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YES, IT'S TRUE
(INFORMATION YOU'LL NEED FOR LATER)
Overnight White Hair: In January 2020, researchers behind a study published in Nature, from the Universities of Sao Paulo and Harvard, detailed how pain stress turned mice white. They believed the effects were linked to melanocyte stem cells, which produce melanin and are responsible for hair and skin colour. The experiments were repeatable, and they found the mechanism causing it, and ways to block the change. Hair turning grey or white is exceptional, but not impossible with enough stress.
Hair already grown stays the same colour, the effect only affects any new hair, and may reverse in time.
How Stress Turns Hair White: Harvard Study Points To ‘Fight-Or-Flight’ Response | WBUR News https://www.wbur.org/news/2020/01/22/stress-white-hair-fight-or-flight
Scientists discover ‘why stress turns hair white’ - BBC News
https://www.bbc.com/news/health-51208972







Apologies
My apologies to all readers for the delays between books. I’m having more trouble with my eyes and health so I can’t write as much. Hopefully the new meds will settle and I’ll speed up a bit.


I’ll finish the story, but it’s taking longer than expected!
Thank you for your support and comments about my previous books, and I hope you enjoy this one.
Vance Huxley and the furry apocalypse






Chapter 1

Unmasked:
Over a hundred years ago, a group of wealthy and influential individuals started the Cabal. Their ambitions were dynastic, to ensure their families, and selected allies, would eventually control all of humanity. The original members knew they would die without seeing the result, but that was a great strength. Unlike most conspiracies, even if members of the Cabal were suspected of plotting, there was never an immediate gain to provide motive.
 
Their tools, people who believed in a cause, changed to suit the times, and developing problems such as famines, overpopulation, global warming, and nuclear weapons. Other subordinates were revolutionaries, or desperate, unsuited for long-term planning, but ideal for removing problems, or people. Some never knew what they’d done, as a score of people might each take one seemingly harmless item into a building, but over ten years they created a bomb.
 
People spent their whole careers making sure other agents had the right promotions, or certain equipment would fail when required. Others worked their way slowly up hierarchies, deliberately restricting themselves to remain third or fourth echelon, officials and officers not expected to inherit any real power. As technologies, politics, and weaponry altered, some of the work was wasted, or had to be revamped, but the Cabal persevered.
 
Six years ago, the Master Cabal sent the message that launched their global revolution. In response, local Cabals activated agents and launched the first operations to disrupt, and then control, the forces of Law and Order. The result was known as the Crash, and wrecked the global economy and refining industry, killing an estimated seventy percent of humanity. Unexpected secondary effects substantially increased that figure, and it was still rising.
 
The initial strikes worked almost perfectly. All the significant governments were destroyed or disrupted, their militaries were neutralised or suborned, and lack of fuel paralysed any response. Communication satellites, undersea cables, and many military transmitters, especially long-range, were destroyed.
 
Meanwhile, for those first crucial days, agents deliberately obscured the truth, flooding social media and newsrooms with lies, distorted news, and gibberish. Military wavelengths were subjected to less obvious interference, to delay or divert reactions. As the top echelons in both politics and the military died, power devolved to agents carefully placed three or four layers deep. The Cabal meant to use the chaos to take over the reins of power, but they had badly misjudged the average citizen.
 
Before recruits and agents could exert control, others realised there was an opportunity. Criminals, revolutionaries, terrorists, military personnel, and too many ‘peaceful’ citizens realised there was no law enforcement, and took advantage. An increasing number of people extended the Cabal’s carefully limited sabotage, and they weren’t working to any plan. Demagogues sowed dissension and division, and declared a variety of types of human should be eradicated.
 
Their followers launched pogroms or fought other militias, carving out territories. In their wake, even the more law-abiding reverted to theft and violence to survive. The mobs burned, wrecked, pillaged, and rioted, indulging their greed, jealousy, and prejudices as the world descended into chaos. Refineries and storage tanks burned, transport ran out of fuel, and the supply chain broke. Food rotted in fields and warehouses, while urban populations starved.
 
Carefully prepared plans were abandoned, as the Cabal scrambled for whatever power they could grab, and keep. That was complicated by the members trying to hide any sign of a conspiracy—nobody wanted all that violence to find a single target. The failure of their own plans helped, as there was less of a pattern to arouse suspicion. Many of those who should be investigating were more interested in staying alive, and feeding and protecting their families. The results varied wildly from country to country.
 
~~
 
In Argentina, a Cabal-led military coup seized power, bypassing the period of chaos. Their modern army backed Cabal-led coups and revolutions in other South America countries, imposing a draconian peace. As each country fell, their army joined the campaign, until the combined disruption and military might unified South America.
 
The populations of Australia and New Zealand were more inclined towards democracy, rather than civil uprisings. Concentrating on surviving and adapting to the Crash, especially the loss of transport, the citizens expected a government solution. The majority never realised that the Cabal had hijacked their government.
 
A disaster devastated the politicians, and most of the survivors were Cabal personnel, or vulnerable to threats or blackmail. The food riots elsewhere in the world were relatively short-term. Vast herds of cattle and sheep were driven towards the cities, hungry citizens were encouraged to go and meet them. Elsewhere, there were plenty of cattle and horses to pull de-engined food lorries or rail wagons.
 
Leaders of the armed forces were suborned or killed, while Australian Navy warships, obeying orders from their government, stopped any refugee invasion. With their continent isolated, Australians and New Zealanders were relieved they’d escaped the death and destruction elsewhere. Life was harder, but they had food, even if transport was restricted, and many had to move to farming communities. Australia and New Zealand weren’t overpopulated, so the culling was gradual and low-key, concentrating on undesirables in small numbers.
 
With France depopulated, the French warships in the Pacific followed the lead of comrades that escaped from France. They accepted an offer of new, safe homes in Australia. The extra ships, and deserters from other nearby nations, supplemented the South American and Australian navies. They quickly took control of the rest of Australasia, and the islands of the Southern Pacific and Atlantic. Within two years, all the southern hemisphere except Africa was firmly under Cabal control.
 
~~
 
Outside of South America and Australasia, the Cabal had less control, resulting in a wide variety of disasters. Many national Cabals still struggled for partial control, with the first priority reducing the population. That had a dual purpose as smaller populations should be easier to feed—and control.
 
Some Cabals weren’t trying to rule their areas—that was considered impossible or not worth the effort. Once they had control of the armed forces, or just launch facilities, they initiated genocides.
 
Nuclear exchanges reduced all the major population centres in India, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Iran, Afghanistan, and the Middle East to radioactive ruins. Radiation, and savage fighting as traditional enemies clashed, poisoned rivers and farmland, or devastated crops and farms. A nuclear weapon inside the Aswan dam resulted in a radioactive flood, poisoning most of the fertile land in Egypt—starving and irradiating locals and preventing any western exodus from the Middle East.
 
Europe’s population was initially confined to their cities or refugee camps, but once the first broke free, they liberated others. Hungry hordes, assisted by an increasing number of army deserters, swept through farms and fought over warehouses, then moved on. Behind them the countryside was reduced to a sparsely populated wilderness. The hordes, now starving, migrated to the west coast.
 
Instead of finding the promised food stocks in France and the Netherlands, there were no container ships, and warehouses were empty. The refugees fought, and mostly died, over the scraps available, then most of the survivors starved over the following winter. Those who tried to reach the United Kingdom were stopped by the Royal Navy, assisted by continental warships that had traded allegiance for their families’ safety.
 
~~
 
Ukraine and Russia once produced huge quantities of surplus food, including a quarter of the world’s exported wheat, but the fields were a wasteland. Cabal agents incited both sides until officers working for the Cabal unleashed nuclear weapons and biological warfare. Armed bands still fought across Ukraine’s fields and among the battered buildings, stalled or shattered machines of war, and the legacy of tactical nukes.
Further east, embittered Ukrainian infiltrators took a savage revenge. With no home left, they set the Russian cornfields ablaze, poisoning or burning harvested crops, and destroying farm machinery—a reverse version of scorched Earth. Desperate mobs from the larger population centres finished the job, stripping the land bare.
The Europeans had tried to confine their populations inside the cities, and failed. In Russia and China, the Cabals did the opposite. Cities were emptied, easily as the residents realised the power, water, and food supplies were shut off. The refugees overran the countryside, killing the farmers and stripping the fields bare, and then most of them died. The survivors, often led by ex-soldiers or police, fortified villages and protected a few fields, or joined bands of raiders.
 
Dispersing the population abandoned any chance of guiding or ruling them, but suited the broader aims of the Cabal. The people were already out of control, and most were eventually meant to die, to reduce the population. The Asian Cabals concentrated on controlling military installations and personnel, through either the usurped chain of command, or a Cabal supporter, a senior officer. Where neither were feasible, poison, air strikes, or missiles were used to neutralise them
 
~~
 
Assassinations of leaders, a score of genocidal wars, and repeatedly infecting the population, turned sub-Saharan Africa into an international pariah. AIDS, anthrax, Ebola, cholera, smallpox, malaria, typhus, bubonic plague, and a variety of allegedly extinct blood or airborne illnesses and infectious diseases swept through the population.
 
Despite the rising unrest elsewhere, air strikes, warships, and the Sahara quarantined most of the continent. Now, six years later, the remaining population were split into small bands. Those varied from roaming hunter-gatherers to tightly sealed, insular communities, but they had two things in common. They were heavily armed, and they avoided any contact with others, or the abandoned population centres where infection might linger.
 
Central America descended into violent warfare between the police, armed forces, revolutionaries, drug lords, and citizens or deserters trying to save their families. Once they had made sure most food stocks were destroyed, Cabal organisers abandoned the whole area.
 
Five years of infighting left most weapons out of ammunition, and any remaining planes or armour immobilised by lack of fuel. The Cabal, South American soldiers with armour and air power, and fuel, moved north, eradicating most of the survivors. At the moment the battle lines had stabilised between fifty and a hundred miles from the US border, as coming closer could trigger a war.
 
Despite the chaos across the rest of the USA, the Israeli refugees, including a large percentage of their army, were keeping their end of the bargain. In return for sanctuary, the Tzahal, the Israeli Defence Force, still manned the southern US border. A modern, cohesive, battle-hardened army, they would inflict serious damage if the Cabal forces advanced. 
 
~~
 
Despite decapitating the governments of the USA and Canada, and suborning some chains of command, the Cabal had little direct influence north of Mexico. With the refineries burning, and transport and most power generation stopped, agents concentrated the military chain of command. Orders from agents inheriting national command, or recruited local commanders, kept the majority of the US military confined to base, and ‘terrorists’ dealt with the rest. The plan had been to gradually recruit the military personnel, but now the Cabal’s tenuous control was slipping.
 
The Cabal had never attempted to take over the US government, and knew that trying to force the North American population into any course of action would fail. There were too many privately-owned weapons, huge stocks of ammunition, and a population already suspicious of government control. The suspicion had been encouraged, to prevent any recovery.
 
Many citizens abandoned their cities as transport halted, then the supply of electricity and food stopped, but a remnant urban population remained. Millions died as refugees and rural residents fought over food, but there was enough fertile land to support a substantial population.
 
~~
 
With no central government, and encouraged by local Cabals, control of the USA had initially devolved to state level, backed by local National Guard units. As fuel ran out and urban areas emptied, government devolved again, and then began to dissolve. The Cabal couldn’t take over, so hundreds of small Cabals concentrated on reducing a powerful nation to hundreds of squabbling neighbours.
 
Prior to the coup, a media campaign, social media misinformation, political scandals, and atrocities, combined to inflame every religious, racial, political, and historic prejudice. In the aftermath, those divisions encouraged the breakdown of official government. Committees, militants, charismatic individuals, and congregations declared independence, with their own leaders, laws, and defence force.
 
Even when the flood of refugees from urban areas stopped, these communities often clashed over food and water, or the right to live. Cabal agents encouraged conflicts, exacerbating tensions and encouraging would-be conquerors. Their task was to prepare the way for eventual Cabal conquest, preferably using recruited units from the military bases. Until then, the agents tried to reduce the ammunition stocks, and made sure none of the groups was too strong.
 
Five years later, many groups of survivors included elements of the National Guard, as anything from single soldiers to an armoured unit chose to defend like-minded or communities that included relatives. Despite the amount of gunfire involved, there was no sign of the ammunition running out, and none of the military bases had been fully recruited. The trickle of deserters wasn’t significant, but now some commanders were disobeying orders, using their personnel and superior weaponry to settle local conflicts.
 
~~
 
The only success in the northern hemisphere, the UK Cabal, managed to kill most of the Members of Parliament and Lords, the senior members of the armed forces, and the Royal Family. The remaining government members were either Cabal loyalists, or controlled with threats and promises, and a new, badly injured King gave the Cabal control of the armed forces. Parliament still had to maintain the appearance of a democracy, but the UK Cabal had time to consolidate.
 
Controlling the United Kingdom relied on an unarmed, generally non-violent population, geography, the British Armed Forces’ traditional reluctance to involve themselves in politics, and naval firepower. Any European refugees attempting to cross the Channel or North Sea were stopped by British warships, assisted by refugee units from European navies who brought their families as well as their ships.
Blaming rebels for the assassinations, the government employed contractors to sweep the countryside. ‘Innocent’ citizens were rehomed in cleared areas, while the rest were enclosed with city populations, pending investigation. The armed forces guarded the wire, while the enclosed civilians protested, but didn’t fight back until it was too late. Worried that soldiers and aircrew might mutiny, careful deployment restricted what the Army, Navy, and RAF saw. An increasing number of military contractors dealt with the less savoury or illegal aspects of the Cabal’s more draconic policies.
Now there was too much evidence, of the type of atrocity the rank and file of the British Armed Forces wouldn’t condone. It wasn’t mutiny, not yet, but the soldiers and pilots were no longer willing to fire upon British citizens. An increasing number wanted to shoot the government.
The beleaguered survivors in the cities had been trying to survive until the emergency passed, but now they knew that wasn’t enough. The ashfield pictures proved that unless they did something about it, they were all destined for gas chambers, ovens, and unmarked graves. Enclaves made peace with their neighbours, despite their differences, and combined against the common threat.
The long years since the Crash had taught even the least militant one thing—how to fight. In a growing number of small, increasingly militant communities, men and women worked late into the night, making weapons or training to use them. The non-violent, unarmed British public were now armed, many were veterans, and an increasing number were training to stand with them!
Most had only learned about the ovens in the last two days, but those organising the disclosure had known long enough to prepare. Birmingham declared independence, while groups in other cities had increased their fighters and combined enclaves. Instead of attacking them, the Cabal did nothing.
The relieved defenders gratefully used the time to consolidate, with no idea why. Those organising the Army and RAF inaction were similarly surprised at the almost tolerant response to friendly fire on contractors, and the avoidance of orders. Neither had any idea that a worldwide crisis had intervened.
~~
The UK Cabal were under orders from their superiors—there must be no large-scale disturbance, no battle, as it might draw lethal attention. Across the globe, all the subordinate Cabals had the same orders, because the secret was leaking. If the wrong people identified a definite target, they might strike before the Cabal could act—with nuclear missiles.
As communities and organisations tried to recover, dedicated individuals followed the clues and re-established contact with other areas. Too many clues, and too many people comparing notes worldwide, had led to dangerous conclusions. The Cabal’s shroud of secrecy was about to be torn aside—too soon. A few military bases had been suborned, but most were only held in check by what they believed were legitimate orders. Even in those commanded by Cabal sympathisers, a majority of the personnel hadn’t been converted.
 
Across the world, Cabal-controlled warships and military units prepared for a pre-emptive strike. It had to be a total surprise, overwhelming, and a complete success. Just one boomer, a submarine with nuclear missiles, could wipe out a large portion of the Cabal’s gains. A naval base, or an airfield with strategic bombers, might reverse the whole campaign.
 
The Cabal was almost out of time. At first, as messages were passed, and thousands of incidents were correlated and checked, the conclusions were rejected. They were too extreme, too horrifying to be accepted. Checking and rechecking confirmed the unthinkable.
 
Someone had set out to kill a huge proportion of the world’s population, deliberately devastating whole continents. In command centres across the globe, dedicated professionals unravelled more and more of the conspiracy. Once they found the centre, the mystery organisation known as Cabal, there would be retribution.
 






Chapter 2

19th Klaus and Elke: Furling:
In the south of England, a group of European refugees had more mundane worries. A hundred and fifty kilometres hadn’t seemed far, but none of the mercenaries or their families had any idea what was happening in most of England. They had been isolated in a village in Scotland, then the sole occupants of Bournemouth, and any travelling had been along motorways.
Now they were travelling into the countryside in the southwest of England, and there was a stark difference between these fields and those to the east, towards London. At regular intervals along the main road, they passed work camps, but these were much smaller than the ones in Scotland, or near London. The reason was obvious—the fields were being worked by machinery, despite the alleged fuel shortage.
There was little sign of the Crash, except the bare patches where buildings had been removed. There were no villages or farmhouses to scavenge from, though occasionally the passengers had seen buildings in the distance. Three times in the first two hours, the convoy was stopped by work camp guards, but the contractors had been relaxed. A quick look to check the passengers were allies, families and wounded fighters, and they had been waved on.
Leon had asked about food and water, and been told some of the villages off the main routes were still intact. Scavenging was allowed from most remaining houses, except the big ones with warning signs outside—they were off-limits. They’d been reserved for later, probably politicians and officers according to a guard. Leon and Klaus stopped at the next junction, and two vehicles took the minor road. They came back with water and food.
That presented a dilemma. The refugees needed the supplies, and weren’t keen on the camp guards seeing them, as that meant the government would know exactly where they were. The simple answer was to travel by side roads, but Leon had left a map marked with this route. If he’d had some paint, Leon might have put up a sign to direct the rest, but that would still leave a trail.
~~
Just after passing the bare ground that had been Lyme Regis, forty-five kilometres from Bournemouth, two French soldiers on motorcycles caught up. They brought army rifles and ammunition, in case camp guards tried to stop the convoy, and good news. The paratroopers had let the mercenaries strip weapons from dead gangsters, and send vans to collect more weapons from Southampton.
Leon quickly explained the problem with food and water, and the camp guards that kept checking. A quick conference agreed on a new route, through side roads, and sent one motorbike back with a different map. At the next junction heading north, the whole convoy turned off the main road.
As the hedgerows closed in on the narrow lanes, speed dropped to a crawl, but the other motorbike scouted ahead so there were no stoppages. The first three cars had to pull ahead now and then, to clear a fallen tree and abandoned vehicles, but there weren’t many. The motorbike also warned them of any work camps, but those were rare.
Twice the convoy had to divert from the planned route, but there was no physical sign to mark the diversion. Scavenging from farmhouses and small villages meant they had paint, but there were no markings. A pair of refugees hid nearby, to divert the next party—or shoot inquisitive followers. The convoy crawled on, and the initial excitement was wearing off. Voices in a variety of languages were asking, “Are we there yet?”
It was still light, but the motorbike and first cars were already looking for somewhere to overnight. The motorbike was scouting ahead, checking down side roads for scavenging opportunities, and hit the jackpot. A small hamlet, Furling, was being reserved.
~~
Even the lane leading to the dozen homes had a KEEP OUT sign, and there were more signs pasted on the windows of every house. As a result, there wasn’t even a broken window. Klaus’s convoy spread out, parking under trees or in barns, and checking through windows. The dozen homes were all farmhouses, or big houses with extensive gardens. Within minutes, adults were carefully forcing windows or doors, while children and dogs were racing about, working off excess energy.
The soldiers who were fit enough worked out a rota, and two set off back down the lane to the junction. They would watch for any refugees, but there would be no painted sign to tell anyone else about the diversion. In the houses and barns, refugees prayed before they slept. They had survived the chaos of the nineteenth, but they would need every bit of help they could get in the next few days.
~~
19th: Bournemouth:
As Klaus’s small convoy straggled northwest along minor roads, the paratroopers tried to free the hostages in Bournemouth. The paras could have assaulted, but confessed there would be a lot of civilian casualties. Every potential target was within sight of at least one other building with hostages, usually more.
There was absolutely no way of liberating them one at a time, and the multiple viewpoints made it very difficult to approach without being seen. The paras couldn’t even get a solid count on the hostages, as many had arrived inside the lorries. The best they could do was make sure that none of the hostage takers could sneak away.
The rest of the paratroopers swept the town for survivors from both sides. Throughout the long summer evening, sporadic shouting and shooting marked the front line of the search. Periodically, engines could be heard, heading north out of Bournemouth.
The engines were vehicles carrying refugees, wounded foreign mercenaries and their dependents. The official orders were to detain any remaining dependents in a hotel, but the NCOs were altering the emphasis, enough to avoid the main purpose. Cabal agents would have reported the divergence, but they kept close to the hostages, to make sure the gangsters and One Para officers weren’t plotting together.
~~
The paratroopers had heard too many comments about the lack of guards, and had realised the dependents were already hostages, held by the British government. Many were looking for ways to show their opinion of the ashfield pictures, and were already inclined towards rescuing wounded soldiers, women, and kids. The dependents discovered by the searchers were sent to a hotel as requested, but the Norfolk Royal Hotel was conveniently situated on the route the rest of the dependents had taken.
Periodically, as the numbers grew, they would be shown to fully-fuelled vehicles already containing water, food, and bedding. The NCOs, because there was a strange absence of officers, would send the small convoys north towards the edge of Bournemouth, allegedly on the way to London. A mile up the road, three wounded soldiers, a Frenchman, a Greek, and a German, would flag them down and hand them a map, and instructions.
Sometime after midnight, after an hour with no new arrivals at the hotel, a sergeant decided this would be the last convoy. The surprised refugees were offered two Fox armoured cars with full fuel tanks, abandoned by the attackers when others blew up. A van with them contained jerrycans of petrol, and extra ammunition for the cannon, taken from damaged armoured cars.
According to the sergeant, the armour was to protect the refugees on the way to London, as there would be no convoy behind them if they were ambushed. There had been reports of gangs roaming the motorways, and the mercenaries in the vehicles were wounded, but the armour would help. The three soldiers who’d been redirecting the refugees understood—this was the last convoy, so they should leave.
Apart from the occasional military vehicle, silence settled over Bournemouth. A couple of hours later it was broken by bursts of gunfire, repeated now and then until full light. Hidden gangsters had decided it was dark enough to make their move, get out of town, but drones had spotted their body heat.
One Para settled down to make sure the hostage takers stayed where they were. They were still poised for a rescue attempt, but it was already clear that the gangs wanted a negotiated settlement. There was no threatening of hostages, no killings, and released captives confirmed the rest were being treated reasonably. Both sides were now waiting for negotiators.






