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    "Never was so much owed by so many to so few"  
 
    Winston Churchill, August 20, 1940 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Jimmy, get us another pint.” 
 
    James Lock sighed. It wasn’t getting the drink that bothered him. It was the use of ‘Jimmy’. No one but his brother called him that and despite telling him a thousand times that he was too old to be called ‘Jimmy’, Eric continued to do so. 
 
    “Don’t pull that face, little brother.” Eric sat back in the high back chair, a smile on his face. “It does you good to know that there is someone out there who can still get under your skin.” 
 
    “And who gets under yours? That’s what I wonder,” James said as he stood from his chair. 
 
    “The wife,” Eric admitted, the smile turning rueful. “It is a good thing to be married, Jimmy, but a pleasure best enjoyed after a lifetime of denial.” 
 
    “Ha!” James snorted and picked up Eric’s empty glass. The Officer’s mess, a converted stately home in the North Kent countryside, had a good selection of beers. The one industry that hadn’t yet seen rationing introduced. The enlisted man behind the bar took the pint glasses and refilled them from the pumps. Vera Lyn’s sweet voice sang out from the wireless in the corner. 
 
    “Last one for me,” Eric said, taking the pint of ale from his brother. “Leave is over tomorrow.” 
 
    “Same here. It was good of you to come down.” 
 
    “Barely twenty miles, Jimmy. You’re not at the end of the world.” Eric sipped from his glass. 
 
    “Feels like it, Eric. Ever since the war started, I haven’t had a chance to go home, to see mother.” 
 
    “It’s war, Jimmy. Mother’s fine. I called her the other day from Biggin Hill. The farm’s doing well and she says Fred will bring in a good harvest this year. Reckons he has a lead on some good hands for September.” 
 
    “We should be there.” He heard the catch in his voice, the emotion held back. 
 
    “Fred’ll look after mother and the farm. We belong here. Not many can do what we do, James.” 
 
    “I know that, Eric. It’s just…” his words tailed off as the air raid siren began to wail. 
 
    Behind the bar, the enlisted man started to ring the bell and called out, “All Officers to the shelter.” 
 
    “Come on.” James jumped to his feet and reached for Eric’s arm, helping him out of the deep cushioned chair. 
 
    “Right with you, Jimmy.” Eric bowed and waved an arm for his younger brother to precede him. 
 
    “You’re not allowed to bring the drink with you.” 
 
    “This is the last beer I’m going to get for a while. I am certainly not leaving it here for some stray bomb to blow to pieces.” Eric lifted the glass and drank a few large swallows. “There you go. Now I won’t spill as much.” 
 
    James sighed again, and shook his head. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Lock,” the call came out of the office door, “come in and close the door.” 
 
    James stood and walked into the CO’s office. He stopped two paces from the desk and snapped off a smart salute. 
 
    Squadron Leader Logan returned the salute from his seat behind the varnished oak desk. “Close the door, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” James did as asked and turned back to the CO. 
 
    “Sit down, James.” Logan indicated the wooden chair. 
 
    The use of his first name set James’s heart beating. To everyone on the base he was Lock or Lieutenant. Very few used his given name, certainly not the Squadron Leader. He glanced round the room, looking for a hint or clue of the upcoming bad news. Nothing obvious. Maybe the CO had heard about the raid on the bar’s whiskey stock, carried out by a select group of Lock’s fellow pilots under the cover of night? But the use of his given name hinted at something more personal. He wasn’t going to be torn off a strip, it wasn’t that kind of opening. Something else. James’s heart stopped and he put a shaky hand on the back of the chair, he legs losing the strength to hold him upright, and sank into the seat. 
 
     “Sir?” James prompted when the CO had not spoken or looked up from the file in front of him for a minute or two. 
 
    “James,” Logan began, “war is a difficult thing. If the Surgeon’s photograph had not appeared in the Daily Mail back in ’34, there is a good chance it would never have happened.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I understand, sir,” James said. Why the history lesson? This was common knowledge. For over three hundred years it had been a secret, closely guarded and hidden from all prying eyes. Then the grainy photo of Loch Ness and the world changed. 
 
    “It brought us to war, James. One photograph. Now our isles are under constant attack and though they lose many, our losses cut deep. Where they can manufacture,” and the word seemed to fall from the CO’s mouth like a lump of gristle, “replacements, ours take much longer to mature. We cannot afford to lose them, James.” 
 
    “Sir?” The single syllable quavered. 
 
    “This telegram,” the CO passed a thin sheet of cream paper over, “arrived this morning. I’m sorry, James. Eric was shot down over Boulogne. As yet, we have no reason to believe he survived the crash.” 
 
    The paper in his hand forgotten, he started at the CO’s face. “No.” 
 
    “My sympathies and condolences,” Logan said in a quiet voice. “The patrol he was flying were ambushed by Bf109s over the coast. Those who returned report they saw him go down.” 
 
    “Perhaps he was captured?” James grasped the thought. Hope. A flutter of his heart. A moment’s relief from the bile rising in this throat. 
 
    “It is unlikely,” Logan said, shaking his head. 
 
    “He could have recovered,” James stated, refusing to let go of the chance. 
 
    “James, I think you have to accept it. Eric, your brother, is dead. His Spitfire took too much damage from the Bf109s and went down.” Logan looked him in the eyes. “Do you want the telegram sent on to your mother or would you like to be the one to tell her? You’ve been granted two days compassionate leave.” 
 
    He sat still, silent for a long minute. The longest of his life. Indecision and grief battled upbringing and reality. Eric was dead. Shot down. Now, there was only him. 
 
    “I’ll tell her,” he said. 
 
    Logan nodded. “I thought you would. There is a train to London in an hour.” 
 
    “If it’s all right, sir,” he said, pausing to take a breath, “I thought I could fly there. My Hurricane will be quicker and she deserves to know as soon as possible.” 
 
    Logan closed the folder, sat back in his chair and frowned. “Hurricanes are not an RAF officers’ personal transportation.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” James said, “but I could be there and back more quickly.” 
 
    “However,” the CO continued, ignoring James’s interruption, “I do have some important documents and the base crew have some personal items they would like to get to their families. I think a mail run could be permitted, in these circumstances.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Collect the mail at fourteen hundred, take off at fourteen thirty unless Jerry has different ideas.” Logan stood and reached out a hand towards James. “Please convey my condolences to your mother. Her son died a brave man. A hero.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll tell her. Thank you, sir.” James shook the proffered hand. Taking a deep breath, he took a step backward, bringing his heels together and delivered a crisp salute. 
 
    “Dismissed.” Logan returned the salute. 
 
    James turned away, holding back the pressure behind his eyes. The time to cry was later. Other things mattered now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The flight suit, leather on the outside, fur-lined on the inside, was making him sweat as he carried the mail bag across the grass between the tower and the hangar. A quick check in the map room, a chat with one of the girls, a beautiful brunette with deep sympathetic eyes, had furnished him with all the location and weather details he needed. It had been an absent minded kind of conversation and he knew, on any other day, he’d have been tongue-tied and nervous. This afternoon, nerves and shyness were not a consideration. 
 
