal with them. The plague must have taught you
that. If you don’t collectively do what has to be done, you’ll all
end up dead. Better to lose a few than lose everybody.”

“I was going to invite you to join our
community.”

“I live alone.”

“Please. Please don’t just walk away.”

Suter reconsidered what he had said; could
find nothing wrong with it. He liked this woman, respected her
decency and courage, and for that reason might even at one time
have been willing to help her. But he cared just as much about the
people of Shanley as they cared about him, or would care if they
knew of his existence. Which was to say, not at all.

“I won’t help you myself,” he said, at
length. “But you can have this, if you like.” He proffered the
Glock: he had duplicates at home. “There must be at least one man
in your village brave enough to use it. Give it to him. Tell him to
shoot Bex first, in the upper body, at least five times. Then he
must get as many of the others as he can. If you can devise a plan
involving a number of villagers, so much the better.”

Slowly, reluctantly, she reached out.

“It’s called a Glock 18,” Suter said, as she
took it. He stood beside her. “There’s no conventional safety
catch. This second trigger is the safety spur. Just pull the whole
assembly when you want to fire. Keep the trigger squeezed to go
into cyclic mode. That means continuous fire. In cyclic mode, a
magazine lasts one and half seconds. When the magazine’s empty you
plug in another.” He reached into a back pocket. “The one in
there’s full. Here’s a spare. Thirty-three rounds, so you’ve
sixty-six in all. Nine millimetre calibre, high muzzle velocity.
Tell your man it’s effective up to about fifty yards, reasonably
accurate up to thirty or thirty-five. If he’s never fired one
before, he should just get in as close as he can.”

He stood back. “Can you remember all
that?”

“I should imagine so.”

“It’s very, very dangerous. I suggest you
wrap it in that piece of plastic and hide it on the outskirts of
the village. Your man should recover it at night, preferably in the
early hours. Say four o’clock.”

She eyed him reprovingly. “Can we have your
shotgun, too?”

“I need that. For dogs.”

“What’s in the case?”

“A rifle.”

“Can we have it?”

“No.”

She did as he had suggested and wrapped the
Glock in the polythene, then bent and concealed the bundle in her
fungus-basket. “I’m not going to thank you,” she said. “If I were
you, I’d be feeling rather ashamed of myself.” She hoisted the
basket on her shoulders.

“Don’t forget,” Suter said. “Upper body.
Minimum of five rounds.”

Without another word, she turned on her heel,
towards the interior of the wood, and set out.

 


6

 


Despite everything, the daily work had to go
on. The bread had to be baked, the chickens fed, the herd of
Guernseys milked. Since dawn, Leigh Fernihough had been one of
those forking up maincrop carrots in the rain, repeatedly trudging
through the furrows with his mud-clogged basket on his shoulder and
tipping its contents on the growing pile in the cart. At midday,
Goddard had hitched one of the draught horses to the cart, which he
had then driven down to the farm. Two of the diggers had got a lift
back with him, legs dangling over the open tailboard; but not Leigh
Fernihough.

In the hierarchy of the village, Fernihough
occupied a place somewhere near the bottom. He was not allowed to
operate machinery, even though he worked mainly in the orchards,
fruit-cages, and vegetable fields. His customary pew was located at
the back of the church, and only occasionally was he asked to read
the lesson. Yet, always equable, always content with whatever
decisions the Council handed down, he seemed a man devoid of
ambition.

Fernihough had been among the first to
respond to the founding balloon-messages sent out by Philip Davies.
He arrived at Shanley on 29 May, 2017, a week after his
twenty-third birthday. By then, Davies was already styling himself
“head man”, and had adopted the habit of issuing orders to everyone
else: to Helen, of course, to Muriel Taylor and Jack Sturges, and
then, in turn, to Fernihough. The democratization of society, its
feminization, its consequent decadence and collapse, had no place
in Davies’s scheme for the future.

His interrogation of the newcomer was
unskilful and easily circumvented, typical of the civil servant
that Davies once had been. Fernihough failed to divulge certain
facts about himself: such that he had rejected the opportunity to
read maths at Oxford, preferring to leave school at eighteen and
join a merchant bank; or that he had, during his four years in the
City, probably earned more than the would-be hierarch had in his
entire career.

Fernihough’s reticence sprang from a desire
for self-preservation. He immediately perceived the way the
government of Shanley was likely to be conducted. He had no time
for any deity, certainly not the vengeful tyrant of the Old
Testament nor his deluded son: but Shanley was the only haven on
offer, and Fernihough knew full well that he could not survive
without one. He therefore acquiesced in Davies’s view, and become a
member of the congregation.

For several years he lived a dual existence.
In the fields, in the church, and at social events, he played the
simpleton. But on retiring to the cottage where he dwelt alone, he
escaped into his books. His library he kept out of sight, in a
spare bedroom, and allowed at most one volume downstairs at a time.
Many of the titles had been gathered in his first few months in the
village, on excursions to Watford and elsewhere. His mind was
nurtured by a secret world of the imagination, over-arching the
two-dimensional life of the village. He entrusted his sanity to his
pantheon of dead authors and poets. They kept him company, made his
very existence tolerable.

