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			Chapter 1

			An Appeal for Pikes

			The village green shimmered under the July heat, its grass yellowing despite morning dew that still clung to the oak’s lower branches. Lieutenant Edmund Blake stood before his assembled platoon with the resigned expression of a schoolmaster facing his most challenging pupils. Twelve men ranged before him in what charity might call formation.

			The ages told the story of Britain’s manpower crisis. At one end stood Percy Gable, barely eighteen and quivering with patriotic enthusiasm. His post office clerk’s pale complexion was already flushed with excitement. At the other extreme, Thomas Fletcher leaned heavily on his walking stick. The old soldier’s weathered face bore the permanent squint of someone who had seen real war and found it wanting. Between these extremes stood the heart of Little Brambleford’s defense.

			Corporal Albert Jones puffed out his chest with the self-importance of a man who had exchanged his butcher’s apron for an armband of authority. His red face gleamed with perspiration and the weight of a responsibility that he took seriously. This despite his complete lack of military experience. Behind him, Arthur Higgins maintained his characteristic scowl. The tenant farmer’s earth-stained hands gripped a borrowed rifle with the same skeptical expression he reserved for weather forecasts and government promises.

			Reverend Michael Shaw stood slightly apart from the others, his clerical collar incongruous beneath the Home Guard armband. The gentle vicar had volunteered despite obvious misgivings about the violence his participation might eventually require. Beside him, the Carter brothers, Bill and Ben, remained as silent and impassive as the farm animals they tended, their broad shoulders and strong backs promising useful muscle if not tactical sophistication.

			Geoff Bailey’s publican’s eye swept the group with the calculating gaze of a man accustomed to assessing character and finding it wanting. His natural cynicism was balanced by Sidney Lowe’s nervous fidgeting. The village tailor was clearly terrified by the rifle he had been issued. He obviously regretted his moment of patriotic volunteering. Frank Miller studied his equipment with the confidence of a man who understood engines. He therefore assumed he understood everything else mechanical, including weapons.

			David Astley’s cheerful grin provided a bright counterpoint to the general atmosphere of grim determination. The young baker’s asthma had kept him from regular service, but his unfailing good humor served as the platoon’s unofficial morale officer. Professor Alistair Dunn, the retired academic who had fled London’s bombs only to find himself caught up in village defense, clutched his rifle with delicate fingers. He was more accustomed to handling rare manuscripts than military weapons.

			“Right then, lads,” Edmund said, his voice carrying the careful authority he had perfected with grammar school pupils. “Bayonet practice today. From the manual.”

			He held up a dog-eared pamphlet that promised to transform civilians into deadly fighting men through proper technique and martial spirit. The reality before him suggested the manual’s authors had been optimists.

			The weapons they carried bore only a distant resemblance to actual military equipment. Percy brandished a carving knife lashed to a cricket bat with agricultural twine. Arthur Higgins had fashioned a spear point from an old billhook, while the Carter brothers shared a genuine bayonet that they took turns examining with puzzled expressions. Frank Miller had produced what appeared to be a modified tire iron, convinced that his mechanical expertise qualified him to improve upon military design.

			Edmund demonstrated the basic thrust and parry, his borrowed rifle cutting through the humid air with what he hoped resembled martial precision. The movement felt awkward and theatrical, but the men watched with the intense concentration of students memorizing irregular verbs.

			“Balance is everything,” Edmund called out as the platoon began their practice. “Feet apart, weight forward. Think of it as a dance with very serious consequences.”

			The resulting spectacle bore more resemblance to comedy than choreography. Corporal Jones attacked his practice sack with butcher’s efficiency but military incompetence, his thrusts accompanied by grunts of effort that could be heard across the green. Arthur Higgins approached the exercise with farming pragmatism, treating the straw target like a particularly stubborn fence post that required forceful persuasion.

			The Carter brothers moved in their characteristic synchronization, their similar builds and identical approach creating an oddly hypnotic rhythm. Professor Dunn lectured his practice dummy on the historical precedents for bayonet warfare while entirely failing to make contact with it. Frank Miller had begun a detailed critique of his weapon’s balance and suggested improvements to its design that he planned to implement in his workshop.

			Reverend Shaw treated the exercise as a moral crisis, each thrust accompanied by what appeared to be a brief prayer for forgiveness. Sidney Lowe held his weapon at arm’s length as if it might explode, while David Astley’s enthusiastic efforts were undermined by periodic wheezing that forced him to pause for breath. Geoff Bailey performed the movements with professional competence, having apparently decided that military drill was simply another form of customer service.