    Hurricanes had a unique smell. One breath and you’d never mistake it for anything else. Some, James knew, couldn’t stand it. To them it reeked, stank to high heaven and back. To him, it was sweet and homely. Just the first hint of it almost broke the dam he’d built to hold back the grief. There would be time to cry when he got back. Right now, there was duty and obligation. Not to the RAF, not to the King, the Kingdom, or its people, but to family. 
 
    Inside the hangar the scent was overpowering. Mid-afternoon sunlight penetrated the dark and revealed ground crews rushing about, readying and maintaining the Hurricanes in peak condition. A bell, a siren, the shout of ‘Scramble’ and, before the echoes had died away, they’d be ready to fly, to take the fight to the skies above England’s green and pleasant land. 
 
    His Hurricane was a hunter, built for the skies. Power contained, controlled and straining to be released. It was always this way, first the smell, then the feeling of power and finally the sight. Their eyes met and it roared. 
 
    The great beast towered over him. A long serpentine neck connected the blunt-nosed head, a maw full of sharp teeth, with the bulk of its thick, muscled body. Strong wings stretched out, over the stalls and the claws of the dragon’s four legs bit deep into the soil. Behind its body, a thin tail whipped back and forth. 
 
    “Beval,” James said, “we fly.” 
 
    The Hurricane Dragon opened its mouth, pointed teeth parting, and a forked tongue flicked out, tasting the air. “It is good, James Lock. We are not meant to be in the dark.” 
 
    “I know.” He stepped forward and rested a hand against one of Beval’s front legs. The scales were warm to the touch. More than that, the power contained within the beast reached out to him. He held it back a moment, twisting his mind into the proper forms and channels, directing the flood of energy into the staff he carried in his right hand. 
 
    It was intoxicating. Deeper in flavour than red wine, more sour than an over-ripe lemon, sweeter than honey and more bitter than Christmas sprouts. The temptation to dive into that power, into the heart of the dragon, to swim and let yourself drown in it was strong. He knew it for what it was. All the training in flight school and before, when he had been chosen, had prepared him for this and he closed off the channel. 
 
    “We fly, James Lock. We battle.” The dragon, Beval, roared again.  
 
    James placed a foot on its leg, letting the beast lift him to its wing. He stepped, staying on the bone and muscle, avoiding the membrane of its wing, up to the saddle and strapped himself in.  
 
    “We fly, Beval,” he said and his hand tightened around the staff, “and we battle.” 
 
    Beval stepped forward, a gait not made for the land, and James was jolted in the saddle. As the dragon cleared the hangar entrance, it picked up speed, from a careful walk to lumbering run and the wings began to beat. Great gusts of wind kicked up the summer’s dust from the field and Beval was no longer running, but jumping and gliding down the runway. 
 
    James felt the magic well up from the dragon, a warmth that grew with each stroke of the wings, the scent of a summer storm, the promise of rain. It was all that and more. The true source of a dragon’s flight, its magic. The reason they’d been hunted almost to extinction. Fear of the unknown. Uneducated peasants of a different age driving the great beasts into hiding. Cromwell signing the agreement and concealing them. A duty handed down through the ages and Parliament. A monarch’s duty to inform each new Prime Minister and bind them with magic. The dragons were forgotten, becoming myth and legend. 
 
    And the world moved on to the evil of machines, steam engines and the rise of coal and oil. Cars, tanks and planes. A modern age that looked to the future but dreamed of times past and held to a legend in which a dragon’s blood could cure any ill. Where the scales of the beast were an impenetrable armour. Its eyes the purest diamonds. Its flesh the most delicate flavour and its magic which could fuel any machine, power a city, do the impossible. And a dragon’s knowledge, its wisdom of the centuries. A dragon knew the secrets of life, the answer to every question. That’s what the old books said. It is what some people believed. It wasn’t all true. It didn’t matter. It meant war. 
 
    If that photograph hadn’t come out, even the fraud it was, there would have been no rekindling of interest in the legends and stories of old. There would be peace and Eric might still be alive. 
 
    “Your brood brother is dead?” Beval sent. Speech was impossible during flight and unnecessary. 
 
    “That’s what the telegram said,” James sent back. 
 
    “He died in battle. A worthy death.” 
 
    “His Spitfire died too,” James answered. The dragon continued to climb and gain speed. The small port town of Gravesend was fading into the farmland that surrounded it, the River Thames marking the northern border of Kent. Already the summer air was cooling and chilling his skin. Twisting his mind, he channelled a little of the magic stored in the staff and created a shield around his body. It would keep him warm, make the air breathable and, if needed, it could be strengthened to provide protection from attack. 
 
    “Their spirits will be missed,” the dragon sent and emitted a great battle roar. 
 
    “I don’t believe it.” James shifted in his seat, the harness and belts jangled. “Eric was too good, too strong to die like they describe. His Spitfire was powerful and they’d flown together so many times. A few Bf109s should not have been a problem.” 
 
    “And yet they did, James Lock. Grief often overrides fact.” 
 
    “I need to be sure, Beval. If he’s gone, there is only my mother and I left.” 
 
    “You should have many children, James Lock. We dragons know the pain of a line becoming extinct. We are a long-lived species. Our young take many decades to grow to maturity and have children of their own. You are shorter-lived and have spread across the world so quickly in the last hundred years. Let him go, James Lock. Honour his memory and look to your future.” The dragon banked a lazy turn above the estuary. “Where is it we are flying today?” 
 
    “Boulogne,” James sent, his lips compressing into a thin line of determination. 
 
    “What do you intend, James Lock?” Beval swung his head around, catching his eye. A dragon’s face, armoured and scaled, could show little emotion, but the eyes revealed the soul and mind behind them. Beval looked worried. 
 
    “I need to be sure, Beval,” James sent, projecting confidence as much as a plea for understanding. “We’ll go in low and head to the crash site. I got the location from a girl in the map room. There’s a small village not far it. They might have survived. No one saw them hit the ground. They might have found their way to the resistance.” 
 
    “And if we encounter any of the Bf109s or other planes the enemy have? What then, James Lock?” 
 
    “We destroy those we can, or we flee, Beval. Believe me, I have no wish to die, but I need to know the truth. My mother deserves the truth.” 
 
    From this altitude the sprawling mass of London, its churches, spires and domes, was visible to the west. North, over the river, the small towns of Essex and to the south, the countryside of Kent. Eastwards flowed the Thames, carrying water from the shire counties out into the cold North Sea. Beval flew a few more circles, gaining height. A cloudless summer’s day. The world beneath them and the future ahead. 
 
    “We fly, James Lock, and we battle. Let us discover the certainty of your brood brother’s death. A parent deserves that comfort, cold as it may be.” Beval dipped a wing, rolling his great body, setting a course for the sea and the coast of occupied France. 
 