Chapter 3

20th
7 a.m.: Royal Anglian Regiment – London Perimeter:
There were no smiles and a few worried frowns in a tent outside London, at an emergency meeting of Royal Anglian Regiment officers. Most had no idea why they were here, and after yesterday, didn’t want to guess. Trying to control hundreds of angry, confused soldiers, and liberate Southampton Hospital, had been well beyond business as usual.
Lieutenant Colonel Austen tapped a screen showing bodies and prisoners, and the talking died out. “We are meeting in a tent rather than our comfortable HQ, with very little warning, for one simple reason. Every officer here has, at some time in the last four years, committed acts that could be construed as treason. We would definitely face a court martial. Please look around, try to memorise faces.”
He paused for a couple of minutes, then a tap regained their attention. “Do not discuss anything sensitive with any other officer above a lieutenant. Some creative reassignments have ensured that any lieutenants with the wrong masters are counting bullets.” A few brief smiles acknowledged the shorthand for finding them meaningless jobs, isolated from the troops.
The officer cleared his throat and looked around the tent. “Yesterday’s operation to liberate Southampton Hospital has left us with two problems. One is internal, which I will address later. The other is that, as a result of removing the invaders, we have taken responsibility for nearly five hundred refugees.”
The screen showed a picture of a group of women. Some were weeping, others were wounded, and about a quarter were cringing and hiding their faces—but one group were glaring at the camera. The pointer tapped the latter group. “These people blame us for how they have been treated, but not for the latest attack. The rest haven’t got that far, yet.”
His pointer moved along. “These women are all between late teens and early forties, with the majority in their early twenties. Even the older ones, the doctors, were chosen because they are attractive.” There was dead silence in the room now. “When the Specials in Scotland relocated to Southampton a year ago, they recruited hospital staff. It is now clear that the primary criterion was not their medical qualifications.”
Some of the faces were guessing why, and very unhappy with their conclusions, but not as unhappy as those who knew. Instead of confirming anything, the lieutenant colonel tapped several women wearing hospital gowns. “These women are wearing gowns rather than being filmed in their usual clothing. They were recruited from the work camps, to work in military brothels. The impression given was that their customers would be British Armed Forces personnel, so their new conditions came as a terrible shock.”
A flick of his hand included all the women. “The hospital and recreational staff have been subjected to a year of unrelenting abuse, including rape and murder. We, the British Army, must bear some responsibility, and will ensure they are safe in the future.”
“Responsible, sir?” When the lieutenant colonel nodded to the captain, he stood. “We were unaware of this until we reached the hospital.” He looked around, eyes wide. “Or did someone know?”
The lieutenant colonel shook his head. “Nobody outside the Specials knew, as far as I am aware, though the naval base might have had some idea. We did, however, accept that what happened there was outside our remit. That explanation isn’t convincing after a nursing sister explained Special Leave.”
He paused, then told them. “That means one of the medical staff missed a shift, but not because she had been raped by Specials, as that was almost routine. Special Leave meant that the rape, or a beating, had been bad enough to leave her incapable. It happened often enough to have its own shorthand, while others were killed or disappeared.”
The tent exploded in cursing and shocked comments, until the major who had been the first to hear about it stood and raised both hands. He waited for silence, then addressed the lieutenant colonel. “The Specials in Southampton died, sir, but all the rest have been there for R&R at least once. Will we, the Army, be addressing this problem? I am sure there will be witnesses willing to identify individuals if required.”
Once again, the speaker had to wait for comments to die down. The consensus wanted the culprits dead, but were split between hanging, shooting, and more inventive executions. Even so, once the tent quietened, the lieutenant colonel hesitated—he knew his answer wasn’t acceptable. “We can’t, not yet.”
He continued, quickly before the protests grew. “But we will, which is why it is important that we keep the women, the survivors, safe. Then we must consolidate, ensure that most of the British Army is with us. United, the government must listen to us, and then we can make sure we catch them all.” This time there were murmurs of approval.
A different major raised his hand, and the lieutenant colonel nodded. “An update from Birmingham, sir. We received confirmation just before this meeting. Soldier Boy and his fighters decided to celebrate coming home, or declaring independence. They ambushed the local emergency response forces. Five hundred and eighty-three dead Specials, and they stripped the bodies, looted and burned the barracks, and took it all back through the wire.”
Several voices pointed out that had cut down on trials, while others wanted more detail. He held up both hands to stop the questions. “There was an Apache helping, but my source wasn’t sure if it was theirs, or an RAF renegade taking an opportunity.” He smiled suddenly. “A deputation explained that they didn’t consider the British Army their enemy, but the artillery should reconsider any orders to fire on the city.”
~~
This time the lieutenant colonel didn’t try to quieten the excited chatter—he wasn’t looking forward to the next part. Eventually there was an expectant silent, and he changed the picture to a row of bodies, then boats and helicopters. The next scenes were prisoners, gangsters stripped to underwear, boots, and in some cases bandages. “I mentioned an internal matter. When we encouraged Soldier Boy to liberate Evesham work camp, we were too clever.”
The next pictures were of sandbagged positions, with stripped bodies and a scattering of brass cases. “Since he wanted to cause trouble anyway, it was a good way to divert our government, superior officers, and the Specials and mercenaries. We wanted time to spread the ashfield pictures, but we misjudged, badly.”
He paused, then sighed and continued. “Soldier Boy meant to release any inmates he didn’t want in Birmingham, the type we usually refer to as gangsters. A diversion to keep the Army and RAF busy, chasing them around the countryside. We suggested sending them towards Southampton, or the mercenary families in Bournemouth. There were some heavy weapons, mainly machine guns and ammunition, and thirty personnel, to encourage him to do so.”
As he looked around the tent, they were all silent, most of them waiting for the punch line. “Soldier Boy delivered, better than we could have expected. An estimated fifteen hundred maniacs assaulted Southampton, arriving before the Evesham breakout was confirmed and the RAF alerted.”
An involuntary scowl accompanied the next words. “We had assumed the Specials maintained adequate guard posts, capable of stopping barely armed civilians. At the least they should have slowed them, and roused the garrison. Instead, there were only half a dozen men, and any warning was ignored, so the gangsters overran the garrison and hospital. That led to the death of some civilians, and the rape or abuse of many others, the same women the Specials had already traumatised.”
A dozen voices wanted answers. “Enough!” His sharp tone reminded them that they were Army, despite the informal surroundings. The rising protests or questions cut off. “That was bad enough, but some of them diverted to Bournemouth, where an unknown number of the mercenaries’ family members are being held hostage. I doubt the foreign soldiers will be forgiving when they find out we are responsible, I am responsible.”
“We didn’t know!” The captain raised a hand in apology. “Sorry sir, but it isn’t our fault the families weren’t guarded.”
As the lieutenant colonel hesitated, a major raised his hand. “If I may, sir. I have been liaising with One Para and others, and correlating what we know about the situation.” He waited for the nod, then came to the front. “The navy had some idea of the conditions in Southampton, but they are isolated down there. None of them knew an army officer they could trust, and a mistake could be fatal.”
There were some nods at that, as they’d all had to make that decision, who to trust. “The mercenaries weren’t allowed to guard their families properly, an unspoken threat to keep them loyal. They were told the Specials just down the road, in Southampton, would rescue the civilians if a horde of gangsters attacked. Both the mercenaries and the government knew it was a threat, that the ‘gangsters’ would be Specials, but only if the mercenaries rebelled.”
The major faltered, swallowed, and then continued. “Then five or six hundred real gangsters, maniacs that we sent, hit them without any warning. One Para dropped into the middle of the town, during the assault, and kept about half the civilians safe. Most of them are evacuating, and don’t want to tell the paras where they are going.”
A voice in the shadows probably spoke for them all. “Will they be safe, sir?”
The major shrugged. “There are armed wounded soldiers, mercenary casualties from London, going with them, so they may feel safer away from official protection. It might be a good idea for someone from the Army to talk to their leaders. It will mean getting through the units sealing them into the breach. Those are loyal to the government, thanks to a series of transfers over the last few years.”
The lieutenant colonel cleared his throat. “There are ways, but nobody here needs to know.” Everyone there relaxed a little, it was in hand. “Coming back to our new guests, elements of the Engineers will be making sure there are suitable quarters for them. The women will be living close to the Norfolk and Norwich University Hospital.”
Several people nodded at that, as it was the current armed forces hospital. “The new facilities will be isolated from the hospital, and personnel who may have other agendas. Your units may be asked to provide guards, off the books.”
Before there could be much discussion, a quiet voice outside reported that the wrong people were looking for the Brigade’s officers, and they scattered.
~~~
20th 8 a.m.: Klaus and Elke: Convoy:
None of the refugees had slept well, and some had been on duty all night. Small convoys had been arriving until just before dawn, the vehicles packed with women, children, and wounded soldiers. There were one or two fully fit soldiers with each group, and they brought extra weapons and ammunition.
Klaus was smiling as he came downstairs. He recognised three of the women in the kitchen, busy feeding children, and Leon. The spotter beckoned. “Come, Klaus, eat. The electricity is working and the eisfach is full, plenty of food once we thaw it. Someone will be angry.” The big smile didn’t care how angry they were.
When Marie came in with frozen packs of bacon and sausage, Karl could have been angry—about someone keeping all this food to himself. Then he realised what Leon said, and smiled again. From the way the women were packing, there would be very little left for the new landlord. “How many of our people arrived?”
An older woman, busy slicing bread, answered. “Well over three hundred, but the last arrived three hours ago. They bring two Panzerwagon.”
~~
Before Klaus could answer, a voice from the doorway explained. “The Fallschirmjäger captured two. They blow up the others and the verdammt, er, the bad Engländer surrender or run away.” The woman glanced at the children and smiled, then shrugged. “They are similar to the Wiesel Two, with rubber wheels.”
Klaus looked at her uniform, and knew why she was so happy. She was panzer crew, though maybe without a ride. She had a dressing covering one side of her head, and her jacket bulged as if there were more on her shoulder. “Have you claimed a seat yet? Even a Wiesel will stop bullets.”
“Small bullets.” She shrugged again, and winced. “The Spezialist will bring Chieftain, maybe Challenger if they wish to bring us back. The Britische soldaten give four NLAW, and four Javelin with a launcher. It is strange, as if they want us to kill their own soldiers.”
When Klaus glanced at Leon, his spotter was smiling as he answered. “They are not real Spezialist, not real soldaten, just hired help. We call them Sonderangebote, special offer, five of them for one real soldier.” All the adults in the room found that funny—they’d all met what the Britische called Specials.
Once it died back, the woman looked around the room. “I am looking for Stabsunteroffizier Birkhofer? There is a meeting to decide the road from here.”
As Leon stood up, Klaus sat down and a full plate landed in front of him. “Eat quickly, Klaus. This was your idea.” Leon wrapped the rest of his breakfast in a slice of bread and followed the woman.
Anna picked up the empty plate. “We will all eat quickly, more time to pack food, maybe all of it. If we wrap well, will stay frozen for one day, maybe two.” She called to Marie and one of the others, and they picked up bags to bring more for the packers. The bread-slicer was now making sandwiches, and a woman was putting trays of rolls into an oven.
~~
It took Klaus fifteen minutes to get to the meeting, because he went to find Elke first. The garden was extensive, with trees and shrubberies, but he recognised Frühling’s barking. Elke had slept well, in the car and then in bed, and had already eaten. She was excited about the trip, the adventure, and sharing a room with Perle, but promised to pack her things—as soon as Frühling had finished marking trees.
At first Klaus didn’t understand why he should be at the meeting, as most of those present were officers. A few comments, and Leon’s whispers, soon explained. They were all from different units and countries, and none of them wanted the others in charge. Sniper teams tended to work away from direct supervision, and their superior officer wasn’t in the convoy, so Leon and Klaus were as close to neutral as possible.
There were others who could have been chosen, but Leon and Klaus really did come up with the idea of taking the dependents away from government guards. Not quite—Klaus was more focussed on getting Elke somewhere safe, but nobody here realised that. Now the shooter and spotter could suggest possible courses of action, but weren’t senior enough to insist, so then the officers could agree or disagree.
The idea worked better than Klaus expected, due to the different languages. Prolonged discussion had to stop repeatedly for clarification, and the officers quickly abandoned arguing over details. They concentrated on practicalities, like how to distribute weapons, and officers and wounded who were fit to fight.
The fittest fighters would be at the front and rear, with an armoured car, and a sniper, which should deal with any local Specials who were too officious. While Klaus slept, there had been a hardening of attitude. The fighters would resist any attempt by the Britische authorities to stop the convoy, or insist on a different destination.
An electric car with four soldiers was waiting for the route, and would scout ahead, with one of the two motorbikes even further in front. The other would follow, well back, to detect any pursuers before they could see the convoy.
As the vehicles streamed out of Furling, Leon and Klaus were in the third. Klaus wasn’t keen on parting with Elke, but she was safer back in the convoy. The spare seats were filled by two fit Greek infantrymen, with an NLAW as well as their rifles and pistols. The later arrivals confirmed that some mercenary soldiers had arrived from London, as observers. They brought a message—units inside the breakthrough would try to smuggle out heavy weaponry, and more rifles and ammunition, but it could take time.
The families would not be left unprotected again, and their protection would not be provided by others. The main worry was that half of the dependents were still hostages, and none of the mercenaries trusted either side of the negotiations. Even if the hostages were freed, would they be allowed to join the rest? The best the fighters could do was prepare somewhere for them, and hope.
~~
The route hadn’t looked too bad on the map, but the mercenary refugee families were trying to keep out of sight. There were people and guards living in some of the intact villages, instead of work camps, and workers in some fields, which meant diversions. Twice the long crocodile had to reverse, turn, and retrace their steps.
The two drones, found in the van with USB cables to recharge them, took turns overflying the convoy. They also moved forward to inspect any villages that might not be abandoned, which saved some time. It was a drone that spotted the two Specials in a jeep, coming along a side road. They were ambushed, by too many armed men to risk using their radio, then tied and gagged and put in a van. Their jeep had joined the convoy.
Early afternoon, the convoy stopped to eat. Cold food and drinks, but there was plenty, while the nearby woodland was in big demand as a giant toilet. Several dogs went the other way, to race around the fields, and were joined by those who were young and fit enough. A few vehicles needed diesel, and the Foxes were topped up with petrol, then everyone was called back.
To their great relief, the route simplified as the convoy moved onto Exmoor. The choice of roads was limited, but nobody seemed to be using them. The reason for the dearth of routes became obvious—the hills grew higher and closed in, too steep for buildings, or roads in many places. The scouts still went ahead, but if there was a real problem, there was little chance of avoiding it.
There hadn’t been any demolition here, though there weren’t many houses anyway, with only a dozen in the largest village. Only one was occupied, and a quick consultation decided against killing or kidnapping civilians. They were quietly surrounded, then tied up and left—one of them claimed the workers would be back at six.
The motley collection pushed on as fast as possible, straggling through deserted settlements called Twichen, Withypool, Woolacombe Allotments, and Ashott Barton, climbing to the ridges and then plunging down into another valley. A diversion avoided Exford, a barracks town, though only about forty houses remained. Some were for civilian workers, but the cleared patches suggested at least three times as many homes, and their occupants, had been taken away.
Then the vehicles were climbing again, and following the hilltops past standing stones, and Alderman’s Barrow. No fields or houses now—only occasional sheep, a stone circle, and more standing stones witnessed their passing. Binoculars scanned the sky and the hilltops, but they could have been the last people on earth. Early afternoon the news spread from vehicle to vehicle. Everyone be ready—there was no way of avoiding the main A39, the coastal highway.
~~~
20th 1 p.m.: Orchard Close:
Tessa had no idea her son’s father, Stones, had survived, as nobody had heard from him for five years. She knew too much about what had been happening in Birmingham, and the UK, and it wasn’t good news.
At the moment she was looking at an abandoned vehicle’s windscreen, but she was smiling. Someone had drawn a heart in the dust, with an arrow and two sets of initials. The smile was because, until recently, most graffiti would have been gang signs to mark territory, or obscene.
The vehicle, and others, were pushed to one side of the road, to leave clear access for pedestrians or cyclists—and occasionally a vehicle. The houses on both sides had been abandoned when either the water or electricity had been cut off, and had broken windows and weeds in the gutters. The gardens on the side with the vehicles were overgrown, seedlings competing with untended bushes, flower beds, and lawns.
On the other side of the road, in complete contrast, the gardens were clear of weeds and rubble. Footpaths and fences had been removed, and the whole strip had been cultivated. Here and there gardeners were weeding, or collecting produce, though they occasionally paused to glance across the street and smile.
The smiles were for the shrieks of laughter, and shouted orders, coming from the overgrown gardens. In among the five years of growth, children aged from six to twelve, two miniature armies, were playing at war. The five leaders on each side wore armour-plated vests, the same design as the enclave’s fighters, but no weapons today. The mini squad, born in desperation, were trying to train all these potential recruits, but the recruits were more interested in having fun.
The whole community were smiling more today. For the first time since the wire enclosed Birmingham, just after the Crash, they felt safe. The whole city had radar and anti-aircraft cover, the nearby garrison of government contractors, the Specials, were dead, and the artillery had been neutralised. Better still, there was a real hospital, the first in five years, with surgeons, drugs, and equipment.
The leaders of their enclave, and the representatives now trying to organise the whole city, knew that safety was tenuous. High-level bombing, a concerted air strike, enough soldiers and armour, or personnel willing to shell civilians, would overwhelm their defences. Cutting off the supply of food, water, and electricity wouldn’t be as quick, but could be decisive long-term.
Just after midday, news arrived from the Marts that had even the most pessimistic smiling. “They’ve accepted!” Sharyn, Harold’s sister, and the leader of the civilian organisers in Orchard Close, the Coven, waved her radio in the air. “The Marts will sell us everything in bulk, wholesale, and they reckon the government will give us the fields just outside the wire.” She stopped, suddenly, as it hit her. “We could take the wire down.”
Around the room, the initial excitement wavered as that sank in. Ever since the eight-foot wire mesh fence had enclosed the city, anyone coming within three hundred yards might be killed, shot by the guards. Faint cheering could be heard from outside as the news spread, then was drowned out as the cheering inside resumed, louder than before.
~~