			In the midst of this controlled chaos, Percy Gable’s enthusiasm finally overwhelmed his coordination. The boy had been building toward his moment of glory throughout the practice session, his excitement growing with each tentative thrust. When he finally committed to what he clearly envisioned as a heroic charge, his feet tangled in the cricket bat’s trailing twine.

			Percy sprawled across the grass in a tangle of limbs and improvised weaponry, his ankle twisting beneath him with an audible pop that cut through the afternoon air like a gunshot. The drill dissolved instantly into the kind of concerned chaos that marked every platoon activity.

			Edmund dropped his rifle and hurried over, his heart sinking at Percy’s white face and the way the boy clutched his ankle. Around them, the platoon offered conflicting advice in voices that carried across the green like a flock of concerned geese, each man’s expertise confidently proclaimed and utterly useless.

			“It’s nothing, Lieutenant,” Percy said through gritted teeth. “Just a twist. I can carry on.”

			But the swelling was already visible through his boot, and he couldn’t bear weight when Thomas Fletcher helped him sit upright. Edmund knelt beside the boy, feeling helpless and slightly fraudulent. His first-aid knowledge extended to plasters and aspirin, entirely inadequate for what appeared to be a genuine injury.

			“Let me have a look.”

			The voice was calm and professional, cutting through the platoon’s chatter with quiet authority. Edmund looked up to see Harold Pierce approaching with a leather medical bag, moving with the confident stride of someone accustomed to dealing with emergencies.

			Pierce had arrived in Little Brambleford three weeks earlier, opening a bicycle repair shop in the converted stable behind Mrs. Whitmore’s cottage. Edmund knew him by sight, had nodded politely when their paths crossed in the village, but they had never actually spoken. The man kept to himself, conducting his business with quiet efficiency while remaining politely distant from village social life.

			“Harold Pierce,” the newcomer said, setting down his bag beside Percy. “Medical orderly. May I examine him?”

			Edmund nodded gratefully and stepped back, watching as Pierce knelt beside Percy with economical movements. There was an immediate change in the atmosphere, the platoon’s nervous chatter subsiding as they recognized genuine competence in action.

			Pierce’s examination was thorough but gentle, his hands moving with practiced precision as he probed the injured ankle. Percy winced but submitted without complaint, perhaps recognizing medical knowledge when he encountered it. The other men gathered around in respectful silence, their earlier chaos replaced by the focused attention that genuine expertise commanded.

			“Sprained, not broken,” Pierce announced after a careful examination. “You’ll need to stay off it for a few days, but nothing that won’t heal properly with rest and proper care.”

			As Pierce bandaged the ankle with supplies from his bag, Edmund found himself studying the man’s technique. The hands were steady, the movements practiced and sure. This was someone with genuine medical training, not merely a village volunteer with good intentions and a comprehensive first-aid manual.

			Pierce helped Percy to his feet, supporting the boy’s weight with casual strength while ensuring the injured ankle bore no pressure. The rest of the platoon gathered around, offering assistance and expressing relief that their youngest member hadn’t suffered serious injury.

			“Thank you,” Edmund said, extending his hand as Pierce finished securing the bandage. “Lieutenant Blake. I’m grateful for your help.”

			“Mr. Pierce will do,” the medic replied, accepting the handshake with a grip that was firm without being aggressive. “I’ve been assigned to support the Home Guard units in this area.”

			Their eyes met for a moment longer than strictly necessary. Edmund felt an odd flutter of curiosity about this competent stranger who had appeared exactly when needed, bringing skills that his platoon desperately lacked.

			“Right then, lads,” Edmund said, turning back to his men with renewed authority. “That’s enough excitement for one afternoon. Gable, you’re to go straight home and follow Mr. Pierce’s instructions to the letter. The rest of you, same time Thursday, and perhaps we’ll manage to get through drill without casualties.”

			The platoon dispersed with characteristic good humor, several men stopping to thank Pierce before heading toward their evening duties. Edmund lingered, watching the medic pack his supplies with the same methodical care he had shown during the examination.

			“Have you worked with Home Guard units before?” Edmund asked, genuinely curious about this efficient newcomer.

			“Some,” Pierce replied without looking up from his bag. “Each unit has its own character. This one seems particularly spirited.”