    The journey was swift as only a dragon’s can be. The entire way, James scanned the sky, searching for enemy planes. The bright blue strained his eyes and he was forced to wipe away the tears. Tinted glasses would help, but magic relied upon a clear, unobstructed view. Even a slight change, a minor falsehood granted by glass could cause a spell to go awry. Magic was delicate, more art than science. The schools, small establishments set in the countryside, in old stately homes, under the cover of public schools for rich children, taught the skills necessary. Not the most expensive or famous schools, not an Eton, a Harrow or a Winchester, but even more exclusive. You were chosen to attend and the gift tended to run in families. 
 
    As the white cliffs of Dover faded into a barely visible smudge on the horizon, the coast of France came into focus. A green verdant land that stretched far to the north and south. A meandering line of cliffs and bays, a mirror of the limestone cliffs of home. Calais, Wimereux, and Boulogne, were faint smears of grey amongst the green and there, against the blue-green of the sea, a plane rising to meet them. Over the rush of air from Beval’s wings, he could hear the engine and propeller that drove the mechanical flying machine through the air. 
 
    “James Lock,” Beval sent, “an enemy challenges us.” 
 
    “I see him,” James replied. “He’ll be radioing our position.” 
 
    “Not for long.” The dragon pulled his large wings in close and plummeted towards the plane. 
 
    James screamed in surprise, grabbed the saddle and tightened his grip around the staff. The plane, a few moments ago only a speck against the sea, grew rapidly in size and definition. Compared to the dragon it was tiny, but even wasps have a painful sting. Lines of tracer fire erupted from the plane towards James and Beval. The first volley fell short, losing energy rapidly as they fought gravity and lost. 
 
    He tried to breathe, to clear his mind for the spell he needed, but the speed was too dizzying, too great. Behind the plane, the sea could only be a few feet away. Small ripples became great waves, white foam spraying from those that crashed and slumped over one another. Sea birds took wing, clearing the surface, spying the dragon and calling out their terror and warning. 
 
    Bullets struck the dragon with a bright metallic patter. Against its scales they were an annoyance, nothing more. If they struck the eyes, inside the nose or mouth, or the vulnerable spot where the tail joined the body, they would be more of a threat. This wasn’t Beval’s first fight and the intelligent beast knew to keep its mouth closed and eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    James forced his thoughts to calm. This wasn’t his first battle either. The dragon was strong, but with a battlemage on its back it was more than that, it was deadly. Twisting his mind and channelling the staff’s power into the correct shapes, he cast the spell. Around him, the shield of air he had conjured glowed dull orange for a second. A similar one appeared around the dragon’s head. 
 
    Now the bullets climbed the dragon’s scaled body and began to splatter against his shield. Each strike draining a little of the power and the lead projectiles spun away. Tying the shield spell to the staff through the conduit of his mind, he settled and firmed the armour spell. Now he was free to act. He needn’t have bothered. 
 
    One plane, one Bf109, was no match for a dragon. Beval’s mouth opened wide and a stream of super-cooled air containing billions of acid droplets flew forth. The machine stood no chance. Its wings, already under stress from the climb, ripped away from the fuselage and the Bf109 went into a spin. Acid ate away, dissolved the metal skin of the plane and smoke billowed from the engine, the pitch rising, accompanied by the screech of gears grinding upon each other. 
 
    “There will be more,” James sent as the dragon extended its wings once more and settled into level flight. He watched the plane fall, there was no parachute. 
 
    “Then, James Lock, let us make all speed to the location and begin our task,” Beval roared once more, letting his body tip forward, gaining speed and losing altitude at a less precipitous rate than a moment ago. 
 
    Letting power fade from the shield, James maintained the air around him, letting some of the wind pass through. There was little point being on the back of dragon without experiencing the rush of air. Eric had loved this. He still loved this, James corrected his thoughts. 
 
    Near the waves, Beval levelled off and sped across the coastline. Gone were beautiful pebble expanses of years ago. Now, dirty iron crosses and concrete pillars rose from the beach, protection against a feared invasion of tanks or amphibious craft. Too low for the flak guns, they were in range of the machine guns nestled into their bunkers along the hills and cliffs. More tracer fire leapt towards the dragon and its rider. As before, a simple reinforcing of the spell and trusting in the dragon’s armour were enough to see them past. Little point in destroying them, in wasting time, energy or power, the call had already gone out. 
 
    “Further south,” James sent and the dragon changed course accordingly. Now, to their left, the open farmland of northern France, high hedges and raised banks dividing the countryside into a patchwork of crops ready for harvest. To the right, the waves of the cold North Sea. “Ambelteuse.” 
 
    Below them, a small fishing village set into a range of majestic sand dunes came into view. Golden hills covered with sparse patches of grass near the sea and, further inland, small copses of trees. James could see tracks winding amongst the dunes and further south the Nazi stronghold of Wimereux. 
 
    Beval skirted the small village. Even so, James spotted people in the fields and upon the narrow streets turn to stare and point at the great beast as it passed. There could have been a soldier in amongst them. It mattered little. No rifle was going to hurt the dragon and to hit James upon its back was an impossible shot. 
 
    Between Ambleteuse and Wimereux, the land was entirely dunes. Uncultivated and only low trees and bushes gave shape to the low rolling hills. Also absent was the impact crater of a Spitfire. If Eric’s dragon had truly crashed here, there would have been a scar, a great swathe of burnt vegetation, a crater easy to spot, sand heated to black glass. The death of a Spitfire was something everyone avoided, collateral damage was always terminal. 
 
    “There is nothing, James Lock.” Beval slowed and circled the dunes. 
 
    “This is the area the other riders and dragons reported.” 
 
    “It is unlikely they were all mistaken.” The dragon’s thoughts had a puzzled tone. “Perhaps, as you say, they survived, but where are they now?” 
 
    “Hiding or captured,” James sent. “The Spitfire must have been seen by someone.” 
 
    “James Lock, we cannot be here for long. They will send many planes to look for us. Even I can only defeat so many at once.” 
 
    “We can ask in the village,” he said, adding an image of the homes and people to his thoughts. 
 
    “That is not a good idea, James Lock. On the ground, we are vulnerable and stand out. We will not be hard to find.” 
 
    “I thought of that before we left,” James sent. “Trust me, please. I have to know what happened to him and to his Spitfire.” 
 
    “James Lock,” Beval warned. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “We will regret this, James Lock.” The dragon shook his head and beat his wings, slowing and coming to a hover just above the dunes.  
 
    A great cloud of fine sand rose around them both, obscuring James’ vision of the dunes, the shield doing little to keep the fine grains out. Raising a scarf over his mouth and nose, attempting to breathe as little as possible, he closed his eyes. He felt the dragon settle to the ground and the gusts died away. 
 
    He slid from Beval’s back and started to undo the catches and loops which secured the saddle to the dragon’s back. 
 
    “This is not wise, James Lock. Without the saddle, the journey home is more dangerous. I cannot fight while worrying you will fall.” 
 