The cheering in the command centre, a random house chosen for a meeting of the military leaders, faltered as one of them waved his arms for attention. Harold, or Soldier Boy, didn’t trust the government, and this sounded too easy. “Details, we need details. They’ve given in too quickly, so there will be a lot of conditions. What about the guards, are they leaving? How much will the Marts charge us? Will they provide enough food to cover the shortfall? Are we allowed to place our own armed guards, in case some Special decides to shoot our cows, or farmers? Can we buy seed? Will there be another fence, or a cleared strip like London? Will Dealer still visit?”
Someone behind him laughed, and Emmy’s hand slapped the back of his head, gently. “Later, Mister Misery. For now, how about we enjoy the moment?” Her big smile might have been partly due to the man holding her other hand, her hubby Curtis, a prisoner until yesterday.
Patty raised a mug of small beer. “If the Marts will be selling our own food, Emmy will be wanting us to clear another thousand acres. Once she gets that mushroom farm producing, Nikki will be a millionairess.” She paused, frowning. “Cripes, does that still work if it’s coupons, not money?”
An arm at the other side of the room raised a mug in reply. “More land for spuds, and fresh pasture to raise livestock. I’m going to open a restaurant, serving steak, chips, and mushrooms, then I’ll be a millionaire!”
Harold gave in and raised his own mug. They’d calm down and set into the problems soon enough, but they’d all earned this a thousand times over. He tried to smile, but it was hard. Mercedes should have been here to see this, and put in her bid for a steak. As the celebration developed into an impromptu party, he eased out and went for a walk. Even when he reached the fields, there were more waves and smiles as the news spread. 
~~
A lone figure caught Harold’s eye. Nikki wasn’t with the Barbies, working on her looted mushroom factory, she was watching the latest version of the Girl Club. The original Girl Club, two semi-detached houses for single women, was much too small these days, even if the compound hadn’t been abandoned.
Most of the young women rescued from the surrounding gangs had fitted into the Orchard Close community, either here at the Farm or in the Allotment. While Harold had been away, the Juggernaut resulted in a surge in numbers. The liberated enclaves were spread all over Birmingham, but most of the traumatised wanted to be here.
Less than a year after the enclosure, rumours had spread about a safe place. There was an enclosure where the abused were welcomed, protected, and if they wanted to, taught to fight. As a result, attractive young women made up more than half the population, and their sheer numbers gave many of them a confidence boost. The majority lived in women-only houses, but didn’t actively avoid others, and many were trained to fight. This group of twelve large detached houses, however, was almost an enclave within an enclave.
Not for work or war, as the residents helped with either, but they did so in groups. Some would socialise with any nearby women, but avoided men, while others avoided any company. A very few males were allowed inside their small community, and Harold was one of them, but he hadn’t been heading that way. Nikki’s scars, and history of abuse, meant she would be welcomed—but she was half-hiding, watching the large marquee used as a dining hall and social club.
Rather than surprise her, Harold called out. “Hi Nikki. I thought you’d be in mushroom heaven.”
~~
He’d still surprised her, then Nikki looked embarrassed, and guilty. “No, I thought that, you know, you said.” Her hand half-lifted towards her scarred face, clearly visible as she wasn’t wearing her stripes today. “Hedges and stuff.”
A quick smile answered Harold’s—the hedges thing was his pathetic attempt to help her cope with her scarring. He’d mentioned that there were people who’d understand, other victims, in Orchard Close. “Now I’m not sure about just walking in there. Nobody will know me, and, well.” Her hand lifted towards her face again.
“Yes they will.” Harold gestured towards the marquee. “Ava will be in there, probably with Umeko and Thien, and I reckon there’ll be a few from the Arena. They’ll be telling the rest about all our adventures, or catching up on the news, and meeting the new members. You might even catch Jackie, Carver, out of her armour.”
That brought a real smile, as Jackie was one of the women who wore minimal clothing, to prove to themselves it didn’t matter, that she was safe. They all wore a big knife, and maybe a sabre and a pistol, just to make sure. If there was a fight, Jackie called herself Carver, and wore a micro-mini and crop top covered in steel plates, and knee-high armoured boots that could kick down a wall.
Nikki nodded, then glanced around the corner again. “Yeah, I guess she’s one with scars that don’t show.” Looking back at Harold, she gave him a big, bright, obviously false smile. “If I had an escort, maybe a big ferocious Soldier Boy, they’d never notice me.” Her smile faded. “Damn, you’re a bloke, so we’d probably be shot on sight.”
Harold abandoned his quiet walk, for now at least. “It’s not that bad. Come on, I want to give them some news anyway.” The suspicious look was justified—the little radios would have passed the news as fast as possible. Even so, Nikki braced herself, then followed him out into the open.
~~
At first nobody noticed, but then there were smiles from old friends, and some cautious looks, newcomers because Harold didn’t know them. An arm waved, and a familiar voice shouted. “Hey, Harold, come here. Have you heard the news about the wire? We can take it down!”
Shaking his head, Harold ushered Nikki into the marquee ahead of him. “Not yet, Gem. Give us a chance to organise the details, like the guards moving out.”
A voice from the crowd answered. “No problem, we’ve got those big fields now, plenty of places for an unmarked grave or two.” A cheer greeted the idea.
Another voice called and waved. Ava was, as expected, busy catching up with the rest of the Riot Squad. “Come here Nikki, I need backup. This lot don’t believe what we’ve been up to.”
Nikki cringed as a ripple of people turned to look at her, then murmured, just loud enough for Harold to hear. “Neither do I.” She straightened and started forward.
“Wait a minute Ava, until I give her the welcome tour.” The crowd parted, and a short woman pushed through. She had to be the only one not wearing a weapon, not even a knife, but that wasn’t what made her stand out. She was attractive, like most victims, but the left side of her face was one big scar, stopping in a straight line at the side of her nose.
She nodded to Harold. “Hi Harold, I’m going to have to steal this one for a few minutes.” Turning to Nikki she stuck out a hand. “I’m Betty, the welcoming committee. Looks like you met someone like the asshole that did this.” She gestured to her face. “He held my face down on a hotplate to liven me up. I heard about your idea, but it would cost a fortune in face paint, and then I’d look like Mel Gibson in Braveheart.” Still talking, she led a dumbstruck Nikki away into the crowd.
~~
Harold turned back to Gemma. “That’s new, and so is this place, and the numbers. When I left, Betty wouldn’t come out in public without a balaclava.”
Gemma shrugged, and glanced after the woman in question. “Nobody seems to know why, but one day she marched out with a patch over her duff eye, acting as if she’d forgotten the scar was there. Then she reckoned she may as well be useful. Betty reckons that if she greets the newbies, they’ll look at her face, and figure whatever happened to them could have been worse.”
She turned, looking across the crowd, then shook her head. “That’s not always true, but Betty knows that. It’s a hell of an ice-breaker though. We needed this for all refugees freed by the Juggernaut. It was quieter last time you came in, so you wouldn’t have noticed.”
Voices called to Harold, and Gemma waited until he’d greeted various people and the interest died down. “You brought one with more burns than Betty, but they’re mostly on her back, head, and hands. Her face was barely touched, but Yesha isn’t talking much yet, and wears a hoodie. Someone told me she’s a trained fighter, fought in Gatwick, and Evesham.” A grin flashed across Gemma’s face. “I’ll pounce on her as soon as I can, recruit her for the Riot Squad.”
“Not the Juggernaut?” Harold lifted a hand to answer more calls. “I reckon you did better than Silent Running, you’ve cleaned up most of Birmingham.” He noticed people talking to the cautious ones, presumably explaining who he was. Too many cautious women, he shouldn’t have come until they’d seen him from a distance, and got used to him.
“Come on.” Gemma looked around, and must have noticed the same thing. “Not here. There are a lot of newbies here today, people who usually keep to themselves. They’ve come to hear about the negotiations, so we’ll leave them to settle down. They’ve all heard about you, and now they’ve seen you, and the veterans will deal with any that are still worried. I’m more interested in the full story, all the gory details from the soldier’s mouth.”
She noticed Harold looking around, searching for someone. “Don’t worry, Betty will leave Nikki with Ava once she’s done her thing. Anyway, I’ve got some private news for you.”
~~
The private news hit hard, as Gemma had known it would, which was the real reason she told him in private. Harold had already heard about the film from the Apache, and that Mercedes was confirmed dead. Now Gemma showed him the armour and weapons, and gave him back his swordstick. He’d expected Mercedes to die fighting rather than surrender, but somewhere inside there had still been a spark of hope.
The big black pit in his mind beckoned, but Gemma kept Harold talking, trying to work out who sent the collection, and why. She moved on to the negotiations for the fields, and with the Marts, keeping him occupied, and the first wave of grief died back. By the time they were discussing the relative merits of patrols and guard posts, Harold was back on balance.
The slap, and what his friends had said at the time, had lodged in his mind. The faces would always be there, all the young people he’d trained and led to their deaths, but now they stayed in the background. Harold accepted that until the government was replaced, he had to keep going, and do the best he could.
As he bid Gemma goodbye, Harold realised the talk had worked better than his idea, a long walk, and wondered who put Gem up to it. The list of suspects was too long to even pick a favourite, and it could have been her idea, so he headed back towards HQ. Despite the quick acceptance of the principle, he was sure the actual negotiation with the Marts was going to be a struggle.
~~~
20th 2 p.m.: London: The Committee:
Voices were raised inside the small room in an abandoned, mostly derelict hospital. As usual, the London Defence Committee were being careful not to give either the artillery or aircraft a target, but that might not matter now. The release of the ashfield pictures to the squaddies had changed the rules. Not just a rash of deserters, some with heavy weapons, MANPATs, or vehicles, but mortar support for the Specials was at best sporadic. 
Ronin’s voice rose above the rest, again. “If the artillery and the RAF aren’t reacting to our rockets, we should paste the bloody Specials inside the breakthrough.” In a sudden switch of mood, he laughed. “They can’t get away, can they, not with the mercs crammed in behind them?”
As he fell silent, Thor spoke into the lull. “I don’t agree. My people, those on the launchers, have perfected their technique, shoot and scoot. They’d have to stay in the same place too long for a barrage like that. If the Army artillery started counter-battery fire again, we’d lose a lot of trained personnel.”
“Then there’s the stockpile to consider.” Judge sounded weary, possibly from acting as peacemaker. “We are producing explosives as fast as possible, but there isn’t enough for everyone. Ronin, every time you lay a mine or set a booby-trap, we can’t build a rocket. Thor needs as many as possible in reserve, to blow the hell out of the assholes they send in first.”
A civil engineer before the Crash, Methuselah was more involved in building defences than the actual explosive side, but she thought she saw a solution. “Couldn’t you use the explosives from some of those tank shells, Thor? The refurbished tank turrets from the Tower have rifled barrels, so they can’t fire all those shells we collected in Gatwick. We are setting up as many pipes to fire them as possible, but most of them won’t get a target. Even those that do might only get off a couple of rounds before they’re overrun or blown up.”
The shaking head wasn’t parting with any of them. “The anti-tank rounds don’t have an explosive head anyway. You’ll be pleased we kept the others when one of those lorries full of assholes blows up.”
Thor pointed a finger, pistol-style. “That’s why I asked for short pipes, sited to cover open spaces on the front lines, the right sort of place for an infantry charge. The antipersonnel rounds don’t need a long barrel for accuracy. Giant shotgun, thousands of flechettes, and any assholes within two hundred yards will be rat food.”
It wasn’t the effect of the shot that had everyone staring at Thor. The slim, Middle Eastern–looking woman was usually quiet, but now she had a manic grin. El Cid returned it, because those charging assholes had killed a lot of his fighters in the attack. They’d carried on costing lives until the London defenders hunted down the last survivors.
Both of them were surprised when Ronin broke in. “Can I have a couple, please? With properly made flechettes, I can make some truly evil anti-personnel mines. They won’t kill many, but the rest will be looking for bandages as fast as possible. Have you thought of putting some in the rockets?”
“Hey, hands off.” Thor looked around at the interested faces. “We didn’t get many, and we have to spread them out to cover the best places. You’ve got plenty of cutlery to chop up.” The contents of anti-personnel devices was a standing joke, and there was a huge amount of cutlery in a deserted city, though nails, screws, and washers were better.
~~
Before Ronin could argue, Intel clapped his hands. “We might need either shells or explosives for a ship. I haven’t been too worried because we’ll slaughter any attempt to land troops from the Thames, but now I’m getting whispers about Navy warships and London.”
He looked around the table. Nobody else had heard a thing, but El Cid looked worried. “Will that mean a bombardment like we saw on the TV? Those were bloody big guns.”
Intel quickly explained the lack of ammunition and the age of those ships, and guns. It was common knowledge among naval personnel. He stressed that modern ships only had one smallish-calibre deck gun. “It isn’t the main gun I worry about. I’m wondering if they’ve strapped extra armour to a destroyer or frigate. Then if they came up the Thames, they have twenty and thirty-mil autocannon on each side. They’d level anything nearby, including buildings.”
“I thought ships used missiles now, and drones?” Methuselah suddenly looked nervous. “They could be a lot worse!”
But Intel was shaking his head. “Even when there was a big attack up north, the Navy only used a few missiles, and the drones were only spotting. Most of the stocks of Predators, and suicide drones, were sent to the Middle East and Ukraine. None were used in Gatwick, so the mercenaries don’t have any left.”
A disgruntled voice, El Cid, broke in. “The Army used hundreds during the last attack, too many to shoot down.”
~~
Inclining his head to accept the point, Intel finished his report. “But only surveillance, civvy types, with just a few armoured military drones. Deserters tell us the Army have very few left, as they lost a lot in Scotland. They’re relying on scavenged civvy drones as much as possible, saving the good ones for a crisis. Either the government have no offensive drones left, or they daren’t use them for some reason.”
He looked around, noticing the glum faces—drones were a real problem. They could be shot down, if they were seen, but it cost valuable ammunition. The alternative was letting the little spies give the opposition a blueprint of the defences. “Cheer up, we can deal with that type, hide stuff or lure them in for shotguns. The suicide types are the dangerous ones, more dangerous than missiles, as they can get to assets that are embedded in big buildings. The ships’ missiles can’t get down and under the overhangs, and it would take too many to knock down all the big buildings.”
He wasn’t getting through to them, but Intel tried again. “The Russians used thousands of missiles in Ukraine, but the defenders were still there, and shooting.” His smile faltered and died as he looked around the room. “Even so, this business about a ship worries me.”
“Can we use mines?” Ronin opened his arms as if holding something big. “The old ones were about this big, and were meant to go through that armour plate you’re worried about. It will take a shitload of explosive, so we’ll only make two or three, and won’t pack them unless we need them. We’ll get warning if a warship starts up the Thames, and let the river take the mine down to meet them.”
A quick discussion about waterproofing and fusing agreed on a size, and how to deliver it. Ronin seemed confident he could make it go boom in the right place. Some rockets had already been designed to deal with the protected lorries. They had a pointed, solid nose, and coming down at a steep angle they should punch through thin plate, then explode. Nobody was sure if they’d damage warships, but it was worth a try.
The meeting settled down to deal with the usual business of allocating things like ammunition, explosives, work teams for building defences, new locations for the mobile armour, and food. There was an attempt to estimate the effect of Soldier Boy’s raid on the work camp. Army deserters had confirmed he’d hit it, but he hadn’t drawn enough Specials or mercenaries from London to make a difference.
The good news was that he’d made it to Birmingham with the refugees, and had declared independence. That part would be spread all over the beleaguered city, and would boost morale. When the meeting broke up, most of them were nursing the same secret hope. If the army actually turned on the bloody Specials and mercenaries, there wouldn’t be an attack—ever.






Chapter 4

20th
2 p.m.: Klaus and Elke: Lynmouth:
As the convoy closed in on the main road to Lynmouth, scouts came back to report. The first part of the convoy accelerated onto the wide tarmac, drove three hundred yards west, and turned left onto another minor road. Five times the soldiers waved vehicles forward, then they jumped aboard the last one. The minor road dived into a valley with woodland and a river, and now the convoy was reduced to stop-start.
Fallen trees, and a place where heavy rain had washed the hillside onto the road, slowed them again and again. Nobody complained, as the alternative was to use the main road, and there had been enough traffic down there to clear tracks through twigs and leaves. Now there was time to check the small groups of grey stone, grey-tiled houses in Robber’s Bridge, Oareford, and Castle Green, and the Manor House at Oare.
The houses had been casually looted, but there was still canned and occasionally frozen food, and the Manor House was reserved, and fully stocked. There wasn’t room to take everything useful, but the leaders promised there’d be another chance. Lynmouth was only another ten kilometres, so small groups could come back. Right now, the priority was to capture their new home, and set up defences.
There was a ripple of excitement as the vehicles passed through Malmsmead. Some would have liked to divert, to follow the signs to Lorna Doone House, though it meant nothing to many of them. Coleridge Way raised some interest among the same group, who were already planning a day trip. That was all forgotten as the road squeezed between the river and Southern Wood, with three fallen trees blocking the next one-and-a-half kilometres.
The convoy reorganised in Leeford, just a score of houses, the last chance before they approached their destination. More of the fighters moved to the front, with both sniper teams, both armoured cars, and most of the heavy weapons. The final approach would be along the main road—there wasn’t any other way. As the vehicles roared away up the hill, too steep for a quiet approach, the refugees waited, and worried.
~~
Once they reached the top of the hill, and could ease off the accelerators, the strike force slowed right down. The vehicles waited as soldiers on foot checked each section of the route, especially buildings and any woodland. As they cleared each possible ambush point, and the rest drove up, the tension mounted. Somewhere in the next kilometre, there had to be guards.
Watching for visitors wouldn’t be hard, as the approach narrowed, with nowhere for even off-road vehicles to divert. On one side the land rose, a wide strip of scrub between the road and the cliffs, and sea. To the left, south, the higher ground turned into a valley, a steep slope covered in short grass and gorse, with the road running across the hillside with no cover at all.
An hour later, scouts had looped right out to the south, sneaking through the woodland to check the trees ahead for a picket. Nothing, which didn’t make any sense. The road was a death trap, cut into a slope with the sea one side, and a high bank the other, so why wasn’t there a guard post? When the nervous drivers turned up the driveway to Countisbury Hill Cottage, they finally relaxed. Surrounded by trees, there was even some cover from the air.
Despite the cottage in the name, the building was large and luxurious enough to have Keep Out signs on the windows. Unlike other reserved buildings, there was evidence it had been used by the local garrison. The mercenaries had started wondering if there was one, but now the scattering of MRE packaging, concentrated around three upstairs windows, was confirmation.
It was the perfect lookout position, as anyone there could see the road through the treetops while staying hidden. The approach was wide open from where it crested the hill, a kilometre away, so why weren’t the guards here? As several soldiers mentioned, any approaching vehicle would be wide open for a MANPAD, or a heavy machine gun.
The woodland made scouting towards Lynmouth easier, though it was still slow. The first signs of life were six contractors. Two were manning the pole barrier across the road, while the other four were up the nearby turning, in what had to be their quarters. It was a small cottage, on the edge of the gardens around a huge white monstrosity, a very modern apartment complex.