			There was the faintest hint of amusement in his voice, and Edmund found himself smiling despite his embarrassment at the afternoon’s chaos. At least Pierce didn’t seem openly scornful of their makeshift military efforts.

			“They’re good men,” Edmund said. “Just not exactly natural soldiers.”

			“Few of us are,” Pierce replied, shouldering his bag and preparing to leave. “Sometimes the most unlikely people rise to extraordinary circumstances when the need arises.”

			He walked away toward the village center, leaving Edmund alone on the green with his abandoned rifle and the lingering scent of antiseptic. The afternoon heat was beginning to ease as shadows lengthened across the grass, and Edmund found himself wondering about this competent stranger who had appeared in their village with such convenient timing.

			Around him, Little Brambleford settled into its evening routine, peaceful and apparently untouched by the war raging beyond their borders. But the encounter with Pierce had introduced a new element into the familiar landscape, a reminder that even here, nothing was quite as simple as it seemed.

			The Shepherd’s Crook hummed with evening conversation, thick with pipe smoke and the scent of watered ale that had become the pub’s signature since rationing began. Edmund pushed through the oak door and paused, letting his eyes adjust to the dim interior where blackout curtains blocked the last daylight.

			He spotted Pierce immediately. The medical orderly sat alone at a corner table, a half-empty pint before him and a small notebook open beside his glass. His dark head was bent over the pages, pencil moving in careful strokes across what looked like technical drawings.

			Edmund approached the bar where Geoff Bailey was polishing glasses with mechanical precision. Three of his platoon members clustered nearby, their voices carrying the particular tone of men discussing something they weren’t entirely sure about.

			“Seems decent enough,” Arthur Higgins was saying. “Knew what he was doing with young Percy’s ankle.”

			“Medical training, obviously,” Corporal Jones replied, though his tone suggested this explained nothing. “But what’s a man like that doing here? Young fellow, good hands, speaks proper.”

			Thomas Fletcher took a long pull from his ale before responding. “Heard from Mrs. Higgins at the boarding house. Conscientious objector. Won’t fight, so they put him on medical duty instead.”

			The word hung in the smoky air. Edmund felt his stomach tighten as he watched his men’s faces shift, the easy camaraderie cooling into something more guarded.

			“Well,” Jones said after a moment. “Takes all sorts, I suppose.”

			Edmund ordered his usual half-pint and carried it toward Pierce’s table, making a decision that felt both natural and slightly rebellious. Whatever his personal views on pacifism, the man had helped Percy with genuine skill and courtesy.

			“Mr. Pierce,” Edmund said, pausing beside the table. “Mind if I join you? Thought I should thank you properly for this afternoon.”

			Pierce looked up from his notebook, closing it with a casual movement that nevertheless suggested he preferred to keep its contents private. His smile was pleasant but reserved, the expression of someone accustomed to varying degrees of welcome.

			“Lieutenant Blake. Please, sit.” Pierce gestured to the empty chair. “No thanks necessary. I was glad to help.”

			Edmund settled himself and took a sip of his ale, studying Pierce’s face in the pub’s amber light. Up close, he could see the man was probably in his late twenties. Intelligent dark eyes and even features that would attract attention anywhere.

			“Are you settling in well?” Edmund asked. “The village can take some getting used to.”

			“I’m finding it quite peaceful,” Pierce replied. “A pleasant change from more hectic circumstances.”

			The answer was diplomatic without being evasive. It revealed nothing about where Pierce had come from or what those hectic circumstances might have been. Edmund found himself increasingly curious about this polite stranger.

			From across the room, a voice rose above the general conversation. Frank Miller, the garage owner, had appointed himself the village’s unofficial expert on military matters since the war began.

			“Mark my words,” Miller was saying loudly, “pacifism’s all well and good when you’re sitting safe in your parlor. Different matter entirely when Jerry’s at the door. Some of us understand what duty means.”

			The comment was clearly intended for Pierce’s benefit, delivered with calculated volume. Edmund felt heat rise in his cheeks at his fellow villager’s rudeness, but Pierce showed no sign of having heard.

			Instead, Pierce lifted his pint with steady hands and took a measured sip before responding in a voice that carried just far enough. “Duty takes many forms, Mr. Miller. Some serve by healing rather than harming. Both require courage.”

			The response was delivered with such quiet confidence that it seemed to deflate Miller’s bluster rather than escalate it. Bailey, sensing potential trouble, quickly engaged Miller in conversation about the pub’s dwindling beer supplies.