    A whisper and a thump indicated the saddle had finally succumbed to his efforts and fallen to the floor. 
 
    “It’ll be fine. Bury the saddle. I doubt we’ll have time to come back for it.” James turned away from the sight of large claws tearing at the earth, and unpacked the mail bag, dumping its contents onto the sandy ground. Not the packages and letters that it should have held, they were back on the base, behind a cupboard, but two sets of clothes. Suits, to be exact. Not expensive, but both of James’ best and shoes to match. 
 
     He unzipped and shrugged himself out of the flight suit and threw it into the hole alongside the saddle. The late afternoon summer sun was warm on his bare skin and it with a sigh of regret he pulled on the suit trousers, shirt, shoes, socks and jacket. Fiddling with the tie and securing the knot against the collar buttons, he watched Beval cover up the saddle and stamp down the sand and dirt. Not a perfect disguise, there was large bump in the earth and the marbled combination of dirt and sand looked unlike anything else around. It would have to do. 
 
    “I do not like this, James Lock,” Beval muttered. “Fill the staff. You will get no other chance until we leave.” 
 
    The staff, the one thing that marked him out as a dragon rider amongst the people of France, England, any country. A walking stick, he could have got away with, but the RAF was bound by tradition. If you could cast dragon magic, you carried a staff. At least it was plain. Not like those who flaunted their wealth with runes, inscriptions and tips shod in gold. The Locks were an old family, but a poor one. Touching it to the dragon’s body, James drew the magic into the wood and contained it with ties and sigils created by his mind. 
 
    “Get changed,” James said as he removed the staff. 
 
    Watching this was always fascinating, and difficult. The air around the dragon blurred, as though looking at the beast through eyes woken suddenly from a deep sleep. There was the sense that your brain knew exactly what it was looking at, but the eyes were refusing to focus on it. When they did, the brain rebelled. What it saw, it interpreted, could not be happening. An optical illusion that crashed a wave of nausea through any onlooker. James looked away before his stomach heaved. 
 
    “Small minds, James Lock. You have big dreams, but you cannot reconcile the simplest of transformations.” The dragon’s voice, his spoken voice, was deep and thrummed with supressed power. If a human had spoken like that, they’d be deemed arrogant, but somehow, even wearing the form of a man, the voice fitted perfectly. “I’m dressed, shall we go?” 
 
    Beval wore the suit as if it had been made for him, tailored on Saville row. It hadn’t been, but Beval, no doubt, had altered his form to fit the suit perfectly. James shook his head and sighed, there was no point, he concluded, in being jealous that the suit looked better on the dragon than it did on him. 
 
    At a glance, Beval would pass for human. On a second look, there would be a puzzled frown. Something wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t just the way he walked, too sure, too confident, too graceful. It was more than just the perfect skin, flawless, unscarred and no hint of age. It was the eyes. Focus upon the dragon’s face and you would notice the eyes. No round pupil peered back at you. Instead there was a vertical slit, like a lizard’s, a cat’s, and the pupil too black, the green iris too green, too bright, and iridescent. 
 
    “We cannot wait around here, James Lock.” Beval waved a hand, indicating that James should lead the way. 
 
    “We’ll try the village. They must have seen something.” 
 
    “And why would they tell us anything?” Beval asked as they walked through the low gorse towards the village. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t they? I am sure they have no love for the Nazis,” James said. 
 
    “But they may have no love for the English either, James Lock. You have fought many wars with France over the centuries.” 
 
    They crested a dune and saw the village resting in the small valley ahead. When they had flown over, just a few minutes ago, it had seemed tiny, a few houses, a narrow street or two, a church, and a small river bisecting the village. At ground level, their observations confirmed that impression.  Two boats were drawn up on the shingle bank, far from the waves, and if there were others, they were trying their luck on the seas. 
 
    “We’ll be quick,” James said. “Find a few folks, ask a question or two and get out.” 
 
    “We’ll arouse suspicion, James Lock.” 
 
    “Keep your hat down.” James followed the words with a weak smile. “They saw us fly over. They are already suspicious.” 
 
    They skirted the gorse and found a track worn into the sand, really just a small gap between the bushes and followed it into the village. At first, there appeared to be no one around. The village was quiet, but the rattle of a shutter and a sharp, whispered conversation led them to the door of one of the homes. 
 
    “Bonjour,” James called, knocking on the thin wooden door. “Pouvez-vous nous traire?” 
 
    “What did you say, James Lock?” Beval asked. 
 
    “I asked for their help.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    James shrugged and turned back to door. He was raising his hand to knock again when it was snatched open and small, round woman in a blue polka dot dress and an apron that may have begun the day white but was now smudged and smeared, glared up at him. 
 
    “Allez,” she demanded and pointed down the street. 
 
    “She wants us to go, James Lock.” 
 
    He waved a hand at Beval, silencing his companion and took a breath, thinking the words through before speaking in a halting mix of English and French. “Have vous regardez un lézard volant?” 
 
    The small woman returned a puzzled look and gestured again for them to move on. 
 
    “James Lock, the French for dragon is dragon.” 
 
    “If you spoke the language, why didn’t you volunteer to do the talking?” James settled for a glare at the disguised dragon. 
 
    “I was under the impression that you wanted my nature to remain hidden.” 
 
    “Talk to her, Beval. Find out what we need to know.” 
 
    All three looked to the sky as the deep roar of engines interrupted the conversation. From the north, flying low over the village, three Bf109s screamed overhead. The old lady waved a fist at the Nazi planes and spat out a stream of words James didn’t catch. 
 
    “She doesn’t like the invaders,” Beval said before stepping forward and addressing the lady. 
 
    His French sounded perfect, even the accent seemed genuine. James was lost after the first sentence. Despite the lady’s recoil at her first glimpse of the dragon’s eyes, she seemed willing to talk. Perhaps the planes had done them a favour. James kept a lookout, scanning the narrow streets and houses for danger. 
 
    “Merci, Madame.” Beval ended the conversation with a tip of his hat. “James Lock, there is good news. Your brother and the Spitfire survived their landing. There is bad news also. Madame Letocart says they were taken away by the Nazis.” 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “Wimereux, the town on the other side of the dunes. She says that people have been talking about a dragon being captured and held in the old chateau just south of the town. James Lock, we should not allow them to hold the Spitfire for too long. They may learn of our weaknesses.” 
 
    “We’ll get them both out,” James said, nodding his thanks to the lady who returned a shrug and slammed her door shut. He beckoned Beval back towards the dunes. “Wimereux is about two miles away and, if I remember the map correctly, a mile beyond that is the chateau your lady friend told you about. That’s an hour or so in straight line. We’ll have to detour around. We’ll hide in a copse and wait till evening. Then we’ll go and get my brother and the Spitfire.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The chateau was surrounded by a high wall and patrolled by armed guards. Two towers flanked the gates and dim lights illuminated the approach road. Too bright and they’d attract the attention of the Faireys, the small dragons whose excellent night vision and ability to spit giant globules of a liquid that caught fire, clinging to anything it touched, made them ideal for the role of night bombers. It was difficult to see into the grounds, but the building itself was set back, close to, but not touching, the rear wall of the compound. Three stories high and a central tower that reached another above that, it wasn’t the prettiest chateau. More functional and defensive than decorative. 
 