All six were stalked, but only the two on the barrier died—they had a radio. Scouts noted the big antennae on the larger building, infiltrated, and took out the coms centre. They used supressed weapons or blades, but had to smash the transmitter. The operator was alert enough to reach the microphone, and the mercenaries couldn’t risk any sort of transmission.
~~
The block of luxury holiday apartments, isolated from the town on a hilltop, seemed an odd place for coms, but the position explained it. The building was on a local high point, whereas a radio in the town below would have trouble getting a clear signal. As the scouts spread out, they could see that this would be a perfect HQ. The scenic views from the apartments covered the town, the river valley, the opposite heights, the bay, and the cliffs along the coast.
Further exploration showed that the building wasn’t isolated—the houses on the other side of the ridge connected it to the town below. Keep Out signs had stopped the local guards taking advantage of the views, and facilities, but the mercenaries had no such constraints. Scouts spread down both sides of the ridge, towards both the town and river valley, and a message went back to the officers. The rest of the strike force pulled into the car park, and the leaders set up a war room in an apartment.
The main road plunged into the valley, skirting the edge of the hillside above the beach, while a narrower road zig-zagged down the back of the ridge. Hidden by trees until the last few metres, it reached the river on the other side of the small town, and was deserted. The reason was simple—all the houses were big and luxurious, most of them hotels, and had all been reserved.
If a squad established themselves at the bottom, they would cut off any escape up the river valley—both sides, as the road across the river was in plain view.
~~
As the four terrified captives spilled everything they knew, the mission simplified. The men were ex-prisoners, petty criminals recruited as Mart guards, so any discipline had quickly deteriorated. After a year without an alert, they had decided that the patrols were a waste of time, but occasionally searched nearby villages for beer and cigarettes. The outer pickets were next, and then last year the bridge was encouraged to collapse.
After that, the only guard post the other side of the river was on the hill, to watch the coast. A Land Rover crossed the river bed at low tide to relieve the picket, and scavenge luxuries from the houses that side. The vehicle signs on the main road were from scavenger runs, and the monthly supply lorries, but otherwise Lynmouth was left alone. According to the drivers, the supply convoy called in several other similarly isolated, picturesque places.
Once the guards, barracks, and the garrison’s usual leisure haunts were plotted, Klaus and Leon were given their targets. The two dead men on the barricade decided one thing, there was no point in trying to avoid killing during the take-over. The government might retaliate against the families currently held hostage, so all the guards would die, and disappear into anonymous graves. That would include the two unfortunates still tied up back with the convoy, then everyone would claim the place was deserted.
The fifty guards never had a chance. Mercenaries came down the back road, and in through the back of the guard post on the edge of town. There had been no attempt to build a strongpoint. The guards had chosen a house with a good view, then put a few sandbags in front of a window to protect a machine gun.
The checkpoint on the hill down into the town centre, the A39, had four bored guards and two poles across the road. Two men sat on plastic chairs, with the other two dozing and sunning themselves on sunbeds. Their radio was on a table with beer cans and playing cards, so suppressed weapons took them down. With both approaches cleared, soldiers infiltrated the town.
Nobody was surprised when eventually a scout met a contractor in the wrong place, and he shouted for help and opened fire. A burst of cannon fire from the leading Fox, and then snipers killed the survivors staggering from the guard post on the opposite hill. The other Fox headed for the bridge, cutting down anyone in the street.
~~
As the garrison stumbled out of their barracks and mess, wondering what the hell was happening, grenades came in through the rear. The five who were swimming in the sea had to cross a hundred yards of open sand to their weapons, and never made it.
Two hours later, after a house-to-house search, the mercenaries relaxed. The number of dead contractors tallied with the paperwork in the HQ. Unlike most places with contractors, there were no women—there was a rota for visits to Minehead, fifteen miles away. The bodies were stacked in an empty house, to be either burned or buried once everyone was settled in.
Three cars and the Land Rover went to get the rest of the refugees, while the remaining mercenaries set up defences—real defences, not the garrison’s version. The strongpoint at the ruined bridge was rebuilt properly, with a drystone wall between the inner and outer sandbags. A Fox had blown two holes in the original, but a test proved the new build was more resilient.
Plans were drawn up to scavenge timber and cloth, to provide a roof, and an NLAW joined the machine gun. The damaged lookout was manned, as was Countisbury Hill Cottage, and a house on the main road running west. The casual attempt at a guard post watching the valley approaches was already being rebuilt.
This time there would be pickets and patrols, both sides of the river on the ridges and main road. No more surprise attacks—any visitors would be challenged well before they might harm the children. With no overseers, and the captured weapons, the women would be training—the next attempted kidnap would be much harder.
~~
As they were walking wounded, Klaus and Leon were put on guard. Leon had claimed the binoculars on an officer’s corpse, but he still had the telescope he’d found in the big apartment complex. Several of the rooms had one, presumably for the visitors to watch shipping or wildlife. Now Leon hoped to keep it, as it had given a very clear view of the guard post, their target.
“Vati, Vati, you must come, see room. Großes zimmer, und wir können das Meer sehen.”
Klaus turned, surprised, as Elke came running out of the Land Rover. “English, Elke, we are in England now. I think everyone can see the sea, but where is the big room?” He stood up as a French officer followed her, ready to apologise.
The officer interrupted Elke’s attempt to speak English despite her excitement. “My fault, Sergent-chef Birkhofer. There is apartment, très agréable, in the right place for un tireur d’élite. We could put four or five soldiers there, but I knew le mari de Marie, her man, a good man.” The Gallic shrug dismissed any argument or suggestion of favouritism.
Klaus was about to explain he was on duty when a car pulled up. The four men were all wounded, but they were armed, and explained they were the relief. When Klaus moved towards the car, the officer gestured to Leon, then the Land Rover. “Vous aussi, both. A team, yes?”
By the time they arrived at the huge white building, despite Elke’s interruptions, Klaus and Leon understood. It was a large apartment, but was also an excellent sniper position, overlooking the coast and town. The other sniper team would be at the other end of the second floor, and neither would be returning to the front line when they recovered.
The officer waiting in the apartment had better English, which helped. “There are some who believed that these apartments should be for officers, but this is not a holiday. That bay window has a clear view of the beach and the opposite side of the valley, all less than a kilometre away. This window will allow you to cover any boats coming along the coast, and the road we came in on until it goes over the hill, fifteen hundred metres. We will cut the tops off some trees to improve the view.”
Since Marie had taken Elke to find Perle, they weren’t interrupted as he continued the tour. “There are three bedrooms. How you distribute them is your concern, but you should be available all night. If there is an emergency, we need you shooting as quickly as possible. Not awake, on guard, there will be others doing that, just sleep here. If necessary, we can bring another soldier in to share a bedroom and help, but we will try to avoid it. Le capitaine does not wish to stress Marie.”
By the time they’d looked around the apartment, including three luxury bedrooms, both Leon and Klaus were baffled. Once the officer left, they concluded that the French officer knew Marie’s husband very well, or maybe wanted to know Marie a little better. The logic was sound, as the view was ideal for a sniper, but six or eight soldiers could have lived in here quite comfortably.
When Elke came back, she had a solution for all that room. “Perle is down the hill with no view. There is much space in Marie’s room, and Perle will fit in my room, the little one, with Frühling. You are sharing with onkel Leon, so it makes no difference.”
Behind her, Marie rolled her eyes. “Elke, come, we empty le bagage. Frühling will help. Ton père is tres busy, soldier things.”
As Elke followed her into a bedroom, chattering about how much better it would be if Perle moved in, Leon chuckled. “She’s right, it would work, but Marie’s officer may be unhappy if she has to share.”
He’d been worried about upsetting Elke, but that made Klaus smile. “I was more worried about the number of times the officer might call by to check on Marie. We have officers above and below, and next door, but no other ranks or older children. Elke has been living close to Perle, so it is a shock for her. She will get used to the distance, then spend half her time down the hill.”
He moved to look out of the bay window. “We will need something in these windows, in case someone shoots back.” Checking the width of the wall, he thumped it with the heel of his fist. “These are solid, but Elke will be in here.”
Leon checked a cupboard, then stood back to look around. “We can strengthen one or two walls, make a safe place. There is plenty of sand, and we can borrow the Land Rover to bring the bags up here.” He smiled at Leon’s curious look. “The Land Rover is for officers, but if it is to keep Marie safe?”
Klaus nodded, and smiled back. “As long as he isn’t too friendly. Then I will need someone else to look after Elke.” 
“Not if we are staying here.” Leon laughed, and Klaus realised why he was so happy. No more London, no more shooting civilians trying to be soldiers. “If the officer runs off with Marie, you will have no reason to say no to Elke, and Perle will move in with her mother.”
As the two of them brought their weapons upstairs, and locked them up, Leon kept teasing Klaus about who Elke would invite to share with them. He didn’t do it in front of Elke, but she kept pointing out how much room there was. She calmed down a little after admitting Perle hadn’t mentioned it to her mother.
Everyone was tired by the time Marie produced an evening meal, but it had been worth it. They ate on the balcony, overlooking the sea, which was surreal. The scene was peaceful, with no hint of war, the food matched the luxury accommodation, and Frühling was asleep. If the rest of the families could join them, those still held hostage, the wives and children could forget the fighting for a little while.
Though appearances could be deceptive, and the officers knew how fragile their safety was. If the government sent in contractors with armour, or aircraft, there were neither the troops nor weapons to stop them.
~~~
20th 4 p.m.: Ragnorak: Bournemouth:
If the refugees in Lynmouth could have seen the negotiators in Bournemouth, the people holding their families hostage, they wouldn’t have been reassured. In a crowd of armed men and women in plated jackets, a short, scarred, muscular man punched one, knocking him down. “Forget that negotiating shite, we should break out. Grab some ships and head for France. If we take the women and kids, nobody will stop us.”
Most of the other people in the crowd ignored him, mainly so he didn’t punch them. None of them wanted to fight Mugin, not with a machete or fists, and guns had been banned. One tried to explain, again, but stood well back. “The others tried that, Mugin. You saw the film the army showed us.”
Mugin squinted short-sightedly at the man, trying to work out if he knew him, then drew a homemade fighting machete. He hammered the hilt of the heavy steel weapon against a brick wall, and splinters flew. The sound, and drawing a weapon, meant that most of those present put a hand on a hilt, and violence was only one wrong move away. There were a dozen gang leaders, and they’d all brought a second and bodyguards.
Satisfied he’d got their attention, Mugin tried again. “Those soldiers have moved up close to watch us. Once we get in among them with these, they won’t stand a chance.”
He was at least partly right. The British Army didn’t use swords, and a bayonet wasn’t ideal when facing an experienced fighter with a plated jacket and a machete. Several people pointed out these soldiers were paratroopers. There were some with rifles, but others had stubby machine guns or shotguns, and they all had pistols.
“Shan didn’t do so good.” The man talking had a military-looking uniform, so he’d been one of Shan’s soldiers. “We trained and all that, but they slaughtered us, and blew up the armoured cars.”
“Bloody pussies, all of you.” Mugin glared towards the speaker. “Toy bloody soldier.”
Several shot exasperated looks at Ragnorak, the only person with a chance of controlling the brawler. Without firearms, or crossbows, the scarred fighter was probably the most dangerous man in the room. He wasn’t, however, the sharpest tool in the box.
For the fifth or sixth time, Ragnorak shrugged, and gestured towards a door. “You all insisted on bringing bodyguards, and machetes. We can do this the usual way? A meeting of all the leaders with more than twenty fighters, with all the weapons left outside the door.”
Since nearly an hour had passed, and the nearest to any progress had been several fist fights, the minor gang leaders gave in. They’d been hoping a negotiation meant they’d have some say, but with gangs, size really did matter. Mugin was one of those left outside, still claiming he could cut his way through the soldiers. One of the remaining negotiators glanced that way. “I half-expected you to bring him in here.”
“No chance.” Ragnorak stretched, and raised his beer. “Moogy was here to make sure we ended up doing it this way, just four bosses.” The glares bounced off him. “I’ve been finding out how the Army is organised, and four makes it simple. We’ve got four hundred fighters, but they want to mix Specials in among us. If they add two hundred Specials, we’re a battalion.”
He looked around the table, and some still looked puzzled, so he patted his own chest. “Which sorts out the ranks and all that shit. I’m the lieutenant colonel, or boss, then you three and Fergus are majors with a company, a hundred and fifty fighters. Your seconds and Flo will be captains, still your seconds, so you’ll have no trouble making sure the rest behave. We’ll be one big gang, but with Army weapons. That will make sure those assholes don’t split us up, or send us in to soak up the bullets.”
“Not quite.” A man with a shaved head and two gold teeth put a hand on his armoured chest, painted bright red. “I’ve got over a hundred, and you’ve got twice that. This pair will be bossing some of our men.”
Neither of the two men wanted to answer, then Banger glared at Blood. “It’s not our fault, is it? We got hit by that bloody Juggernaut, armoured vehicles, machine guns, and machines chucking explosives and rocks. They were like real soldiers, duck and dive and shoot instead of charging, with a shitload of snipers. I got as many blokes as I could out through the wire, then the Specials rounded us up. You only got so many because most of those in the training camp knew you, and I’m a newbie.”
“Which is how we usually decide the boss.” The red-chested man, Blood, smirked.
“Enough.” Ragnorak looked at each of the three, then grinned. “Banger, you get one of my mob as your second, and Blood provides Pak’s second. Then your companies can still have people they know telling them what to do. If you take more of the reinforcements than we do, you can make sure they know you’re the boss.”
He’d been smiling, but now Blood looked alarmed. “Do we have to wear Army uniforms?”
There was a mix of laughter and worried looks, until Ragnorak thumped the table. “Calm down. We’ll wear uniforms, but I bet they don’t give us armour, those bulletproof plates. We’ll wear this stuff underneath. Or on top if the other stuff is too small. Or Blood can dye his Army jacket?”
That led to more laughter, until someone asked the important question. “You been smoking weed, or will the government go for that?”
That killed Raggy’s smile. “They seem desperate to get the hostages back, and we know Soldier Boy killed a shitload of Specials. We killed a small craps-worth in Southampton, so they’ve got to be running short. The trick will be to make sure the recruits do what we say, not what some government type tells them.” There were several suggestions, some of which might not have left many recruits.
The only person with a wound, an arm in a sling, had been keeping quiet. Now he leant forward and rapped his knuckles for attention. “I don’t know any of you very well, but thanks for busting us out. From what you’re saying, Ragnorak, I’m guessing the recruiters didn’t come to your camp?”
He smiled at Raggy’s blank look. “Most of the Specials were in prison before the Crash, but now they’ve lost a lot, and they’ll be running out of criminals that can fight. They get recruits like me and Blood from work camps, and sometimes they recruit a gang from behind the wire, kidnap them.”
“Sorted.” Blood opened his arms and grinned. “If the recruits are all like us, we just take over the Specials and then the government.”
The rest laughed at him, with several reminding him about the Army, and RAF, and the mercenaries. Once it calmed down, Raggy wanted to know more about recruiting. The prisoners in the training compound were a mix of survivors from a suicide charge, some from kidnapped gangs, and new volunteers from camps. Blood’s idea wouldn’t work because the gangs weren’t mixed with the other Specials, they were sent in first and mostly died.
That sobered the meeting, and they set into altering the odds. That mostly consisted of getting Blood and Raggy to agree, as they represented most of those who left Southampton, and most of those rescued from the camp. The other two led the remnants of Shan’s gang, and the survivors the Gang-Bangers, the gang that had been attacked by the Juggernaut.
As the meeting broke up, Raggy sent a messenger to tell the negotiators he had a suggestion.
~~~
20th 5 p.m.: Lost Lambs: A Bitter Blow:
Across the channel, in France, there was a strange tension in the group of eight ragged refugees, but it only affected the six men. The two young women understood the reason for their slower progress, and increased vigilance, but it didn’t mean the same to them. They’d only married two of the men, and left their homeland, a thousand miles and three months ago.
The six men were coming back to their homeland, but were five years out of date. The SAS troopers had been left to observe and report, and at first they’d tried to do so. Surviving was the first priority, as a combination of armed civilians fleeing the cities, religious fanatics, bandits, deserters, and various national armies fought backwards and forwards across the Middle East.
The situation deteriorated further after tactical and strategic nuclear strikes. Just to complicate matters, the troopers ended up with a fluctuating number of allied military personnel, usually found in the ruins of various looted army bases. The party had been up to twenty-eight at one time, and twenty-five three times, which slowed them, as did waiting again and again for the injured to recover. The report part of the mission was quickly abandoned when their communications were cut off—and everyone realised they’d been abandoned.
The small party had no idea that satellites had released ball-bearings in reverse orbits. Since their trajectories were designed to do so, the tiny missiles intercepted almost all orbiting coms equipment, affecting radios, phones, GPS, and TV. The Chinese still had three or four satellites, moved into different orbits just in time, which was suspicious. Then the Chinese operators changed the access codes, traded them for a luxury lifestyle in North America, and someone allegedly shot the satellites down.
~~
With the whole Middle East in complete chaos, the group of survivors headed for home. Attempts to reach Riyad, Amman, Cairo, and Jerusalem, or anywhere else that might have a decent-sized plane, failed. They came near enough to find out any large population centre, and most of Gaza, Israel, and Lebanon, were ruins, many of them radioactive.
The soldiers turned inland again, hiding for weeks at a time while small wars raged. With the variety of rescued military, mostly base personnel, and the litany of small wounds, the group made painfully slow process. The continuous backtracking or diverting cost them time, casualties, and progress, again and again.
At various times over the last five-and-a-half years, most of the survivors had expected to die, and Static had been very close. They all had the scars, mental and physical, but now the end was tantalisingly close. It didn’t look inviting—the countryside was semi-tamed, with patches of crops alongside overgrown hedgerows.
The higher ground ahead had never been cultivated, and never would be. It was also close to a route to England, only twenty-two miles from Dover. The Chunnel, the underground rail tunnel linking England and France, ran very close, even if there was no sign on the surface.
~~
There was no sign of trouble, or people, as Dobbin moved ahead to scout, and then beckoned them all into a mix of woodland and thick undergrowth. The final approach to the remains of two buildings, derelict before the Crash, took another hour. The last thousand miles had been relatively trouble-free, so even the least superstitious of them expected something to go wrong at the last minute.
Once everyone was laid in a shallow depression, screened by thick bushes and tall, dry grass, Stones took off his dog tags. He could hear Branka asking why they were here, not on the coast, twelve hundred yards northwest. Smiling to himself, he eased forward, then paused. There was a gap in the cover, in exactly the wrong place.