It had astonished nearly everyone when, at
the age of twenty-nine, he had proposed to, and been accepted by,
Melissa Hallam. Even though there was little choice of eligible men
in Shanley, and even though he was supposed to be reasonably
personable, Fernihough knew the other women felt she had married
beneath her. Her former husband and small son had died in the
plague. With her university education and her capacity for clear
thought, she would surely have served on the Council, had she been
a man. Her wedding to Fernihough had coincided with her
thirty-third birthday. She had given birth to two daughters, now
two and four years of age.

Outside his back door, Fernihough fitted the
right heel of his gumboot between the horns of the cast-iron beetle
and pulled. As the boot came off, Melissa appeared at the
threshold, drying her hands on a towel.

“Leigh,” she said. “There’s been another
rape.”

 


* * *

 


Bex, ensconced in one of the big sofas in the
white drawing room, crossed his legs and admired his new boots. His
chinos, too, were new, as was his plaid shirt, green and grey and
white. He liked the feel of fresh clothes, clean underpants. In
matters of grooming, no effort was too great to spare. He was most
particular about his hands, and especially his fingernails. The
nicotine stain between the index and middle fingers of his right
hand had deepened sufficiently for him to resolve to find a
cigarette holder.

Danzo was waiting for him to reply.

The silence grew longer.

Since early today, Bex had again been
experiencing the sensation that other people, including himself,
were nothing more than apes, as absurd and predictable as they were
voluptuary and pretentious. Danzo, for instance, exhibited many
simian characteristics. His melancholy brown eyes resembled exactly
those of a chimpanzee; his voice, with its woolly timbre, would be
ideal, once he had hoisted himself into the tropical canopy, for
hooting defiance at a neighbouring but unseen troop of rivals.

He heard him say, “But I want to, as
well.”

Bex looked up. Ape-vision, as he privately
termed it, was he supposed just a corollary of skeleton-vision:
that phenomenon of consciousness during which he became aware of
others’ bones and skulls and articulations, especially when they
were moving about, and sometimes, very disturbingly, when he was
engaged in sexual intercourse.

Bex said, “No. Not yet.”

“Fuck it, Bex, we’ve been here, what, over
two weeks. How much longer?”

“Till I say. Then you can all do whatever you
like. As a matter of fact, I’ll participate. Show you spastics how
to inflict.”

“The other guys —”

Bex held up his left hand as if to say,
“That’s it.”

“Sorry, Bex.”

“Puff.”

His apish bronchi again craved baccy: tar,
nicotine, carbon monoxide. He was smoking too much these days. His
intention to stop, which at present had the status of mere
velleity, needed to be upgraded to a proper decision; he despised
addiction of any sort. Apart from moderate quantities of alcohol,
tobacco was the only drug he permitted his disciples. Anything more
interesting might lead to insurrection on their part and loss of
authority on his.

Danzo, a subordinate male, duly tossed him a
packet of Marlboros. He was seated opposite, on a second sofa.
“We’re fed up, ’s all.”

“Look. No one else gets washed till I say.
Not yet. Understand?” He regarded Danzo coolly for a moment before
lighting up. “Once we start on that kind of fun, we’ve got to
finish it. That means moving on again. And the omens are not yet
favourable.”

“Excrementum tauri. ”

Bex gave an acid smile and inclined his head,
acknowledging his own phrase. “Do you presume to question the
puissance of my occult powers?”

“No, Your Omniscience.”

Danzo had been with Bex from the beginning.
They had grown up together at Byfield. He knew the origins of the
New Order; knew the way Bex had fabricated its elements. His
prosaic intellect was incapable of understanding how matters had
since evolved. When alone with him, Bex had to keep up an act. This
was another and even more compelling reason why Danzo had to
go.

“We need more truck trips,” Bex said. “Get
extra puffs, if nothing else. Better hardware, maybe. I’ll send
Redmond and Stolly this afternoon. All in, I reckon another week in
this hole. Thing is, I don’t know where to make for next. I’m still
working on friend Philip.”

“You think he’s holding out?”

“Can’t say.” Bex realized he had not really
wanted his cigarette and flicked it, smouldering, on the Persian
carpet at his feet.

Abruptly he stood up, went to the French
window, and looked out into the rain-sodden grounds. What he had
just told Danzo was true: he did not know where next to lead his
disciples. He was beginning to believe that Davies, the head man,
honestly wasn’t in contact with any other settlements. As for the
other villagers, none of them, even under duress, could provide a
clue.

Without looking round, Bex said, “Shog off,
Danzo, there’s a good chap. And tell Redmond I want a word.”

 


* * *

 


No sooner had the woman disappeared among the
trees than Suter regretted the quixotic impulse to which he had
given way. Perhaps the hallucinatory experience of meeting and
talking to another human being had caused his lapse of judgement.
Whichever way he looked at the encounter, he saw that he had acted
foolishly. To have handed her the weapon at all, to have given her
the opportunity of shooting him, was an even bigger mistake than
letting her creep up on him in the first place. And now he had let
her take a Glock 18 back to the village, together with an accurate
description of him and his whereabouts.

“Cretin.”

“You should have pulled the trigger when you
had the chance.”

He thought of running after her to get his
gun back.

Instead he bundled up his belongings, left
now with no realistic option but to keep to his original plan and
continue his reconnaissance from the other side of the village. He
certainly could not stay here.

Continuing to curse himself under his breath,
he donned the burden of his pack and, adjusting the frame, made the
weight as comfortable as he could. He hung the rifle case from his
left shoulder; the shotgun he carried, as usual, in the crook of
his right arm.
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