    “We have a few hours till dawn,” James said, checking the glowing dial of his wristwatch. 
 
    “Over the wall, James Lock?” 
 
    “Let’s go.” James took off at a run, through the calf-high, uncut grass towards the wall. He could feel, rather than hear, Beval follow. Suit trousers and shoes were not ideal for an attack on an enemy compound, especially a stealthy one, but you made do when there were no other choices. 
 
    Five steps from the wall, he channelled a little of the staff’s power into his legs, twisting the magic and tying it off. Leaping, he sailed to the top of the wall, cast a quick glance around and dropped to the other side, letting the magic ebb as he did so. Beval landed beside him. 
 
    “The Spitfire is over there,” Beval whispered, pointing to a large cage set against the far wall. 
 
    In the dark, it was difficult for James to make out the bulk of the injured dragon, but he trusted Beval’s words. The chateau appeared to be quiet. A few guards stood by the gate talking and smoking, the dim lights providing illumination enough to see them. 
 
    “Eric first,” James said. “If we break the Spitfire out, they’ll know something is wrong.” 
 
    Beval held James’ gaze for a moment, then nodded. “Can you find Eric, James Lock?” 
 
    “Now that we are this close, I think so.” James dipped his hand into a pocket and retrieved a tie similar to the one he was wearing. “He left it the other day, before he went back to the Hill.” 
 
    Wrapping it around the staff and securing it with a knot, he let a little more of the magic seep out. Twisting the tendrils of power around the tie, weaving them into the material, he left one thread to dangle free. It pointed the way to Eric, the chateau’s central tower. 
 
    “We’re going in there, James Lock?” 
 
    “Yes, Beval. Let’s find a window on this side and see if we can persuade it to let us in.” He tapped the transformed dragon’s shoulder and led the way. 
 
    Skirting the wall, they waited for the guards to look away and made a dash for the side of the chateau. The window was closed and peering in, James could make out the simple catch that prevented them from entering. 
 
    “Break it, James Lock,” Beval whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Too noisy. One moment.” He rested the tip of the staff against the wooden frame and let the magic flow, guiding its path, following the grain, twisting around the knots and nails until he could feel it grasp the latch. Another shift of his mind, a lurch of power rather than a slow exhalation, and the window swung open with an almighty squeal that spoke of swollen wood and hinges long denied oil. 
 
    “Breaking it may have been quieter,” Beval observed as shouts of alarm and the sound of feet running, crunching along the gravel pathway came from the direction of the gate. 
 
    “In,” James ordered and, following his own advice, threw the staff into the dark room beyond and clambered after it. As soon as his feet touched the rich carpeted floor, he heard gunfire and the shattering of glass. Turning, he watched Beval duck another round of bullets. 
 
    “Go, James Lock. I will lead them away.” And with a quick wave the dragon took off at a run towards the back of the chateau. More gunfire erupted and he couldn’t be sure whether Beval had been hit or not. Grabbing the staff from the floor, he hurried across the room, opened the door. A few phrases of German slipped through the open window. He cut them off by stepping through and closing the door. 
 
    Ahead, a long hallway and he raised the staff enacting the shielding spell. A slight shimmer of the air and he tied the spell off. With no dragon to tap for more magic, the shield could not be relied on for long. James took a deep, steadying breath, and started down the corridor, the tracking spell fixed on his brother. 
 
    The door to his left swung open and an officer, still buttoning up his grey tunic, stepped out. Jabbing the end of the staff into the man’s throat, James forced him back. A second more solid strike to the officer’s chest knocked him down. The man kicked his legs, struggling to breathe. James followed him into the room, cast a glance around to make sure it was empty, and brought the staff down onto the officers’ head. Hitching his hands underneath the unconscious man’s shoulders, James dragged him further in and out of sight.  
 
    Indecision. Move now and risk more troops in the corridor or wait until they were all at their station, ready, but more spread out.  
 
    Flight training took over. A slow target is a dead one. Use the confusion of the skies to your advantage. Be aware of your surroundings, but take your enemy unawares. James squared his shoulders, checked the shield and tracking spell once more, and started to run down the corridor. 
 
    More doors opened as he sped along the polished oak floors, his shoes bouncing echoes from the decorated walls. Another soldier stepped into his path, looking straight at him and raising a pistol. A siphon of power, a twist of thought, and tiny needle of ice speared the soldier’s forehead. 
 
    Two more rushed out from a door at the end of the corridor. One looked right, not seeing him, but the other faced him. James watched the soldier drop to one knee and raise his Schmiesser machine pistol, already pulling on the trigger before he had aimed. 
 
    Bullets stitched a path along the floor as James raced towards the soldier. A flare of orange from the shield as the soldier found his aim and James felt a drain of power from the staff. Channelling the power into a new shape, he conjured a spray of acid, green and already smoking as it reacted with the air, which struck the two soldiers. The first dropped his gun and clawed at his face, a scream of agony rising from his throat. The second, only just turning to see what his friend was shooting at, caught the acid across his cheek and left eye. The shock and pain was evident on his face as James barrelled into them, the shield throwing them both to the floor. 
 
    And now, bullets started to ping off his shield as more soldiers piled into the atrium and corridors from doors and rooms all around. Ignoring the screaming soldiers, and the bullets, he looked up.  A sweeping staircase led to the first and second floors, with the tracking spell guiding him, he resumed his run, leaping two steps at a time.  
 
    On the landing of the first floor, bullets chewing through the balustrade and pictures hanging upon the wall, he unhooked a Mills bomb from the leather belt around his waist, flicked the pin away and tossed it backwards, over his shoulder. He didn’t stop moving, turning the corner, throwing another dart of ice into the shoulder of a German soldier who had opened a door to his right, and up the next flight of stairs. 
 
    Four seconds later, there was a deafening explosion and the acrid tang of gunpowder followed him up the stairs. Never use them in close quarters, he’d be told and trained. Mills bombs had, the instructor said, a throwing range of thirty yards and were dangerous out to a hundred yards. Insanity. War was renowned for it, bred it, wallowed in it, drank it in and spat it out. 
 
    Bells and alarms were a cacophony of noise that the rough shouts and orders did nothing to enhance. On the top floor of the tower, the tracking spell pointed down a short corridor to the door at the end. A flick of magic, another drain on the power held in the staff, and the single guard was thrown through the door.  
 
    “Hi, Jimmy,” Eric said, his face pale and the ghost of a smile on his face as James stepped through the ruined door. “Don’t suppose you can do anything about these chains?” 
 