			Edmund found himself impressed by Pierce’s handling of the situation. No defensiveness, no anger. Just a simple statement delivered with calm authority.

			“You handle that sort of thing well,” Edmund observed quietly.

			Pierce shrugged with apparent unconcern. “One learns to navigate such conversations. People have strong feelings, and they’re entitled to their opinions.”

			“Even when those opinions are expressed rudely?”

			“Especially then,” Pierce replied with the faintest hint of humor. “Rudeness often masks fear or uncertainty. Better to respond with understanding.”

			The comment revealed a philosophical sophistication that Edmund found intriguing. Here was someone who had clearly given serious thought to questions of duty and moral responsibility.

			The conversation continued for another quarter hour. Village life, wartime shortages, the peculiarities of rural England. Pierce proved engaging, well-read and observant. His dry wit emerged occasionally in response to Edmund’s questions.

			But as the evening deepened, Edmund realized he knew little more about Pierce than when their conversation began. The man was skilled at deflecting personal inquiries without seeming evasive, answering questions in ways that satisfied curiosity without revealing information.

			Finally, Pierce glanced at his watch and began gathering his belongings. “I should be getting back. Early morning tomorrow, and I want to check on young Gable’s ankle.”

			“Of course,” Edmund replied, rising as Pierce stood. “Thank you for the conversation. I hope we’ll speak again soon.”

			“I’m certain we will,” Pierce said, extending his hand. “The village seems small enough that paths cross regularly.”

			They shook hands briefly. Edmund felt that same odd flutter of connection he had experienced during their first meeting. Pierce’s grip was firm and warm, his dark eyes holding Edmund’s gaze just a moment longer than necessary.

			Then Pierce was gone, moving through the pub’s dim interior with quiet confidence. Edmund remained at the table for several minutes, finishing his ale while replaying their exchange and trying to understand his own fascination with this reserved newcomer.

			Outside, the village settled into its evening routine under blackout darkness. Somewhere in that darkness, Pierce was walking to whatever lodgings he had arranged, carrying with him the mysteries that made him such an intriguing addition to Little Brambleford’s predictable landscape.

			The village lay silent under its shroud of enforced darkness. Every window was carefully blacked out against German bombers that might use scattered lights to navigate toward more significant targets. Edmund walked his familiar route along Little Brambleford’s narrow lanes, his air-raid warden’s torch throwing a thin beam through blue-painted glass that cast everything in ghostly shadows.

			He had volunteered for warden duty partly from civic responsibility, but mostly because it offered something approaching genuine usefulness. While his Home Guard platoon struggled with broomsticks and garden implements, this work served a real purpose. Each properly covered window, each extinguished light, might mean the difference between life and death if enemy aircraft appeared overhead.

			The responsibility weighed on him as he made his rounds. Mrs. Davidson at Ivy Cottage was notorious for forgetting to draw her kitchen curtains completely. This left a telltale sliver of yellow light visible from the lane. The vicarage study often showed the faint glow of Father Shaw’s reading lamp, carefully shielded but not quite invisible to a trained eye. These small oversights could guide bombers to their targets with deadly precision.

			Edmund’s cottage stood at the village’s northern edge, where lanes gave way to open farmland. He had set out just after ten o’clock, beginning his circuit at the crossroads. There the main road met the track leading to Higgins’ farm. The ancient signpost pointed toward distant towns that now seemed as remote as foreign countries, their names carrying new significance in wartime Britain.

			The first part of his route took him past the row of farm workers’ cottages that lined Meadow Lane. These modest dwellings housed families who had worked the same land for generations. Their blackout compliance was generally excellent due to a genuine understanding of the consequences. Tom Brewster’s cottage showed no light at all, its windows sealed with the heavy curtains his wife had sewn from old horse blankets. The Masons next door had achieved perfect darkness, their military precision reflecting young Charlie Mason’s recent return from Dunkirk.

			Edmund turned left at Mill Lane, where the old waterwheel stood silent in the darkness. The mill had ceased operation years before the war, but its massive stone structure remained as a landmark that oriented night travelers. Here the lane narrowed, forcing him to walk carefully on cobblestones made treacherous by evening dew.

			The High Street presented more challenges. Shop windows required careful inspection, their blackout measures varying in effectiveness according to each proprietor’s understanding and resources. Pierce’s bicycle workshop showed exemplary compliance, its windows so thoroughly covered that no hint of interior light
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