Rolling over, he called quietly. “Move back, deep cover until it’s dark.” As everyone crept back along the dip, and then further into the bushes, Stones could almost feel the curiosity.
Once they were in a hollow, he explained. “There’s a gap in the cover, a dead bush with only a few bare branches, so the door can be seen from the right angle. I never heard anyone mention a bush dying, which doesn’t mean it’s deliberate. I’m five years out of date so it might be nothing, but I don’t see the point in being careless now.”
Chips looked around the rest. “I’ve never needed to know, so this is my first time.”
The others confirmed they’d used the door in training, back when the French government probably wouldn’t have been upset, and might even have known. None of them had heard of any problem with the bushes screening the access, which might be because they’d been out of touch. Despite the possibility of an ambush, nobody fancied the alternatives.
~~
The total lack of shipping in the Channel, usually one of the busiest sea routes in the world, meant things were a long way from normal in the UK. Even if they could steal a boat, it was going to be very obvious out there, even at night.
The other way across the Channel was by using the same tunnel entrance as the rail lines, which would be either guarded or blocked. After the suspicion or aggression shown by everyone they’d met, nobody fancied just walking up to it. Despite the number of weapons, there wasn’t enough ammo for a firefight, and even if they broke contact, the locals would be alerted.
The group took turns to doze as afternoon turned to evening, then night. When the soldiers began unloading Jenny, the donkey, the women wondered why. The men looked at each other, then at Stones.
He rolled his eyes. “Thank you, dear friends. I’m sorry Branka, Zrina, but Jenny can’t come with us. I thought someone would have explained.” Chips and Fakit, their husbands, studiously avoided his eyes. “We have to go down a ladder, so Jenny will have to stay here.”
~~
Branka had an arm around the donkey now, glaring at everyone—but especially her husband. His speciality, medic, was why he was called Fakit, First Aid Kit, but right now he might be the one needing medical attention. He concentrated on taking the medicinal salvage from the donkey’s pack.
Her eyes opened wide and Branka hugged the donkey harder. “You not kill!”
“What? No!” Stones patted the air, trying to keep her quieter. “Keep it down or someone might shoot us all. We’ll just strip all the kit off her, and turn her loose.”
Zrina had been removing pots and pans, but now she stepped between Stones and Jenny, arms out wide. “No, they will shoot, for food, or she will starve.” Stones looked around at the grass and bushes, a donkey buffet, and she shrugged. “Will still shoot?”
“Leave the packs.” Chips was trying to catch Zrina’s eye, and was beckoning her away. “If Jenny is obviously trained to carry a pack, they’ll keep her and look after her.”
Branka looked around, still defiant. “Not see her here.”
It was a pain, but they weren’t on the clock, and anyway Branka was right so Stones gave in. “Once we’ve unloaded whatever we want, we’ll take her to the edge of the bushes, and send her out into the fields. Someone will see her, then they’ll look in the packs and take her home. We’ve seen horses pulling cars, and dogs with packs, so they’ll be really happy with Jenny.”
~~
Once Branka agreed, everyone set into stripping the gear as fast as possible, until Tez handed Static the PDShP AMR Mod-1 rifle. “Why are we taking this thing? It weighs a ton, there’s only three rounds left, and it’ll probably go to gun heaven once we get home.”
The anti-materiel rifle weighed about fourteen kilos, so Static had a point. Stones saw the way Tez was setting himself for an argument, and they really didn’t have time. “Take it. We can dump it in the tunnel. We don’t want a local finding it, and maybe shooting us if we are sent back at some time.”
Which was actually a good point, now he’d made it. Stones was relieved when Static subsided, apart from muttering about borrowing Jenny’s pack and wearing a bridle. Chips shrugged when Tez handed him the VSSK Vykhlop. It only weighed about seven kilos, and although it had half the range of the other extra rifles, it had a big suppressor. It also had eight rounds, more than the M82 fifty cal and PDShP put together.
Ammo shouldn’t matter now, but that dead bush niggled at Stones. Despite the extra seven kilos, he felt better when he slung the Steyr SSG 08-A1, and put the spare rounds into a pocket. Tez was carrying the M82 of course, and would probably have brought it if it weighed twice its fourteen kilos.
Eventually everyone had stuffed their packs and pockets, and given up on the remaining food, and a bag of empty 5.56x45 brass. Stones insisted on taking the empty magazines for their original Army weapons. Even if it had all gone to shit over there, he knew where to find refills.
~~
Everyone was on edge as they made their way back to the dip, not least because the crawl was going to be a bloody pain with the extra weight and long barrels. Dobbin crawled past the dead bush, and Stones stopped just before it, then took off his dog tags again. Fakit, Tez, and Dobbin eased up the side of the dip, until their eyes cleared ground level, and they could see through the grass beneath the bushes. Three pairs of binoculars swept the arc that could see the target through the gap.
None of them hurried, which wound up Branka and Zrina more than the rest. When all three pronounced the countryside clear of suspicious hot spots, Zrina’s sigh of relief made most of them smile. Even so, Stones’ back itched as he crawled up to the big metal box, an old electricity substation covered in faded warning signs.
Coming up to his knees, he pushed a dog tag into the keyhole, and a few moments later heard a quiet click. That was a relief. He’d assumed there would be a battery backup, but had no idea how long it might last. Stones felt someone ease up, and peer over his shoulder as he opened the door—it was Branka. She reached out and touched the side of the door, probably wondering why it was so thick.
“Use a crowbar, boom.” Stones flipped open the panel on the second door, and put his well-washed palm on the glass plate. Light glowed, briefly, then a small green LED lit up. If the palm and the dog tag didn’t match, Branka would have found out how big the boom was.
~~
As he pushed the second door and it began to move, something hit Stones and Branka, hard. “Down!” The shot came at the same time as the shout, and was followed by a grunt, and a squeal. The squeal was Branka as she was squashed between Stones, and, when he looked, Tez.
“Shooter, about nine hundred yards north-northwest.” Dobbin’s voice sounded angry, probably at himself. “He had thermal shielding. The hot spot appeared suddenly, maybe when he cleared the scope to make the shot.” 
“Tez is bleeding.” Branka sounded a breath from hysterics, but then she got a grip. “Too much, needs Fakit.”
He wanted to know how bad Tez was, but first Stones had to deal with the shooter. He shrugged the Steyr SSG 08-A1 off his back, eased up the bank, and slid the barrel under the bushes—but not too far.
A voice murmured just behind him, Chips. “Do you want this one, for the suppressor?” The VSSK Vykhlop had eight rounds, the fifty cal and PDShP had three each, but Stones had fourteen Fiocchi .338 Lapua Magnum rounds for the Steyr. According to Tez it was probably used by the Italian anti-terrorist forces, and the amateur carrying it had looked after it.
~~
That all ran through Stones’ head, and then it cleared. “This one has night sights, better range, and more ammo, Chips, and he already knows where we are. Talk me onto him, Dobbin.” That didn’t take long, as the shooter hadn’t pulled his cover down properly after the shot. “Got him. Range?”
As Dobbin murmured, Static’s voice cut in. “I’ve got another. He’s crawling away, keeping low, and has a thermal sheet I reckon. He isn’t keeping under it, not completely.”
“Shooter first.” Stones had him now. Nine hundred and seventeen yards, eleven-foot drop, one-click crosswind, was the sort of shot Tez could make all day, or night, after all his practice in the last five years. Stones wasn’t as good as Tez, but he’d always practiced, even on leave. Pity Soft Lad wasn’t here. The stray thought was there, then gone, and Stones took his shot.
There was a pause, but Stones had seen the flare of heat as the cover was disturbed—he’d scared the arse at least. He’d ducked straight afterwards, but nobody shot back. Ragged breathing, Branka’s quick pants and quiet exclamation, and Fakit’s quiet murmur, kept distracting Stones, but Dobbin’s voice dealt with that. “He’s cooling. Static, where’s the runner?”
As Static zeroed Dobbin in, Stones glanced down and back. Fakit had a very low light down at Tez’s side, and Branka was holding something. There was too much blood, black in the low light, and a splash across the electric box. A chill went up Stones’ back—that would have been him, or Branka.
Dobbin had found the next target. “Stones? Just over a thousand yards, but he’s out in the open, not in a hide. I reckon he’s frightened, trying to escape.”
“No chance. Where is he?” Once he had the target, Stones thought Dobbin was right. The guy was panicking, trying to keep in hollows, but he wasn’t thinking—Stones was high enough to see into them. He was moving too quickly, so the sheet kept slipping off his arms and legs, but he wasn’t fast enough to dodge a bullet. This time Dobbin didn’t need as long to confirm the hit.
~~
Stones had ducked again, and now he slid over to Fakit. “Chips, get Branka and Zrina down the ladder.”
Branka was pressing on a bundle of cloth. “I help Fakit. Help Tez through the door.”
The sigh from Fakit told Stones the bad news. “No luv, you get down there, and then the rest can pass you the packs. Tez won’t need any help.”
He half-expected a problem getting the two women to leave, but Stones had forgotten the mountain village they came from. Death was no stranger in the Balkans, even before this lunacy struck. They both bent to kiss Tez’s cheek, and then followed Chips into the darkness. A faint glow meant Chips was already at the bottom.
He’d collected his brass and folded up the Steyr, and now Stones fastened the rifle and his pack to the convenient rope and lowered them. Dobbin passed his pack, then went back to watching for more visitors. Static lowered it, and swapped his carbine for Dobbin’s CQB—the shorter barrel would be handier in the tunnel.
Stones put a hand on Tez’s shoulder. “Need your pack, Tez.”
~~
Tez hadn’t commented when he was kissed, so Stones thought he must have passed out, but now his eyes opened. When Fakit had stopped trying to treat the wound, Branka had helped him to half-prop Tez up against the bank. From the other side, where Tez couldn’t see, Fakit shook his head. He made a stabbing gesture with a finger, sideways into his waist, gut shot, and held up a hypodermic.
His voice was tight, not surprising with a bullet hole through his gut, but Tez managed a sort of smile. “Rearguard. Crap pistol. Give Soft Lad my toys. The stick is in Mam’s house, loft.” He stopped for a few moments; his lips pressed tight together. “And marry Tessa, idiot.”
He couldn’t help the smile, then Stones nodded. “If someone hasn’t beaten me to it. I’ll find Harry and give him the rifles.” He thought of something that Tez would appreciate. “If he lost his rag a couple of times, it’ll be easy. He’ll be a general or in the glasshouse.” Tez bit back the laugh, but nodded.
Stones took a revolver from a holster strapped to his shin—they all had spares with only a few rounds. “Four rounds.” It had to be said, and it was his job, so Stones gave him the option. “You can have the needle?”
“Both.” Tez managed that tight smile again. “The shots will slow them up, but not for long. Then jab, no prisoner. Take all my gear. No trophies.”
He was right—a couple of shots would make whoever was heading this way cautious. Even as Stones thought that, Dobbin interrupted. “Two vehicles in a hurry, no lights, heading for the shooter’s position.”
“Fakit, leave him the needle. Dobbin, slow them up, but keep down. Let’s get the packs down there smartish.” Stones could hear the engines now, so he didn’t have to make the point. They stopped when Dobbin fired, twice. Tez grunted a couple of times as they took his armour and pack, but he had his scarf rolled up to bite on.
Fakit put a hand on Tez’s shoulder, squeezed, and followed the packs down the hole. Dobbin came past and paused. “They’re out of the vehicles, eight or nine of them, spread out and moving in slow.” He clasped Tez’s hand, briefly. “Take your boots off, chemical warfare. You’ll get two or three before they realise.” Whether Fakit’s or Tez’s boots smelled worse, and their alleged lethality, was a regular joke.
That just left Stones. Tez fumbled at his neck for his tags, but Stones did it for him. “One or both?” It was an option for special forces, so there was no proof. Not only that, but some opponents used soldiers’ bodies as trophies, abusing and displaying them. Special forces were a favourite.
“One. Boots on. Soldier.” Tez panted for a few moments. “Now bugger off.” They clasped hands and Stones left. As he shut the inner door he heard the pistol, then distant shots. He heard the pistol again, very faint, as he reached the bottom of the ladder.
~~
Dobbin was waiting. “They’ve taken the packs so they don’t slow us up.” He picked up the glowstick and led the way. Fifty yards along the sloping tunnel was another ladder, with another handy rope, and a glow stick at the bottom. The next tunnel curved as it sloped, then turned sharply, with a waist-high concrete barricade. Fakit lit them up as they came into view, then cut the light.
“The rest are still going down the last ladder.” He held out an arm to help them over. “Branka and Zrina insisted on lowering the packs, so Chips can check the way ahead.” He half-laughed. “Sometimes it still surprises me how strong those two are.” A look along the tunnel showed the two women lowering the last pack.
Moments later, Zrina went down the ladder, quickly followed by Branka. “You next, Fakit, then you, Dobbin. No more ladders. Let’s…” Stones bit it off. If he said he hoped the tunnel wasn’t blocked, it would be.
Dobbin hesitated, because Stones was supposed to be leading this group, not rearguard, but then he nodded. Maybe it was something about how Stones spoke, or stood, or maybe he just understood. Right now, Stones needed a little time to himself.
It wasn’t because he’d known Tez since they’d both qualified, or the big ginger git dying. They’d all expected to die, more than once. It was how he died. Not just that he’d thrown himself forward to knock Stones and Branka down, and collected their bullet. It was dying at the last moment, killed by some arse who had no idea who he’d been shooting at, that got to Stones.
~~
By the time they’d reached the exit, he’d got past it, for now. He still wished he could nip back and shoot a few, a couple every night for a week or two, but Stones knew it wasn’t going to happen. Even so it would always bug him, the sheer bloody pointless stupidity when they’d got so near. As he reached the rest, the big rifle strapped to a pack was another reminder. “Has anyone unlocked the door?”
Fakit put a hand to his neck. “No response to the dog tag, but I checked the pipe.” He pointed to a small pipe with a tap, jutting out of the door. “The Chunnel isn’t flooded, so either the power and the backup are down, or the door has been turned off.”
Dobbin brandished a metal wheel with a lug on the back. “I’ve never had to use this.” A mutter of voices confirmed that none of them had needed the manual backup. The room they were in looked like a store for tools and spares, or would once they closed the door, aka the middle of the back wall. The idea was that if anyone broke in, the emergency door handle was just another spare part, a worthless lump of iron.
The wheel fitted a square hole in the door, and then it was just a matter of turning the wheel enough times. A hell of a lot of times, eventually, which made them wonder just how well the ‘storeroom’ door was secured. A casual thief would probably need explosives.
~~
The Chunnel itself was an anti-climax—dark, damp, dirty, and unused for a long time. There was rust on the rails, with no bright strip where the wheels had passed, though they all carefully avoided touching them, or the third rail. Despite the neglect, it might still be electrified.
Dobbin put the wheel back on the shelf, then pulled the door closed. It made a very solid clunk when he did, and when he checked, it was locked again. Across the track, and about thirty yards towards England, an unlocked door gave them access to the security and maintenance tunnel. A quick check and the phones were dead. There were no innocent-looking coded warnings on the notice board above the phone, just the standard diagram showing the Chunnel and where all the phones were.
Nobody was speaking, or making any effort to get moving, and Stones was tempted to stay here the rest of the night. Daylight made no difference in here, but everyone might feel better for a sleep. A quick look around, and he realised they all needed something to occupy them. Sitting or lying in the dark and thinking wouldn’t be good for anyone.
He tapped his pack with his boot. “We’ve got one pack too many. Everyone go through their packs and leave anything that doesn’t matter. We can dump all the extra pistols with two or three rounds for a start.” Zrina looked startled, but Stones shook his head. “You keep Nosy’s, and could you carry Tez’s carbine?” When she nodded, he turned to Branka and held out Tez’s pistol, and one spare magazine. “This has got more ammo than all three of yours.”
~~
Dobbin began stripping off the ragged clothing covering their uniforms. “We’d better get rid of these as well. Hey, Branka, any chance you could wash and press our uniforms, and maybe get busy with a needle and thread and tidy them up?”
It wasn’t much, but a few smiled—their battledress was well past patching or cleaning, and might fall to bits if anyone tried. Some of it didn’t fit properly, taken from casualties to replace what was torn or burnt, though most of it was British. Only three of them were still wearing regulation boots, and Static’s helmet came from a Greek corpse.
Fakit pointed at the stripes on Stones’ arm. “You can take them off now, and stop bossing us around.” They were all taking off any rank or unit badges, reverting to troopers. They’d been wearing them since Kuwait, disguising themselves as members of various units, though a smartarse might have recognised their weapons.
There was some complaining about having to leave most of the collection of sharp stuff, allegedly because they wouldn’t be able to shave. That might have been a valid excuse if they’d shed all the knives, and if they hadn’t all shaved before starting out this morning. Fakit wouldn’t have a problem—Branka shaved him, and she insisted on keeping all her cooking knives.
Stones debated over the empty magazines—which was most of them. Eventually he left it up to individuals, which meant none were left behind. The same with the rifles—despite his previous complaints, Chips was still carrying the PDShP. By the time they’d done, they were all carrying about a hundred pounds, nearly double the accepted maximum.
~~
Since they had no deadline they could go slow, stop and rest, and could lighten the load if they had to fight, so it was doable. England was only twenty miles away, and as usual they were carrying water for the next day, already boiled. There should be a way out close to the cliffs, but worst case, it was only another five miles to the rail entrance.
Stones would have worried about food, but once the packs were emptied, it was obvious everyone had been packing a little extra just in case. Nothing exotic, just a couple of cans of stew, and sealed packets of cheese or crackers, salvage from abandoned houses. The same with water, everyone had at least two extra one-litre bottles tucked away.
One big saving was the tents. They were pointless in here, though Dobbin made Zrina promise to sleep in her clothes so she didn’t ruin his innocence.
After the teasing, and mild arguing, the whole party set off a steady walk, but it wasn’t long before the talking died out, and they began to slow. Stones chivvied them along, because he had another worry now. They didn’t have a lot of glow-sticks, or batteries for the lights on weapons, or torches, and there would be no starlight down here. He didn’t fancy walking miles in total darkness.
There was a brief argument when he finally stopped, so everyone could sleep. Neither Zrina nor Branka liked the idea of total darkness, so in the end Stones persuaded them they didn’t have to stand a watch. He could understand how they felt—sitting in a total blackout, listening to mystery noises, wasn’t much fun.
~~~
Behind them, in France, the locals had reached Tez. A short, muscular black man squatted to inspect the body, without touching. “Merde! This is why I told l’imbécile to watch and report. But no, he had to shoot.”
He glanced back, noting the puzzled expressions. “Remember when l’Anglais landed in Calais, and looted the shipyard? Soldiers arrived first, near here, to scout for them. There were enough signs for some of us to realise where they came from.”
When he gestured at the metal box, one of the younger men interrupted. “But why watch, Phillipe, why not open it?”
Phillipe shook his head, and smiled briefly. “The door is wrong, no handle and the usual key does not work. If you try to force it, I will stand over there, and bury any pieces I can find.”
All signs of humour disappeared as he turned back to the body. “Jaques and Charles were here because I heard of a group of fighters, strangers, coming this way. This is not just a soldier, Pierre. He was guerrier, a fighter, warrior, and from the look of him, he has been fighting for a long time. Now we killed him, for no reason, in sight of his home.”
Standing up, Phillipe scowled at the younger fighters. “We see l’Anglais still have ships and planes, things we have lost. I wanted to speak to them, show that if they visit, they have friends. Now, when they come, they will remember this.”
He pointed at Tez. “Bring a stretcher. We can at least show them we treated his body with respect, with a proper burial and a marker.” He leant down, closing Tez’s eyes, and his voice softened. “Dors bien, Guerrier.”