    More used up. Tiny twisting wires of magic twirled and clicked within the padlocks that secured the chains. The staff wasn’t empty yet, but with no way to gauge how much he had left, he’d have to guess. 
 
    “I was told you were dead,” James said as he helped his brother to sit upright. 
 
    “Almost was. My head is ringing.” 
 
    James saw Eric raise a shaky hand to his forehead and wipe away the sheen of sweat. 
 
    “Alarms, Eric. We came to break you and your Spitfire out. The Nazi’s are searching the floors now. We have to go. Can you stand?” 
 
    “Broken leg, Jimmy.” 
 
    James looked down for the first time, flicking the bed covers away to expose the purple-green bruise that ran up his brother’s leg from ankle, vanishing under splint and bandages to reappear above the knee and almost to his hip. 
 
    “You can walk?” 
 
    “I can try,” Eric said, leaning forward, supported by James, and stood. A gasp of pain slipped from his mouth and James saw the blood drain from his brother’s face. 
 
    “Where is your staff?” he said, slipping an arm under his brother’s shoulder and taking the weight off the broken leg. 
 
    “Like the leg, Jimmy. Smashed to smithereens.” The words came out as a whistle between clenched teeth. 
 
    Outside the closed and shuttered window, a great roar sounded followed by the rapid bark of a machine gun. 
 
    “Hurry, James Lock,” Beval’s mental speech was clear above the sounds of battle outside. “Already there are lights on the road from the town.” 
 
    “Your Hurricane?” Eric cocked his head. 
 
    “Yes,” James started towards the door. “We’ll get your Spitfire out and make a break for England.” 
 
    “I don’t think,” Eric’s words were cut off by the rattle of a Schmiesser and the splintering of the wooden frame around remnants of the door.  
 
    James’ shield glowed orange once more and he half-pulled, half-dragged Eric out of the line of fire. A second, and his last, Mills bomb arced towards the stairs, trusting in the old walls of the chateau to protect himself and Eric. Four seconds, he counted them down, and the loud crump of the explosion was followed by a gale of heat, the patter of debris, and the screams of men. 
 
    Ducking round the corner, he surveyed the carnage. The stairs were on fire, the walls pockmarked with shrapnel and already smouldering. On the floor, one of the soldiers lay burning bright, throwing off an oily grey smoke. 
 
    “We’re not getting out through that,” James said. “Sorry, Eric.” 
 
    “The window?” 
 
    “Three floors up.” 
 
    “How much magic do you have left in the staff?” Eric asked and James saw the pain in his brother’s eyes. 
 
    “Bugger,” James said. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    The window glass broke easily and the wooden shutters spun from their frames as James, Eric clinging to his back, sailed out into a night lit by searchlights, tracer fire, and an inferno of flame around the Spitfire’s cage. Three floors to fall and James drained every last ounce of magic from the staff, twisting and turning the power in his mind, forming the shapes and constructs of an enchantment that should slow their fall. 
 
    It worked, to a point. That point being fifteen feet or so above the ground floor. When the magic failed, they fell. James fought to land on his feet and throw his weight forward, carrying Eric to the ground on top of him, protecting his brother’s broken leg. Air exploded from his lungs. He heard and felt a series of sharp cracks in his chest. The staff skidded out of his hand, away across the grass. In his ear, Eric screamed in agony. 
 
    “I am coming, James Lock,” Beval shouted in his mind. 
 
    James struggled to his knees and placed a hand on Eric’s throat. There was a pulse. The Spitfire had crammed itself as close as it could to the bars of the cage and was spitting fire at everything that moved. There was no way to get close. Bullets flew towards it, bouncing off the bars and its scales. 
 
    “It is dying,” Eric whispered and James bent his ear close to his brother’s mouth. “Ignas is dying. He is telling me to get away.” 
 
    James flicked his gaze towards the cage and the injured dragon which fought with everything it had left. Tracer bullets flew into the sky as the Hurricane swept low over the walls, spewing an acid filled wind at the Nazi emplacements. Men scattered. Those too slow, died screeching and screaming as their flesh bubbled, melted and sloughed off their faces. 
 
    “Beval,” James sent. “Did you hear? We need to get away.” 
 
    “I did, James Lock. Be ready.” 
 
    James stumbled to his staff, picked it up and used it to support his weight as he manhandled Eric to his feet. He couldn’t catch his breath and Eric’s added weight was setting fire to his ribs. A great gust of wind tried to bowl him over, but he stood firm. 
 
    “Arms,” Beval called and James shouted the same to his brother, raising his arms, and the staff, over his head. 
 
    The pressure in his ears grew as the wind increased in speed. He chanced a glance at Eric. His brother was barely upright, hands only just above his shoulder and whilst upstairs he had looked pale, he was now almost translucent. 
 
    “Eric, stay with,” James began to say and ended on, “oomph!” 
 
    The claws that wrapped around his chest hurt like the blazes. More snaps and cracks. The taste of blood in his mouth and his head snapped backwards. Reflex kept the staff in his hand and they were airborne. 
 
    Eric hung like a limp doll in Beval’s other claw and there was no way to be sure if his brother lived. Wings beat down as the dragon powered upwards, over the chateau, using the building as a shield against the tracer fire that followed them into the sky. 
 
    Below them, the Spitfire threw its last gout of fire across the courtyard. There was a moment of absolute silence and a bright flash of light. Scorching heat washed over James and he closed his eyes. Seconds later the pressure wave of the explosive death of the Spitfire caught up to them and Beval bucked and struggled to stay airborne.  
 
    “Battle born, battle bred, battle joy, battle dead.” The dragon’s mental scream buffeted James mind as he roared in defiance and grief. “Fly free, brother.” 
 
    “Ignas…” Eric moaned. 
 
    Relief washed through James’s his mind and he centred his thoughts, finding the calm state required as he drew power from the dragon’s heart into the staff. A shield shimmered into existence around them. 
 
    “Beval,” he sent. “Take us home.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 SILENT CITY by G R MATTHEWS 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck are you still doing in this city?” 
 
    The question was heavy with the threat of violence. It wasn’t a surprise. These things happened once, maybe twice, a month. The bruises had usually faded before the next set was inflicted. A fresh bottle of vodka was all I’d come out for. It was cheaper than whiskey and you could mix it with anything. 
 
    “I don’t believe we have been introduced,” I said, in the hope that I might be able to talk my way out of this. Judging by the snarl that rumbled up from the heavyset man’s chest, maybe not. 
 
    “I don’t like you,” he said. Not an original line, but I suppose he felt he had to start somewhere. There were a couple of friends behind him, but they didn’t seem to want to get involved. A small blessing. 
 
    “Really? You don’t even know me.” I backed up a step. “Perhaps if we sat down for a drink or two you might come round to liking me.” 
 
    “I don’t like you ‘cos you killed them all.” He took a step forward. I could see the veins and arteries in his neck pulsing. The problem was, I couldn’t deny the accusation. I had killed them all. 
 
    “Listen,” it was worth a try, “it went to court and all through the due process of law. Now all I want to do is go home, have a drink and get some sleep. Why don’t you just walk that way and I’ll go the other way. You’ll never have to see me again.” 
 
    I’m no ninety pound weakling and, like every person of my age and older, I’d done my service time. He must have had a couple of stone on me, if not more. Another step back and I looked around for assistance. Helpfully, my fellow shoppers had created a boxing ring out of their bodies to prevent my escape. The shopkeepers stood in their doorways, watching the spectacle. None of them made a move towards a communicator or city panel. Store cameras would catch the action from multiple angles and I’d bet this would be all over the clips later on. If I was lucky I might be able to see it through blackened eyes. Unlucky and I’d be seeing double or, even worse, not at all. I wasn’t sure my medical insurance could cover the cost. 
 
    The big man took in the crowd, noting their unwillingness to let me pass, and grinned. He took a step forward and raised his thick-fingered hands up in front of his face, curling them slowly to form fists. 
 
    “I’m going to enjoy this,” he said, moving towards me. 
 
    “I’m not.” I switched the bottle to my right hand. There was no way I was getting through the crowd without fighting them all. It was a battle I was sure to lose. I sighed. “Come on then, get it over with.” 
 
    He roared and charged. As his left foot stomped down, shifting his weight forward, he threw a right hook at my head. I stepped forward, into the swing, and down onto one knee. The sledgehammer of his hand passed over my head. The bottle in my hand, I swung upwards, between his legs, as hard as I could. 
 
    The great roar he’d given rose in pitch by several octaves into a high, squealing falsetto. I slid to the side as his hands lowered to grab his squashed balls. The squeal ended as he ran out of breath and began to gulp in air like a goldfish. 
 
    I decided to do him a kindness he didn’t deserve. Sometimes you have to help people who are in a lot of pain, it is the humane thing to do. However, no good deed goes unpunished and the bottle broke on the back of his head. The vodka splashed all over the floor, dribbling away between the metal grill. I was left holding the neck of the bottle. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, “and who roars before they throw a punch?” 
 
    His friends came out of the crowd, eyeing me warily. I didn’t move. They’d seen me take out their leader in the space of a few seconds. Mostly by luck, if I am honest. If he’d decided to grab rather than swing, I am not sure there is much I could have done. If I backed off now they’d just get a free shot at my back. I needed them to be scared of me. 
 
    “Pick him up and clear off,” I said and took half a step forward, brandishing the sharp end of the broken bottle in their direction. 
 
    “You’d better watch out, mister,” said one of them, a short, skinny fellow with nervous eyes. “He’ll come after you.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. The crowd parted as I turned away from the fat man who rested face first in the puddle of my vodka. He’d get to drink more of it than me. The remnants of the bottle went into a recycling chute. 
 
    The police would be round later, the clips shows and the shopkeepers would inform them even if the crowd didn’t. That’s why I’d made sure my vodka soaked friend had swung first. The cops knew me and I knew the law. At least those parts of it to do with getting accosted and beaten up. 
 
     I patted my pockets, looking for change and realised I couldn’t afford another bottle. 
 
    “Bugger.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    I placed the two glasses down on my usual table at the back of the bar. It was early and most of the regulars hadn’t shown up yet. Condensation trickled down the glasses and created one of those little rings of water on the table top. The smaller glass of whiskey was waiting for afterwards, my reward and sanctuary for the hard day’s work. 
 
    Tom, the barman, had given me the usual spiel about it being a 12 year old single malt. An obvious lie. One I am sure he kept up, more by habit than any chance I would, one day, be so far gone as to believe him. There were no single malts anymore, hadn’t been for a few hundred years. It was one of those inherited drinkers’ memories that we all liked to indulge in. For some, it became the dream that they would find a fabled last bottle of Provenance or Glenfiddich. 
 
    The bar itself, one of many in the city, was right at the bottom end of the market. The glass tables were toughened to be pretty much unbreakable, the chairs bolted to the floor, there was a weapon scanner on the entrance, and I’ve seen the stun baton that Tom keeps behind the bar used a few times. 
 
    The clientele, the other drinkers like me, weren’t a talkative bunch and that was fine. I didn’t come here to talk. Sure, there was the occasional game to watch on the screens and we’d have a friendly bet or two to keep things interesting, but we were, by and large, a solitary bunch.  
 
    When the trading subs came in, the peace, quiet and solitude would be disturbed. Foreigners invading our carefully guarded personal spaces. The loud voices, raucous laughter and lewd jokes brought out the worst in our collective individualities. Tom liked the money coming in, but he shared our dislike or rather, I suppose, we shared his. It’s his bar after all. The barman sets the tone and the atmosphere. He didn’t joke or try to engage us in worthless small talk, he served drinks and kept the place reasonably clean. He knew his place and role in our little deal – don’t ask what you don’t want to know, leave us alone and we will do the same for you, by the way, I’ll have a beer and a whiskey to chase, here’s the cash. 
 
    I came here for the quiet and the drink. Couldn’t say I wanted the company, but staying in my tiny compartment watching clips every night wasn’t any good for me either. Been three years now, same seat, same drink, same crowd. It took about six nights to find my seat. Everyone had their own and it was another of the unwritten rules of the place, you didn’t hijack another drinker’s spot. 
 
    The second rule of finding your spot was that of dead man’s shoes. I’d got my seat in the dark corner because I’d heard one of the regulars, I don’t know his name, come to think of it, I’m not sure of many names in here, say the previous occupant had died. I’d waited the night out on the table by the door and he hadn’t shown. So, the next night, I got my drink and moved in. Nobody batted an eyelid.  
 
    It’s the way things are. Once you understand the rules, you’re in and accepted by the rest. I’ve watched a few newcomers find their own spot over the years, but I’ve watched many more struggle to get to grips with the place and never come back. Like whiskey, it’s an acquired taste. You have to drink a full bottle to understand the appeal. Here, you just had to survive your first full month. 
 
    “Can I sit here?” 
 
    I put down my half-finished drink and looked up into her face. I didn’t know who she was. Her eyes and smile seemed familiar. I’d seen her somewhere before, but for the life of me I couldn’t think where. 
 
    “You’ve never been here before have you?” I asked. 
 
    “No, my first time.” She sat gracefully, as if trained to.  
 
    Her long legs, emerging from the hem of an expensive business skirt, were hard to take my eyes off. She placed a drink, a small glass on the table. I gave it a quick look, but I’d no idea what it was. Over her shoulder, I saw Tom give a shrug of confusion. This lady wasn’t playing by the rules and Tom seemed powerless. I could feel the eyes of the other patrons turn to look my table and didn’t like the scrutiny. Taking a quick pull of my beer, I cracked the glass down harder than normal, making my point. The pressure of the gazes eased. 
 
    “Why here?” I asked, a little surprised at myself. 
 
    “Why not?” She removed her suit jacket and hung it from the back of the chair. “I knew this place existed and it seemed right to come here. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No, no problem. Just curious. As you can see, we don’t get many people like you in here?” 
 