Chapter 5

21st 1 a.m.: HMS Anson: Atlantic Ocean:
Well over a thousand miles south of England, the fast attack submarine hung in the water, immobile. All emissions were minimised, and her electronic ‘ears’ sifted the ocean currents for her prey. Not quite prey, though she had been stalking HMS Vengeance, and Anson’s sister ship HMS Agamemnon, for over five years. The hunt began when a red light came on in the captain’s cabin, and a buzzer sounded. They warned the captain, and key members of the crew, that someone had tried to kill them.
The reason for the red light was an anomaly in routine test results. Whoever had added a receiver and self-destruct to the Tomahawk cruise missile, circumventing the fail-safes, had made a small mistake, but there was no clue who had done it. The report was verbal, straight to the captain, and the rest of the ship’s weapons were checked.
Four Tomahawks had been replaced before HMS Anson set out on her current cruise, and two Spearfish torpedoes. The reason given was their age, but every one of the six replacements had a remote-operated detonator. Either one of the crew, or someone ashore, wanted to sink Anson and kill everyone aboard. Captain Jenkins chose to believe his crew were innocent, and told them.
As a result, Anson had the most thorough mid-cruise inspection ever, inside and out, which only found one more device. It was on the outside of the hull, and when it was opened, had a simple receiver and powerful transmitter. Nothing else, so it was meant to reply to a query, either radio or from the Navy’s low-frequency emitters.
Further careful investigation determined that it had no recording, no message, and no hint of its origin. When a relay closed it would transmit, a tone telling someone it had heard them. The device had to have been placed in harbour at Faslane, inside the security fences.
Whoever it was, there must be more than one, and they had infiltrated Faslane, which left the captain with a dilemma. If he broke coms silence to report it, would that warn the saboteurs? The chances were that other subs, and ships, had been sabotaged, and it would only take one signal to kill an unknown number of RN personnel. He decided to head for home, and report in person to the commodore commanding the submarine flotilla.
~~
Captain Jenkins had revisited that decision many times, as a fortnight later, he received a coded signal telling him to surface. Seven minutes after he did so, a telltale warned him—the self-destruct signal for the missiles and torpedoes had been received. Fifteen minutes later, plenty of time for Anson to sink, the transmitter received its own signal. The crew had already made very sure it couldn’t answer.
HMS Anson went deep, and silent, and despite several low-frequency queries, didn’t surface or reply. Ten days later she was much closer to home, and sent up a buoy, to find the airwaves much quieter. Plain language transmissions claimed the satellites had all been destroyed, but didn’t know who to blame.
Someone was still trying to activate the transmitter, but two days later they must have been satisfied there wouldn’t be a reply. After a week, the bosun smashed the device and jettisoned it, but by then the captain and crew had plenty of other things to worry about. The European airwaves were going crazy with reports of assassinations, sabotage, and rebellions.
Jenkins consulted with his senior officers, and they all agreed. A submarine and ninety-eight Naval personnel would make little difference in the chaos ashore, so they would wait. At the moment there wasn’t even a proper government, as many had been killed, along with many senior Naval officers. Once the armed forces or government reorganised, and identified their enemies, there were twenty Tomahawk cruise missiles aboard.
By then, the captain had been less than a hundred miles from home, and had come closer. When Anson detected two British submarines leaving the UK on patrol, Captain Jenkins didn’t contact them. Contact between submarines on patrol was forbidden, except in an emergency to avoid friendly fire, but he also had to wonder why they weren’t sabotaged.
He might have risked contacting base, but all communications from Faslane had stopped. Since the base had been penetrated, it might have been destroyed, or if there had been enough infiltration, compromised. There had been no signal on any frequency asking where HMS Anson was, or sending orders, nothing since the message to the telltale stopped.
~~
Even when the situation ashore seemed to be calming down, Captain Jenkins was still wary. Most radio and TV channels had closed, and the BBC reports stuck to a strict theme. There had been some sort of attempted coup, but it had been defeated, and the surviving MPs had formed a government. The countryside was being swept clear of rebels, while the Army kept the inhabitants of the cities enclosed, pending trials.
The biggest worry was that there were no investigative reporters, and no questioning of the government’s reaction. Despite reports of innocent citizens being relocated, there were no trials, and no name or organisation to identify the rebels. Assassins, bombs, the Army shooting rioters, and mass arrests—that sounded more like one of the more extreme oligarchies or dictators.
The situation worsened as swathes of internet sites disappeared, and then access became sporadic, which had to be a prolonged, widespread operation. As the sterile, formulaic BBC news reports continued, Captain Jenkins consulted with his officers. They all agreed that the radio and TV, now reduced to just the BBC, was compromised—which meant the new government was at the very least suspect. The submarine crept away from home, and went looking for more information.
Technically, a nuclear-powered sub only needed to surface to replenish the food every three or four months. Captain Jenkins and his crew also needed more information than the slowly reducing broadcasts, so they started with remote islands. The Azores looked perfect, and was. All communication from elsewhere had been cut off, including the internet, but otherwise nothing had changed.
The Caribbean Islands were the opposite. As the periscope revealed port after port in flames, or abandoned, the crew became more cautious. There was still some internet, but the usual providers had disappeared. Two years later the remaining internet was almost all inflammatory, if it could be accessed. An Argentinian frigate arrived in the Azores, and the local radio and TV announced a military emergency.
Elsewhere, as populations shrank, they became more insular, more prone to opening fire on suspicious sounds or movement. Now the crew only went ashore at night, armed, and scavenged from deserted villages or fields. After several brief firefights, they were better armed—and one crew member short.
~~
HMS Anson also tried to keep track of the other two HM Navy submarines, and occasionally came home to check military and BBC transmissions. After the first short patrol, HMS Agamemnon stayed at home, except when it accompanied convoys to and from Gibraltar or the Falklands. HMS Vengeance still acted as a nuclear deterrent, and seemed to be heading to or from the South Atlantic the few times Anson detected her.
The detection rate rose once Jenkins realised the submarine was sticking to a strict four-month patrol. Anson would wait, somewhere within the approach vector, at exactly the right time, listening for her return to Plymouth. Now the captain was getting lazy—he’d used exactly the same course back home the last two times.
Maybe that was a one-off, as this time the sub was late, or had taken a different route. Captain Jenkins wasn’t foolish enough to try to follow a boomer around the South Atlantic, or actively hunt for Vengeance—the Vanguard Class were built to be stealthy. There was still time for the sub to be late, rather than taking another route, but if they’d missed her, he’d reposition and hope to pick her up on the way out.
~~
At three-ten on the twenty-first of June, the years of routine were blasted apart. Alarms sounded, followed by reports of a submarine only thirty miles east, launching missiles. Captain Jenkin’s first reaction was that someone had spotted him, but then they should use torpedoes.
He needed information, and fast, and then he realised, fast wouldn’t work. Anson launched a Spearfish torpedo, on a wire. The torpedo kept its speed down, and with the noise from the target’s launch, shouldn’t be detected. The fish was aimed ahead of the stranger’s course, and could hopefully slow or stop, and let the target come towards it.
Meanwhile Anson followed, but much slower—she was a much bigger target, so even the water moving out of her way was noisy. Captain Jenkins was hoping to get some hint that would reveal the other sub’s nationality, or even better, identify it. Vengeance was the only submarine he’d detected in this area since the Crash, but maybe a Russian sub had left the Mediterranean. Alternatively, there had always been another boomer out here, and he’d missed it.
Moving as silently as the crew and technology could manage, Anson came up to periscope depth. The vapour trails were clear. Two missiles, presumably Tridents, were already airborne and arcing east towards Russia. As Jenkins watched, another joined them, but this one curved away to the west! The first two must be aimed at Crimea or Russia, but the only possible target to the west was Cuba. As a second missile headed west, Jenkins reassessed.
The first missile carried at least four independent warheads, maybe eight, which would obliterate Cuba’s military power. The only other targets that warranted nukes were the USA, or the army fighting its way north through Mexico. A third missile headed west, and now he was sure.
Air power and battlefield weapons, tactical nukes if necessary, were the weapons for dealing with a mobile armoured force. The only sensible targets for strategic weapons were the big naval and army bases in eastern America. When another missile headed east, towards Russia, he was relieved, as there was nothing he could do to stop them.
When the crew reported a lessening of noise from the target, Anson submerged. If the target reverted to silent running, she might pick up any disturbance caused by Anson’s proximity to the surface. The target faded, but was still moving too fast, so Anson could still detect her—and she hadn’t changed course. The torpedo compensated, still aiming ahead of the course.
~~
Ten minutes later, there was still enough noise for Jenkins to risk releasing a coms buoy. It immediately picked up an uncoded message from a United States Coast Guard cutter off Virginia Beach. A tactical nuclear weapon had just detonated at Joint Base Langley-Eustis followed by a second that could be the Naval Air Station Oceana. More followed, and the other four detonations were in the right direction to be targeting the Army base at Fort Eustis, and the ships concentrated in Harrington Broads—a substantial percentage of the US surface fleet.
By then there were more messages from bases, ships, and aircraft, all confirming a nuclear attack on North America. Many were warning of pre-emptive strikes, tactical nuclear weapons or convention weapons that degraded missile defences. A few were reporting attacks by conventional forces, armour and troops, but they were a minority.
Five minutes later, the last message from the frigate cut off mid-sentence. “Oh god, the radar is picking up missiles, ICBMs, and there is…” Captain Jenkins thought he could finish it. “And there is nothing left to stop them.”
The earlier ground detonations would have compromised lasers and Patriot batteries, meant to stop this type of attack. The timing was chilling—the missiles nearby had been launched fifteen minutes ago, and Jenkins didn’t need a calculator. Tridents fired from here would be releasing their MIRVs above the USA’s eastern coast, above that frigate, right about now.
~~
21st 2 a.m.: Cabal: Second Strike:
Decades ago, the first nuclear submarines had to be incorporated into the Cabal’s plans. They chose the United States bases at King’s Bay and Kitsap, on the east and west coast, as essential targets. Their plan was always to ensure that any US submarine capable of launching nuclear weapons would end up there. By the time the coup was launched, a considerable number of those bases’ key personnel, or someone who would inherit key authority, were Cabal believers.
The initial stage was to have all submarines recalled to those bases, unless they were on patrol—and had enough Cabal crew for a mutiny. Unlike the UK Cabal, the US Cabal hoped to gain control over more of them over time. The difference was that UK Tridents could be launched by a suspicious captain, whereas the US version required transmitted codes.
When the time came, there were enough crew on Michigan and Kentucky to stage a mutiny. That gave the Cabal immediate control of a hundred and fifty-four Tomahawks. The twenty Tridents on Kentucky, each with twelve one-hundred-kiloton warheads, were useless without the launch codes.
Instead of all the rest of the submarines gathering at the two bases, as instructed, alarmed senior naval officers insisted some remained on patrol. As senior officers and politicians died, the Cabal had enough devolved authority to limit the number to two SSBNs and one almost-obsolete SSGN. The trade-off was to also keep six fast attack submarines at sea.
The forty Trident ICBMs, and one-hundred-and-fifty-four cruise missiles aboard the attack subs, provided enough strategic and tactical flexibility, and the more reluctant officers conceded. During the next five years, transfers gradually ensured that the Cabal had enough personnel on three SSBNs, and two SSGNs, to capture them if necessary.
Meanwhile, Cabal technicians in Australia, some of them from the United States and UK, secretly worked on the captured Tridents. With access to the technology, they successfully replaced the USA’s permissive action link technology with the UK’s Holbrook-type. The information was passed to agents, and slowly, Trident warheads meant for US Navy submarines were fitted with the alternative.
Once the numbers of Cabal converts on a particular submarine reached the tipping point, the missiles were removed for overhaul and replaced with adapted weapons. At the start of the Crash, an executive order authorised the loading of all twenty-four tubes, and fitting W88 warheads, eight per missile, to half the Tridents on each SSBN. Now more of the 12x100kt loads were switched for 8x475kt, but only on the targeted subs.
~~
The latter finally rang too many alarm bells among the personnel who weren’t suborned, and might have been one of the tipping points that triggered the attacks. The conditions weren’t ideal, as only one of the three target SSBNs was on patrol. SSBN Maine and the SSGN, USS Ohio, were in King’s Bay.
Someone talked, or made a mistake, and military police and marines gathered to arrest some of the compromised fast-attack crews. Too late—that finally triggered the strike, and with enough warning, two compromised Los Angeles and one Seawolf fast-attack submarines put to sea. Other suborned crews fought a short, desperate battle with military police, or died with their submarines.
The three escapees immediately went deep, and silent, as their orders were fake so someone would be looking for them. One Los Angeles and one Seawolf submarine were hijacked on patrol, and joined the three Los Angeles taken the first day of the Crash. The extra cruise missiles would be useful, but the Cabal needed boomers.
Once the Gold Crew took over on USS Maine, five days early, the submarine cast off and headed out of the bay, as did the USS Ohio and her Marines. The flurry of gunfire, as any loyal Americans aboard were killed, wasn’t heard outside. As soon as there was sufficient water, Ohio and Maine submerged. By now there were questions flying up and down chains of command, but several key personnel were missing.
The personnel were on USS Ohio, having gone aboard disguised as crew, but nobody would ever know. The base personnel were still scrambling for an explanation, when two diversions arrived. The first was vibrations underfoot, and alarms, as explosives sealed the nuclear stockpile into the protective bunkers. The second was more destructive.
~~
When the nuclear warheads for Tomahawks were discontinued, the Cabal had kept as many as possible, and had now installed them on the latest land-launched version. Most were used to stop airbases launching planes to avoid incoming missiles, and to damage the Patriot and DEW systems defending them. Others combined with warhead detonations on several ships, devastating the missile defences on the surface fleet. Concentrated in three places, the USA’s naval power would be helpless when the ICBMs arrived.
Two Tomahawk nukes were reserved for Kitsap, and one for King’s Bay Naval Base, launched from very short range. The one-hundred-fifty-kiloton nuclear blasts killed and injured many personnel, and damaged many buildings, but their real target was the missile defences. Even where the weapons survived, a combination of blast, radiation, and killing personnel made sure the delicate guidance systems were out of action.
Although they’d hoped to capture all the submarines eventually, the Cabal hadn’t assumed they would. The self-destructs on torpedoes, and charges on the missile launch tubes, weren’t as effective on the surface. Even so, none would be sailing again, or launching missiles, as the broken warheads would irradiate the wrecks.
The shambles ensured that nobody was in a position to stop the two submarines heading for the open sea. As the channel deepened, the USS Maine launched the first Trident II. USS Ohio took the lead, her torpedoes and Tomahawks striking a destroyer and a frigate before the crews could recover from the Tomahawk nuke, and realise what was happening.
Just over a minute later, all twenty-four of Maine’s launch tubes were empty, and spectators outside the base were wondering why most were heading inland. None of the spectators, or the survivors in the base, realised that the last one would be returning. Half of the four-hundred-seventy-five-kiloton warheads from that one missile, just four, should complete the ruination of the base and nearby military targets. The Cabal used all eight—they wanted to be certain none of the submarines ever threatened them.
~~
Though even as the last missile climbed away, retribution was on its way. USS Virginia had been ready to leave on patrol before USS Tennessee returned, so there was a full crew aboard. The explosions stopped her following, but didn’t pull all her teeth. The sabotaged torpedoes were in storage, and although the explosion ruptured the hull, and killed many of the crew, they didn’t completely disable the torpedo tubes.
The submarine was sinking, but quick work launched two Mark 48 torpedoes, on wires. One wire broke as the Tennessee grounded, but the torpedo was already heading up the channel with the seeker blasting out. The other was ahead, and regardless of any twists and turns, it wasn’t going to lose the target.
USS Maine came to a halt as the first explosion tore away the propulsion, and then the second fish opened up the hole. It would still take a little while for the sub to sink, so the crew could get off, but it wouldn’t save them. A few opted for hoping the bulkheads held, which they should in shallow water, and that the warheads they had launched didn’t land too close. Even then, it was a coin toss whether they’d survive the subsequent radiation.
Ohio didn’t risk waiting—the captain already had his orders, to wait offshore. The Tomahawks, or the sixty SEALs and Marines, might be needed to deal with surviving units or bases. There was no time for a rescue—the last Trident would already be releasing its warheads, and they would be arriving within minutes. A miracle might happen—a crew repairing one Patriot or defensive laser, locking on, and hitting a warhead—but there were another seven inbound.
Leaving Kitsap Naval Base, USS Alabama had a longer journey to reach the open sea. With more local warships to pass, and no companion to clear the way, launching her Tridents sealed her fate. The number of torpedoes, ASROCs, Harpoons, and depth charges thrown at her made sure none of the crew would escape. Neither did her attackers, as the base was much bigger, so more of her missiles returned home.
~~
When the Crash started, Cabal personnel ordered Russian forces facing Ukraine, and most of those in Krasnodar Rai and Rostov Oblast, to withdraw into a recently reconquered Crimea. The bridges were fortified, and the personnel and equipment concentrated around Sevastopol’s port and airfield. As the Navy rounded up most of the merchant ships in the Black Sea, and the Army commandeered the farmland, they’d had enough food to stay there.
After five years, the guards and console operators were bored, but then their instruments showed missiles in flight. Considering the lack of practice and maintenance, encouraged by the Cabal agents among them, the personnel did well to track the twenty-four MIRVs. They did less well at stopping them, only intercepting four.
Cabal agents had concentrated on sabotaging anti-missile defences, as instructed, while making sure the tests gave green lights. When they realised the incoming were nuclear warheads, not the cruise missiles they’d expected, many of the agents wished they hadn’t been so efficient. The warhead targeting expected more wastage, so those hitting the fleet overlapped.
With most of the crews stood down, few reached their moored ships, submarines, or parked aircraft. Despite having no idea who had attacked them, the on-duty missile ship launched six Kalibr cruise missiles at Gibraltar. That was a pure guess by the captain, based on Gibraltar being in the right direction. Some aircraft were in motion, and a few left the ground, but none escaped the fireballs and shock waves. There were still plenty of vehicles, but one missile struck near the Kerch bridges, cutting off any escape.
Most of the personnel didn’t have a bomb shelter, and if they were lucky enough to qualify for one of the available places, it didn’t save them. The only benefit was that the nerve gas in the bunkers was quicker than radiation. The armoured units were safer, temporarily, but with their transport irradiated, the warheads targeting the exits to Ukraine sealed their fate.
Regardless of who survived the blasts, twenty warheads hit an area a hundred and fifty kilometres by a hundred and eighty. The survivors weren’t going to last long eating irradiated food in irradiated housing. Just as a few of them were wondering if they could find a small boat, another twelve MIRVs arrived, spaced to cover the entire peninsula.
The British Armed Forces in Gibraltar were relieved when they detected cruise missiles—they were half-expecting a nuclear strike. Every anti-missile system was on alert, and there were aircraft aloft, looking for an attack. All six were shot down over the sea, but the crews stayed on alert. Unfortunately, they were looking the wrong way.
~~
21st 3 a.m.: HMS Anson: Hunter/Killer
Oblivious to what was really happening, Jenkins concentrated on here and now as a submerged HMS Anson continued her stealthy approach. She was still too far from the mystery submarine’s projected path, but the torpedo was steadily drawing ahead. Behind her, the detached buoy recorded as many radio messages as possible
Meanwhile, the target had disappeared from the passives, but the Spearfish headed towards the projected position, very cautiously. Twenty miles of wire had gone out, but there were another ten miles to go before Jenkins had to let it go. He cut the buoy loose, leaving it to collect as much data as possible. Vengeance, if it was her, could be anywhere, at any depth, but Jenkins wasn’t willing to give up yet.
He had just decided to let the fish run to the end of the wire, then start an active sonar search, when contact was re-established. The mystery sub had curved around to reverse course, which brought her closer to the Spearfish. The torpedo altered course, and the two were now heading towards each other.
Even at the top speed of eighty knots, the torpedo would still take over four minutes to make contact. That might be enough time for the mystery sub to reach a different thermal layer, launch countermeasures, and lose the Spearfish. It was a boomer, so once it went silent, finding it again would be a nightmare, and the crew would be hunting whoever sent the torpedo. Even if it just ran, escaped, it would still have the rest of its missiles.
The reason Anson had found her again was soon explained. In addition to moving closer, the submarine had increased speed and was coming up to launch depth. With the Spearfish so close, the launching of another Trident, presumably, was unmistakable. Jenkins couldn’t understand why the other captain was still in the same area—the first launches had painted a big X on this patch of ocean, so someone may have thrown a missile at it.
Jenkins resisted the impulse to come up to periscope depth to see where the missile was going. There was nothing he could do about it, and the additional noise could betray the hunter. He took advantage of the disturbance, however, increasing the speed of the Spearfish, and Anson. As the target completed the turn and ran straight again, the fish was getting close enough for him to be tempted.
If the sub dived, or reverted to silent running, he would launch the attack before he lost her again. Again, he wondered if this really could be Vengeance, and if so, what was the government doing? Either Russia or the USA could annihilate the United Kingdom and barely notice the loss of missiles.
Once again Jenkins listened, helpless, as another ICBM, the eighth, was launched. Again, he wished he could come up to check the destination. He still couldn’t even be sure of hitting the attacker, though the gap was narrowing, and with every mile the odds of a kill rose. The target was moving faster, but remained close to the surface, which finally gave the instruments enough information. The mystery submarine was HMS Vengeance.
Despite Jenkin’s suspicions, that came as a shock, in more than one way. He knew the captain, and Fleming knew better than to sail around in circles while launching. The second shock was his countrymen attacking the United States of America. Presumably the government, such as it was, had ordered the launch, but he couldn’t think of any scenario where both the Russians and Americans were the UK’s mortal enemies. Attacking both was suicidal.
The letter of last resort didn’t help, as Captain Jenkins had no idea who to retaliate against—though some of the officers believed that the new UK government qualified as a legitimate target. A coup of some sort had to be an attack on the UK, but was all of the UK, or the Navy, involved? There was definitely something wrong, as before he’d cut it loose, the buoy picked up signals from Gibraltar, and the base and ships were expecting an attack. Right now, it all came down to one question—did this make Vengeance a target?
~~
Five years ago, the crew had agreed the new UK government wasn’t legitimate. Now the launch had provided an opportunity, a way to hurt them, badly. Captain Jenkins had always tried not to give any hint Anson had survived, but mass murder shouldn’t be ignored. Exactly what else Anson could do could be discussed later, and relied on sinking Vengeance without her striking back.
The Spearfish had closed to three miles, still undetected, and Vengeance still hadn’t dived, or slowed up. The only reason Jenkins could think of was that Captain Fleming, if he was still captain, had been told to wait for further instructions. He could have submerged, gone deep, but if the new government weren’t telling the rest of the Navy, they wouldn’t want to use the Navy’s low-frequency communications.
That meant the instructions were being broadcast, just more code in among all the rest. Fleming’s behaviour made more sense now—he had to remain close to the surface in case the government gave him a new target. That still didn’t explain staying in the same place, but it cleared Jenkins’ mind. He didn’t want to let Vengeance launch again.
The wire might not reach, but until it ran out, Jenkins could still call the torpedo off. Though if he launched the attack, what could alter to make him abort? Nothing, so he gave the order. The Spearfish increased speed again, just a little, and if Vengeance spotted it, the fish would switch to active detection and accelerate.
The seconds ticked away until the Spearfish should retain the target on just passives. Now, even if Vengeance cut propulsion and slowed down, or dived, she couldn’t evade active sonar. Taking a deep breath, Jenkins gave the order. Despite being ‘off the books’ for five years, his crew responded with quiet professionalism.
He listened as they reported the sonar establishing a lock, and the Spearfish accelerating to eighty knots as fast as possible. The wire ran out, but Vengeance was still trying to turn, so she was still closing, and then she tried to dive. There was another fish in the tube, ready, and Jenkins should launch it, but he had to use them sparingly. Once they and the Tomahawks were gone, Anson was just a very expensive battering ram.
With Vengeance increasing speed and diving, then launching countermeasures, she was making enough noise for Anson to pick up—as well as the echoes from the Spearfish’s active sonar. His crew reported Vengeance’s brief, frantic struggle to evade or distract the Spearfish. Grim faces listened to the litany, fortunately brief, as the torpedo performed as it was meant to, ignoring decoys and arrowing in. Six hundred and sixty pounds of high explosive detonated, and the race was over.
Nobody cheered, or even commented. Jenkins ordered an increase in speed, to close on the impact point, while in the background, a quiet, calm voice chronicled the deaths of a hundred and thirty-five British sailors. An attempt to blow tanks, surface, slowed the dive, briefly, and was followed by flooding, air escaping, bulkheads rupturing, and then the propellor noise died. Vengeance’s dive turned into sinking, and faded into the depths.
Jenkins almost said well done, but it was too soon with British sailors still dying. He decided to get the crew busy first, mentally and physically, and had the perfect way to do so. All the soul-searching had left him with a quiet determination. Anson was a fast attack submarine, a hunter/killer, and it was time for her to live up to her name.
The crew prepared for a surface search, while Anson contacted the disposable buoy, downloaded the records, and detonated it. Jenkins wanted to leave as soon as possible, in case there were American or Russian naval assets heading this way. There was little sign on the surface to show that a submarine had been sunk, and no bodies, so Jenkins addressed his crew.
“HMS Anson is a weapon of war, and now we know our enemy. Not our fellow sailors, or not all of them, so we will try to restrict our attacks to those we are sure are guilty. We begin by attacking attack government assets. The Trident launches gift us an opportunity to strike at Gibraltar. Not the ships; we will use land attack warheads to wreck the refuelling facilities for the ships and airfield with Tomahawks.”
He paused, then looked around the room. “The illegal, unelected government of the United Kingdom does not know we survived, and we have left no clue. Well done, everyone; now let’s repeat it with the Tomahawks. With luck, Gibraltar will think they are aimed at Russia, and let them get too close. If not, we will give them a scare, and a few worries. That’s enough talk, we don’t want to make the same mistake as Vengeance.”
~~
As HMS Anson slipped beneath the waves again, the crew were torn between triumph and worry, and some regret. There had been no sign of a search, but the signals received by the buoy might explain why. The litany of attacks, and destruction, included pleas for help from Russians, but they didn’t seem to know who had attacked them.
There had been more signals than Jenkins had heard since the satellites were destroyed. Despite that, all the officers noted one significant omission—King’s Bay. Whatever had happened to the USN base there had been quick. There was an outside chance something stopped any attempt to send a signal, but left the submarines intact, but nobody was betting on it.
There still weren’t any satellites, so some of the broadcasts must be using relays in planes, or balloons. Most of the messages said the same, missiles coming from all directions, with some insisting attacks came from within their own borders. A few reported an old Minuteman silo launching, while others claimed their local silo was inactive.
It wasn’t clear at the time, but most of the buried silos never launched at anyone. The fracturing of the USA, China, and Russia meant that many hadn’t been maintained for five years. A substantial number had been captured by locals, though the military personnel usually ensured the facility was inoperable.
Most of what Anson could understand was from the USA. Attacks on bases were preceded by reports of mystery explosions, some nuclear, though other reports were of poison gas, attacks by militants or rogue personnel, or duty staff collapsing, poisoned. A few broadcasts were victorious militias, announcing the weaponry they had captured. None of them claimed to have captured nukes, which was a small mercy.
By now many of the messages had stopped. The remainder were mostly from distant spectators or small military detachments, reporting bases or ships damaged or destroyed. Even the military had abandoned codes, trying to warn everyone they could.
Captain Jenkins didn’t think all the North American bases could have been hit, but the ones he recognised were all big ones. Most of the American military could have been neutralised, but he might never know. A huge EMP burst, from a nuclear explosion above North America, stopped all transmissions.
~~
As HMS Anson headed towards the middle of the Atlantic, Captain Jenkins called a meeting of his senior officers. He played all the messages, from when they first surfaced and saw a missile trail, and then they tried to analyse it all.
Five years of surviving ‘off the grid’ hadn’t removed the naval hierarchy, but it had led to these meetings. Things like the next landfall tended to be decided by consensus, then the captain gave the order. The recent engagement had been solely the captain’s decision, so he was relieved when everyone present seemed to agree it was the right reaction.
The launching of nuclear missiles shook them all, but that, and Jenkins’ words, had galvanised them. HMS Anson had been hiding long enough—she was a weapon of war and now they had an enemy.
They would have had to decide sooner or later, as the lack of proper maintenance was beginning to show. Anson could fight, or she could slowly deteriorate, until one day she had to be abandoned. Now the enemy had given them a push, it didn’t take long to decide on the next target. None of the crew liked what had happened in the Azores, how the Argentinians were acting more and more like conquerors.
Even after the frigate was based there, the submarine had found it relatively easy to avoid. At first there was plenty of food and the locals didn’t mind helping out. Even when they had become more suspicious, and Anson ran out of trade items, abandoned farms supplied plenty of fresh food. The last visit had found refugees. Brazilian soldiers had landed, and were working through the main settlements, culling the population.
Anyone who had been objecting to the Argentinian marines’ refusal to pay for provisions, and those who flew the Portuguese flag, were taken away or executed. According to the survivors, they had been told Portugal and NATO were finished, gone forever. Losing the frigate should put a ripple in the invaders’ confidence, and let the locals know they weren’t forgotten.
As the sub’s course curved gently south, Anson came up far enough for a coms buoy to pick up a few more messages. The military communications were very few, and short, so someone might be targeting military transmitters. The plain-language civilian messages had stopped after the EMP blast, as had the plain-language military transmissions.
There were some uncoded military messages, but they came from south of the USA. Those seemed to be from those resisting the army that had invaded Mexico. Some of them confirmed one specific message in a few of the earlier transmissions. Anson now had a name for her enemy—the Cabal.