    “Women?” She glanced around the bar, piercing the veils of isolation the regulars had spent years building up. 
 
    “Rich people.” The bar was quiet. Not the usual quiet of drinking, but the deep silence of listening.  
 
    “I’m not rich. I just work for a rich man.” 
 
    “Lady, you are richer than any of us.” I gestured with my nearly empty beer glass. “This is our local. You’re a long way from home.” 
 
    “Do you want me to go?” Her eyes locked onto mine and I couldn’t look away. There was a challenge in them, and recognition, but of what I couldn’t say. 
 
    “No, that’s fine. You’re entitled to sit here. Just like the rest of us.” Another one of those rules of the bar, you didn’t kick anyone out. Plus, I didn’t want her to go. There was some memory that I couldn’t dredge up from the benthic of my mind. I knew it was there but it was too deep to find. 
 
     We didn’t talk for a while. I finished my beer and picked up the imitation whiskey. It was always the smell of whiskey that I liked best, the earthiness of it. I’d been in arboretums and hydroponic bays, even worked in the algae vats that scrubbed the carbon dioxide from the air. They’d had a smell of mud, dirt and life. Whiskey had the same, just with a hefty kick of alcohol as an added bonus. 
 
    With both glasses empty, I needed another drink. I gave a quick glance to her glass, also empty. Now, I’d been raised to be polite, to be a gentleman around the ladies, but that upbringing was battling hard with the rules – you don’t buy others a drink, unless you won the bet in a game. 
 
    Upbringing won. I stood slowly and tipped my beer glass towards her empty glass. 
 
    “Want another?” My voice was quiet, I hardly heard it myself, but she did. 
 
    “Sure and thanks.” She smiled up at me, pristine white teeth without a kink or twist. She didn’t belong here.  
 
    Tom watched me approach the bar, glasses in hand. He caught my eyes with his own and raised a questioning eyebrow. I had no response. Instead, I placed the glasses on the bar and indicated for the same again. I’d swear in front of a judge that Tom never took his eyes off me whilst he poured the refills. 
 
    “You want a snack with those drinks?” Tom asked as he placed the two full glasses on the bar. It was like he had thrown a bucket of deep-water in my face. Another rule of the bar – you don’t come here to eat, so don’t ask. 
 
    “Funny, Tom,” I mustered in response. “I hear there’s a Polyneesey sub due in tomorrow.” 
 
    The last trade sub from that part of the ocean had contained a below-par load of brewing ingredients which made beer tasting of rotten seaweed. We’d all suffered that month, and the sailors had made an absolute mess of the bar. To be fair to them, they’d paid for the damages but the damage to the beer had been almost too much to forgive. I could hear him muttering as I returned to the lady at my table. 
 
    “So,” I began and then struggled to finish, “you go out looking for new bars much?” 
 
    I could have drowned myself in my drink right there and then. Listening back to the sentence in my own head, I was sure I’d just accused her of being an alcoholic, or worse, a bar-fly.  
 
    “Not really,” her voice didn’t contain any recognition of the insult. “I don’t get out that much. When I do, I like to explore and see the sights of the city.” 
 
    “The sights?” 
 
    “You know, the arboretum, the museum of the pre-flood times, the theatre, the library, the ruins of the first city. There is enough out there, if you know where to look. I’ve been to a lot of them for social functions, but to have time to actually look and take in the atmosphere of those places is wonderful.” 
 
    “Sure.” It was all I had and it was weak. 
 
    “Seriously.” I could see she was warming to her subject and better that she did the talking than me. I hadn’t got much to say. “The city is always changing. You have to stop occasionally to take it all in. The museum, for instance, all the stuff in there from the pre-flood has been salvaged from the sea floor. Some of the best bits are the photographs of the old world. Have you seen them?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “The colours, the trees, the buildings, and the sky. The sky is almost frightening. I remember my parents taking me out to one of the trenches not far from here. The Fe-products one, I think. That scared me, the ocean floor just dropping away into a darkness so absolute that it seemed to be swallowing me up. Above the water, in those photographs, there was the sky, blue skies, skies with clouds, sunlight seen through leaves, or between the buildings of their great cities. It seemed to carry on forever, a blue infinite world. I stared at them for a long time and couldn’t stop thinking about the clouds and the sky. Why don’t they fall on people? What’s holding them up there?” 
 
    I was trying hard not to stare. There was passion in her voice, and longing. I hadn’t heard either in years. She looked up from her drink and locked her gaze with mine, seeking something. I’m not sure she found it. 
 
    “You think I’m mad,” she said and I think I probably did, “but I’m not. We’ve lived in this city, or the others, for centuries. Can you imagine something above your head so high that you’ll never reach it or touch it? No ceiling to contain your world, no danger of drowning in the open spaces, no limit to your vision.” 
 
    Now there she had a point. I couldn’t imagine it. There have been stories, there are always stories, of sailors who’d gone to the surface. Either their sub had developed a fault and they’d needed to take on air, even the poisoned air of the world above, or they’d followed the old myths about riches on the islands that peeked through the waves. In the stories, they all went mad or died some horrible death. Probably just stories to frighten and keep us safe, but there were enough that some might have roots in the truth. If you dug down hard and far enough it would be there somewhere. It usually was. 
 
     I’d heard of a group, called themselves Skimmers, who would take their subs up near the surface and scuba just below the surface. The trick was, apparently, to get hold of some surface debris from the before, sell it on the antiques market and do it all without getting caught. 
 
    “The surface is dangerous.” It was a statement of fact. 
 
    “Don’t you want to live on the surface again?” she asked with a tilt of her head that I was beginning to find quite attractive. 
 
    “I never lived on the surface.” I took a drink of my beer. “In fact, you’d probably have to go back to my great, great, grandparents to even remember someone who’d lived up there.” 
 
    “I know that, but I like to dream. I’d like to believe that one day we can get away from this manufactured air, the constant hum of the machinery that keeps us alive and contained in this city.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve come to the right bar to dream. We’re all here trying to find our own way to cope with the pressures of life. Dreaming is as good a way as any of doing that, I suppose.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel a little of her longing for more freedom. Life isn’t like that. Only the rich could afford to dream, the rest of us had to work hard and forget. 
 
    “So, do you have a dream?” 
 
    “Every day I dream of a cold beer and whiskey to follow.” It was a quick response and she probably thought me incredibly shallow. She was skirting a bit too close to me, the “me” I drank to hide from. That’s why I came here. I watched a small smile flitter across her face at my response. Perhaps she thought it charming and witty or maybe she was just being polite. Whatever it was, it put a hold on the conversation for a while. We sat in silence sipping our drinks. The bar felt like it was returning to normal. All the regulars were relaxing back into their contemplative solitude with an inaudible but communal sigh. 
 
    “What did you say your name was?” Her question was polite and friendly, a way to get our conversation back on track, but chalk up another rule gone. 
 
    “Corin, Corin Hayes.” 
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