Chapter 6

20th–21st: Barbarians: Control:
Sylvester was on edge, possibly more worried about meeting Control than he’d ever been. There had to be a spy in one of the other gangs that had reported the meeting with Soldier Boy, so he couldn’t hide it. He had to confess he was there, but swear he didn’t know in advance. Even then, he was still in the shit for not warning anyone about the attack on the Specials.
A light flashed from the shadows, the right code, which was a relief. Sylvester had been worried that if Control was truly pissed off, he’d send a sniper. “Tweetie Pie.” Christ, he hated that bloody response. Though as Control came forward, he didn’t have that stupid smile—he didn’t have any smile.
“This had better be good.” Control was usually neat and clean, a nondescript type, the sort of person you’d never have noticed pre-Crash. Not tonight—he looked dishevelled and tired, with dark patches beneath his eyes, but he also looked angry. “How did you somehow not notice two gold-plated opportunities to kill that Soldier bastard? My boss is giving me shit about not finding out about the big meeting, and the attack on the Specials. If he knew I had an agent who was actually there, he’d shoot us both!”
Not just anger—Sylvester realised Control was frightened. “I keep telling you, Bitch just springs this shit on me. I tell you as soon as I can, but I can’t run off to my bloody radio too often, or someone will wonder where I’m going. I don’t want to end up starring in one of her parties.”
For a moment, as the man clenched his fist, Sylvester thought Control was going to throw a punch. “Hard luck, because this time it’s an order. Not from me, from someone way up the ladder, maybe the top so no wriggle room. If anything close to that happens again, if you get half a hint where the bastard will be, you report. I don’t care if it’s the scheduled time or not, I don’t care if it’s suspicious, I don’t care if it gets you killed, you report it.”
Sylvester was struck dumb for a moment, but then he scowled. “You might not care if I live or not, but I do, and I’m not one of your bloody fanatics. We have a deal, which doesn’t include suicide!”
“Wrong.” Control tapped his pad and the screen lit up. He tapped again, then turned it so Sylvester could see the screen. “The deal was to keep these two alive. Nobody promised you’d survive, so now it’s decision time.” The screen showed two teenagers, sat at a table with two adults. The furniture, clothing, and the food, all made it obvious they were somewhere a lot better than an enclosed city.
Control reached around the pad, and the picture started moving. “Diary time again, Uncle Sylvester. Did you hear about the men who hijacked those lorries on the A1? Mr. Jones said you were busy, in a place where you might not have time to watch TV.” The younger boy put a hand past his brother to wave. “Hang on, Peter wants to say hello.”
The five-minute video ended with Peter thanking Uncle Sylvester for his birthday present, and asking for a video. Sylvester was only allowed to send one once every three months, which was dangerous enough when Conan was in charge. Sylvester had to find a room that didn’t look wrecked, clean himself up, and put on his uniform. If he’d been trying to keep it a secret from Catherine, he’d have had no chance.
The video hit Sylvester hard—they always did. This time, however, was different, but he had to make sure his reaction was dead right. He sighed, because he always did, and let his shoulders drop. “Yeah, okay, but if I die, they stay there. No sending them into a city or off to a death camp.”
The man opposite relaxed, just a little, and turned off the pad. “No reason we should, not unless you screw up. Those two will grow up solid citizens, and never get near all this shit. By the time they’ve finished university, this will all be tidied up.”
“University!”
The laugh had real amusement in it. “I didn’t believe it at first, but some of the Oxford universities, and a few others, have been saved. Their foster father, Neville, has the clout to get them accepted. If he adopts them, then they’ll be part of the new order, set for life.”
Neither mentioned Sylvester’s refusal to allow adoption while he was alive. He’d always hoped that sooner or later he’d be free of all this, and could look after Eric and Peter himself. After the death camp pictures, that looked less likely. “I know it’s early, but if I’m likely to die, I want to send them a message.”
The pause went on too long, then Control shook his head. “I can’t authorise that. Find me something good, then maybe I can use it to get permission.” He held up his hand, finger and thumb almost touching. “Right now, we’re both about—” Something struck the back of his head and he reeled forward, dropping the pad.
Sylvester lunged and punched, and Control’s head jerked up and back. As he crumpled, Sylvester grabbed him to stop his head hitting the ground, then looked up. Vixen stopped, and lowered the padded baseball bat. “Is he alive?” She bent and picked up a crossbow bolt. “We put extra padding on this because he doesn’t have a helmet.”
“Too much padding, it didn’t knock him out.” Sylvester’s legs gave out and he sat down, hard. “Did you hear?”
“Yeah.” Vixen kicked Control, hard, on the arse so she didn’t break anything. “Hell of a choice that. Wonder how he’ll like his choices?” She pulled out a pair of pliers. “Roll him over and open his mouth.”
“Why?”
The pliers clicked together. “Dentistry. Ariel used to read spy books, and she thought he might have a poisoned tooth.” The pliers clicked again. “So we came up with a solution. She’s got a blowtorch and a bit of steel rod to stop the bleeding, near enough.”
~~
Control tried to open his eyes, but it was still dark, and then he realised there was something across them. He went to move it, but his arms were held. He concentrated, not easy because his head was throbbing, and his whole mouth hurt, and tasted of burned meat and… It was blood!
His tongue probed, and he opened his mouth to scream. His teeth were gone! For a moment he thought it was a dream, a nightmare, then a woman chuckled and something hit his hip, hard. He stifled another scream.
“Hey, no fair, you already kicked him.” The next impact was the other side, right on his hip bone. Control screamed, but once again the padding across his mouth muffled it. “See, that’s how you do it properly, get the bony bit. No problem with the next part, one nail each.”
He was wide awake now, but Control still couldn’t make sense of it all. He was chilly, and as a draught hit him, he realised he was naked. Another attempt at moving made him wince—it felt as if a horse had kicked his arse. He didn’t actually move, so his legs and arms were tied down. The pressure on his forehead meant someone had tied his head to something, and then taken out his teeth.
He couldn’t help it—Control started shivering, but not from the cold. Those women had got him. They must have followed Sylvester, but then the sniper should have started shooting, and raised the alarm. The blindfold was removed, and he blinked as firelight dazzled him. Not too badly, so after a moment he realised that the man against the opposite wall was looking at his pad.
The pad lit up the man’s face—Sylvester! The agent tried to look up, and to the side, but couldn’t move his head. “Nothing on here, no address. Not a lot of anything else, apart from general information about local gangs. He’s got agents in three of our neighbours, but there are only code names.” Sylvester’s eyes came back to Control. “We can get all that later. I reckon he’s awake enough to talk.”
The gag was untied, though it was replaced by a rope just below his nose. Control said the first thing that came into his head. “You stupid bastard, you’ve killed Peter and Eric.” It wasn’t easy forming some words without teeth, and he’d hardly finished when something hit his right elbow, and he screamed.
~~
A different female voice laughed. “You’re right, Ariel, hitting the bone works better. The trouble is, I daren’t put a lot into it or I’ll smash it too soon.” Control screamed again as something hit his right bicep, hard. “That seems to work nearly as well. Maybe he’s just a screamer?”
The next voice was familiar, because one of the dead agents had sent a video clip with audio—Bitch. “As long as he talks, I don’t care how much noise he makes.” She walked past him, and he was surprised by how she dressed, jeans and a jacket. She turned and held up a big knife. “Are you going to talk, Mister Not in Control Anymore? It will be less painful than threatening my favourite double agent.”
He was going to die, and it would be bloody awful, but somehow that helped Control. He looked her straight in the eye. “It’s true. When my cover reports in, or I don’t get back, those two boys will die.” He screamed again, spraying blood as pain exploded in his left elbow.
Control knew all of Bitch’s bodyguards, so he recognised Ariel as she walked past and turned, waving a baseball bat at him. “Liar. They’ll contact Sylvester first, to see if he knows what happened. No drone, so no witnesses.” She smiled, genuinely happy. “I always hated those things, peering down at us all the time. Now they’ve all gone, and tomorrow morning the big balloon above the city centre will be gone as well. Sylvester would have told you that, a proper spy report.”
~~
The next one to come past was Sandra, also carrying a baseball bat. “Soldier Boy left it up, so their own interference stopped the arses hearing our radios. We, the free citizens of Birmingham, decided we didn’t care about that, as long as the jamming was lifted. They can broadcast that shit on the BBC if they like, but most people will be listening to Barbie Radio.”
She leant forward, smirking. “There are still a few drones about, and one watched you and your crew come through the wire. The spotter was a twitchy, suspicious bastard so he’s dead. The shooter shouldn’t have been concentrating quite so hard on his scope, and his very nice rifle. Neither of them had chance to use their radio. Now you can tell us where those kids are.”
“I don’t—” This time Control saw Sandra swing the bat, but he still screamed when it hit his left shin. He tried to move, to curl up, to get away, anything, but he must be tied to a chair. A solid one because it didn’t move. His mind tried to concentrate on that rather than the pain, but it wasn’t easy.
Instead, he concentrated on revenge. He was going to die, but that bastard Sylvester would suffer. Twice more Sandra and Ariel asked, and hit him when he refused. The four of them paused after the last time, and Sylvester came forward to join them. “I’m asking one last time, and you really should consider it. You think that the worst they can do is stick you on the cross, or pull off fingernails. It will be much worse than that, and you’ll tell us in the end, and you’ll still end up on a cross.”
~~
The agent sounded dead serious, and for a moment Control hesitated—but then he shook his head. He jumped as a voice whispered near his ear. “In a little while you’ll really, really, wish you’d said yes.” A hand grabbed his hair, then the bands around his forehead and below his nose were loosened. The hand pushed his head forward, and something soft was shoved down behind it, then the two bands were tightened again.
With his head tipped forward a little, at least he could see what they were doing to him, and then Control realised that might not be a good idea. He was in a wooden chair with armrests, and his wrists were tied to them so his elbows stuck out. There were bruises on his arms, and his hips, easy to see because he was completely naked. His legs must be tied to the chair legs, so he couldn’t move them.
If he raised his eyes, he could still see everyone, so he saw Ariel catch a hammer. She held it up. “We nailed the chair down, but now we need a bit more.”
The shorts coming past had to be Vixen, and her voice confirmed it. She held bloody pliers in front of his eyes, then opened and closed them. “I’m sure you think you can stand having your nails pulled, but we’ll test that later. Right now, we are in a hurry.” She showed him four big nails with wide washers. “We don’t want them to pull through.”
When she passed one to Ariel, and Ariel knelt and raised the hammer, he realised what she meant. He screamed, and begged, and wept, and tried to throw the chair over, but none of it slowed the four women. Eventually three stepped back, leaving his feet nailed to the floor and his hands nailed to the chair.
~~
Vixen was still beside the chair. “I bet you thought that was the torture, didn’t you?” She bent and pulled, and the bottom of the chair slid aside. Underneath was another seat, with a hole like a commode so it exposed his genitalia. “We got the chair idea from a James Bond film. They whipped his nuts, but we think that’s kinda tame.” Vixen bent again and slid something else under him.
Bitch laughed, and when he looked up, she pointed. “You have no idea, have you? It’s not quite a bet, but when Vixen suggested it, Sylvester said it would work on him. Now we’ll find out if you are braver.” She held up a stick that had been hacked from a larger piece of wood, and even though it was trimmed, it was a long way from smooth. “I wanted to try gang rape first, but the chair works for either.”
As Control’s eyes moved to Sylvester, he saw the agent flinch. Moments later he felt heat, and smelled burning hair. He looked down, and there were flames coming up around his balls! He screamed and tried to levitate out of the chair, or shut his legs, but his legs were tied to the chair up to his knees, and a waist rope held him down.
Just for a moment it didn’t seem too bad, but then then pain hit. “Stop it, stop it, I’ll tell you! For Christ’s sake stop them! Sylvester!”
He could hear laughter, but all he could see was the flames, and now blisters. He screamed and begged, and promised, and then he smelled disinfectant. Liquid splashed, putting out the flames, but then a different pain hit and despite his raw throat, he screamed again. Vixen sounded disappointed. “I thought a big tough agent could take the sting from a drop of disinfectant. Guess you don’t mind if it rots off.”
She bent to look in his eyes. “Be very sure you tell us everything. If you lie, if Sylvester gets caught and doesn’t come back, I’ve got plenty of firewood, paraffin, and bleach. You’ll live long enough for what’s left to rot, but you won’t want to.”
Control barely registered the threat. He was staring down at his scorched and blistered upper thighs and genitals, and trying not to scream. Everything seemed to be there but Christ, the pain, and she’d barely started. No, he couldn’t stand that again. He shuddered as he thought about that stick, and Bitch’s smile. That might have been worse, but he’d sell his soul and anyone else he could to avoid either.
~~
Half an hour later, Sylvester nodded. “That’s enough, unless he’s missed something?”
Vixen glanced at Control, tears trickling down his cheeks as he stared down at his groin. “I think he’s done, broken. Even if we set them alight a third time, he’ll just make shit up so we’ll stop. We’ll keep him nailed here until you get back.”
The captive’s eyes came up and he stared at her, horrified. Ariel laughed at him. “Don’t worry, he’ll only be a couple of days, tops. We’ll make sure you aren’t bored, and you don’t bleed out. If it gets past three days, we’ll light another bonfire, and then we’ll start on the serious shit. Does that remind you of anything you missed?”
Pain-dulled eyes moved to Sylvester, and Control mumbled a denial. “Good.” Bitch patted Sylvester’s back. “Take electric bikes until you can steal something better. Rory will come with you, and Tony, and four of the Bitch Pack. Tony can wear the sniper’s uniform, and you’ve got your own. The women can pretend to be new blood heading for a brothel if necessary.”
Sandra laughed and pointed at Sylvester. “Calm down, mummy. It was his plan in the first place.”
Bitch sniggered. “True. Fuck off, Sylvester. We’ll find something to keep us amused.” When she glanced towards Control, he flinched.
~~
Sylvester kept looking around as his electric motorbike passed the empty guard post. It seemed weird, going over the motorway without any challenge. The Barbarians had pushed out scouts, and some posts were still manned, but they were near the Marts. Most of the rest of the positions were deserted, but as yet nobody had set up another line further out. The dark motorway itself was tempting, but there was still some traffic, and apparently some roadblocks.
The bikes purred along the back roads, heading east, and it was almost relaxing. Not completely, because of where they were going, and without lights they wouldn’t have much time to spare. Sunrise was at four-thirty, and it was already past midnight. A hundred and eighty miles wouldn’t be a problem on motorways, but as they dismounted to cut a path through the branches of a fallen tree, Sylvester could feel the minutes slipping away.
The sky was clear, which helped, and according to Barbie Radio most of the RAF was on holiday. The visibility meant they could go faster, but Sylvester hoped for some cloud before dawn, to extend the darkness. His head kept going around and around everything Control had told them.
Perhaps the town itself, King’s Lynn, was the most surprising, or horrifying. The pre-Crash population had been over a hundred and fifty thousand, and was still nearly that—but most of them were different people. According to Control there were no troops, either Specials or Army, but the police were armed.
Tractors were working in the fields, the local industries and shops were open, and there was a fishing fleet that went out most days. By the time he told them about the fields and fishing, Control was babbling, frantically trying to find things to tell them. Most of it was the same the second time around, when they asked questions.
There were reminders of the Crash, as several big towns, and a swathe of small towns and villages, had been razed. Others had been trimmed, and King’s Lynn was now the largest town in East Anglia and Essex, eight counties. Control didn’t think most locals had any idea about the real extent of the bulldozing, or what was really happening in most of the country. Neville, the boys’ foster father, was high enough in the hierarchy to know, and often asked for more information—privately.
The bikes were quiet enough for the others to occasionally shout to each other, and for pairs on bikes to talk, but Corinne kept quiet. Sylvester had been surprised when she climbed on the pillion—most of the Bitch Pack stayed clear of men. Not all of them; Renee had been joking with Tony when she got on his bike. Rory had one to himself, allegedly because of his fat ass, and the other two women shared a bike.
Trying to think of things like that, and concentrating on sneaking under motorways, wasn’t enough. By the time they reached the A1(M), running all the way up England from London to Edinburgh, Sylvester knew they wouldn’t make it. It would be light long before they reached the town, and the seven of them were too conspicuous. There was a plan B, and C, and Control swore they would work, but none of them were confident.
~~
As he hid, waiting to cross under the six lanes, Sylvester still couldn’t make up his mind. Once the bikes were well clear, he pulled up and got off. A few minutes later the rest of them joined him.
Despite her silence up to now, Corinne spoke first. “What’s the problem?”
“Dawn.” They all nodded, so Sylvester didn’t have to explain. “I can’t decide which alternative to use.”
Corinne nodded and smiled. “Because you’re too close, worrying about the end game. We don’t have to stick to any plan, as long as we get to the kids before a hit squad arrives.” Sylvester flinched, but she continued. “As long as they get clear, we don’t all have to go all the way.”
That got everyone’s attention. Tony was one of Catherine’s first bodyguards, so it wasn’t a surprise when he objected. “Bitch and the others reckoned those plans were the best chance.”
Rocking her hand back and forth, Corinne shrugged. “Kinda. They were the best anyone could come up with in a hurry. I’ve been thinking while strong and silent worried, and we can improve the odds.” The glance at Sylvester was a question.
“Go on.”
She nodded thanks. “The two options were to take a lorry from a motorway services, or steal transport from a civvy once there aren’t any Army about. If Norfolk really isn’t like the rest of the country, there won’t be abandoned cars, but there will be police. I’m guessing a local will report a stolen car. Even if we kill them, if things really are normal, a neighbour or postman might call the cops if something is off. Murder will start a serious manhunt, and the cops will have the car number, and maybe choppers.”
Waiting for a moment until everyone accepted that she had a point, Corinne pointed back towards the motorway. “Control reckoned that if two men in proper Army uniforms turned up, the Specials guarding the lorries would let them take one. We’ve all seen Specials, and if there are a couple of stroppy ones, they might act up, want paperwork. Even if we can kill the guards this side, the ones the other side will be warned. We’ll probably take casualties getting to them, and the next convoy through will report the bodies or missing men. Then there will be RAF, and napalm.”
“We can kidnap a civvy, but that could be messy.” Rory looked down at himself. “I need a vehicle or I’ll be noticed.” He was wearing the spotter’s Army uniform, the guy who’d been too twitchy to capture. It was tight on him, and the stains from four crossbow bolts and a cut throat were faint but still visible. So were the repairs, close up.
They were making sense, and Sylvester suddenly realised one thing. “I can go in on my own to get them, but I’ll need backup nearby. If the rest are a bit further away, they can create a diversion if we need it to get clear.” He paused, then got it out. “If I go down or I’m trapped, get the boys clear. If I can, I’ll cover you.”
The women looked at each other, and Renee grimaced. “Yeah, but first we’ll work on killing the arses that trapped you, or not getting trapped, then we all go home. You and Corinne are team one, then me and Tony close support. We can mingle anyplace if we use the civvy clothes, just two couples. Then the rest bring the packs and weapons, and wait close enough to hear the radio, channel six.”
~~
Corinne turned to Sylvester, and nodded, and after that it only took a few minutes to reorganise. Once the clothes and weapons were redistributed, everyone checked the map, and split up. Once they were clear of the others, Sylvester stopped, and Corinne headed off behind a hedgerow.
Her voice floated back, half-laughing. “Be quick, Sylvester, or I might find out what you keep hidden behind all that armour.”
Sylvester smiled, because his plated jacket and most of his weaponry had gone with the others, along with his Army uniform. Despite the threat, Corinne gave him plenty of time to complete his transformation, and pack away his boots and old clothes. When she came back, Corinne had managed a transformation of her own.
His first thought was that he’d stepped into a time warp. The young woman wearing a knee-length skirt, blouse, light jacket, and low-heeled shoes would have been anonymous before the Crash. Not quite anonymous, because Corinne was attractive enough to catch the eye, emphasised by the bit of makeup she’d applied. The difference was in her eyes—a pre-Crash woman wouldn’t have that cautious look.
That killed Sylvester’s first impulse, to say how nice she looked. Gesturing towards himself, he smiled. “If we wore these back home, everyone would stare, but nobody would recognise us.”
“They might not stare if we chose the right place, and there are more of those every day.” Corinne looked him up and down, and smiled. “Blimey, Sylvester, you scrub up good. It takes about ten years off you.” She glanced down at herself. “We’re like a couple of caterpillars that have just hatched.” Looking from one to the other again, she sighed. “Five years ago, this would have been normal. It seems longer.”
He saw the shadow fall across her face at that, so Sylvester bowed and swept a hand towards the bike. “If Madame would allow me to stow her luggage, her taxi awaits.” The smile strengthened again, and a few minutes later they were on their way.
It seemed all wrong to turn on the bike lights, but if there were police about, probably a good idea. As the miles passed, and neither police or a helicopter turned up, they both relaxed a little. Unlike the first part of the journey, they were both soon shouting comments to each other. It was the countryside, so normal, with neat fields of crops or contented cattle and horses, and the trimmed hedges.
~~~
21st 8 a.m.: Cabal (UK):
Victor, the naval liaison, was attending another Cabal meeting, unusual in itself. He had actually called this one, then flown down from Edinburgh. As soon as the last person arrived, he didn’t wait for Owen to open the meeting. “We’ve lost contact with Vengeance, and Gibraltar has been attacked by cruise missiles, twice.” He waited as people shouted questions, and Owen tried to shut them up.
Silence fell, finally, and Owen tried to smile. “Could you explain please, Victor?”
“The Cabal launched their attack at oh-three-ten this morning.” He frowned at the questions and pushed on. “I know because Gibraltar plotted missiles coming up out of the Atlantic, one hundred and thirty miles away. The first two were heading towards Crimea, then three went the other way, towards America, and the last one headed east, towards the Baikonur Cosmodrome.”
Silence followed, as the conspirators looked at each other, white-faced. It was one thing to talk about missiles raining down on the other side of the globe, but that launch point was too near to home. Boris cleared his throat as he realised—it was a lot nearer to somewhere directly connected to the UK. “Could the targets tell they didn’t come from Gibraltar? It’s just that, well, the Russians must have some missiles left?”
“That would deal with the rebels in London.” Ivy glared back at the accusing stares. “Well, it would.”
Joshua didn’t quite roll his eyes, but his voice had a definite sarcastic edge. “But they would tend to hit our military bases before London, and even if they didn’t, most of the British Army would be right next to ground zero.” His tone hardened, enough for a couple of startled glances. “Unless you think that would accomplish your personal preference, the removal of all our serving soldiers?”
For once Ivy looked a little wary. “No, Joshua, I just wasn’t thinking. We voted for keeping the Army, remember?”
“Not that they are doing much right now. Even the suborned units are locked in place.” Victor ignored the glare from Joshua because it was true. “Perhaps we should stick with finding out if someone has stolen our nuclear sub, or sunk it?”
~~
The faces around the table were baffled, so Owen asked. “Stolen, sunk? I thought you’d just lost contact?”
Victor squared some papers on the table in front of him. “An hour and eleven minutes later, two more missiles were launched, one west and one towards Crimea. The important part was that they were launched from the same place.” He looked around at all the blank faces, and thumped the table. “The bloody idiots had Captain Fleming sat in the same spot for over an hour, a place he had just advertised to half the bloody world!”
The nervous looks weren’t about a submarine. Boris held out a hand towards him, speaking gently and patting the air. “Calm down, Victor, and try to moderate your language. We don’t want someone misunderstanding a remark made under stress.” His head jerked upwards at “someone” to indicate their superiors.
For a moment Victor just glared, then he gave a jerky nod so he’d understood the message. “Sorry everyone, stress. The thing is, when I heard that, I sent a signal, a code phrase, repeated from Gibraltar and any other naval base or vessel. Low-frequency could be aimed at a submarine, not a good idea right now, and the Master Cabal might query it. Vengeance should reply with a sitrep. Not the usual sort of message, or it might give away her position, and only for use in an emergency. The captain releases a balloon, and when it reaches thirty thousand feet, it sends a signal. Just numbers, a substitution code, and definitely not part of any usual Navy procedure. No position, just a few words to tell me the boat is okay, or under attack, or damaged but safe, that sort of thing.”
Ivy was still flushed, brooding after Joshua’s putdown, but that caught her attention. “Isn’t that dangerous? Codes can be broken.”
~~
Waving a casual hand at her, Victor managed a smile. “A recognition code so any naval vessel or base will forward it, repeated three times, then the rest is unbreakable. It’s a book code, just the page, line, and which word on the line. The book is sci-fi, a story about purple ferrets by some nobody author everyone has forgotten. I picked it up from the rubble when I visited Edinburgh, after the fiasco when the Reivers burned the quays, then I photocopied it.”
His face straightened, and he turned to the rest. “I do it that way in case others listen for the reply, to find our sub. The thing is, there has been no signal.”
“Maybe Vengeance is hiding, running from someone.”
“Or they haven’t got your message yet?”
Looking from Joshua to Faraz, the RAF liaison, Victor shook his head. “I sent it over three hours ago. Even if he submerged, Captain Fleming would put up a buoy, to listen for messages from the Master Cabal in case he was needed again. I’m beginning to wonder if there was an American ship out there, or possibly a submarine. The attack is because agents are losing control of military bases, so there could be stray ships anywhere.”
Once again there was silence, with everyone looking at each other, until Joshua broke it. “Is there any way to tell?”
“No.” Victor glanced at Faraz. “Even if we send a plane, there might be nothing to see. I suppose we might spot a ship, but if it’s sinking our subs, we wouldn’t want to get near it.” He sighed, and spoke quieter, almost to himself. “The other possibility might be worse. The Master Cabal might have retained control, taken Vengeance off us. It still has eight Tridents, with ninety-six warheads.”
This time several people started to speak, but Faraz was first. “Why would they do that?”
~~
Owen answered, also quietly, and he sounded really worried. “I asked for help. Perhaps they don’t want to risk us losing control of a nuclear submarine. It would also mean they could abandon us without risking any unpleasant reactions.” He frowned suddenly, and looked at Victor. “Did Vengeance send the cruise missiles?”
The headshake was emphatic. “She doesn’t carry any. Agamemnon carries them but she’s still in port. The first six probably came from Crimea, Russian Kalibrs. The defences were expecting a lot more, so they were ready and shot them down. The next four caught them by surprise. They came from the wrong direction, the same heading as the missiles, which is worrying, and were thought to be part of the missile attack. They responded with UK Friend or Foe identification when Gibraltar pinged them.”
Victor pushed away the papers and sat back, and now everyone could see the strain on his face. “That’s why I think it might be Americans, and that they might have sunk Vengeance. They’d have no trouble faking UK signatures, or they might have some of our Tomahawks. Two hit the dockyard, over three hundred bomblets spread across the refuelling facilities, and one hit the airfield. That one destroyed the fuel tanks, but not the bowsers. We can refuel aircraft once the fires are out, and they have a fuel delivery. By then the defences realised there was a problem, and stopped the fourth Tomahawk.”
Faraz relaxed, sitting back. “We can get more fuel from the Falklands. Until then, they can have Avgas from here. We aren’t using much just now.”
The half-smile from Victor acknowledged the dark humour. “We’ll still need fuel for the ships, unless we are going to leave them moored there forever. We might manage to repair the hoses and equipment, enough to refuel from a tanker, by the time one gets there. I wondered if someone wanted to restrict our operations from Gibraltar? I’ve no idea why, but can’t think of another reason.”
A short laugh from Gerard, who was keeping out of the military stuff, surprised everyone. “I can think of one reason, if I was an American captain. Our submarine just dropped thirty-six nukes on America, maybe wiped out their home base. I’d want some payback.”
~~
“We bombed America. With nuclear weapons?” Henry was still pale, and looked horrified. “I though you meant Mexico, or the Israelis on the border, tactical strikes. I didn’t sign up for blowing up Americans. They’re supposed to join us once the bad elements have been removed.” He swallowed hard and hunched in his chair, remembering what he’d found when he’d been supervising agents in the cities. His predecessors had been encouraging bad elements.
Gerard saw Grace open her mouth, and from her face it wasn’t going to be kind. He jumped in first, trying to reason with the farmer. “But you know we had to cull the population, Henry.”
Henry stared for a moment, but then it registered. “Yes, and it needed doing. But the Americans are self-sufficient.”
Gerard kept going, because there were four people now who were set to rip into Henry, and their Cabal didn’t need a split right now. “What about Europe, Henry? We killed more than necessary there, nearly everyone.”
“Not really.” Henry was recovering, but he didn’t realise how everyone was taking his momentary breakdown. “That was their own fault. If they hadn’t panicked, over half of them would have survived. I had all the numbers worked out. That’s why I want to save some from our cities. If we kill them all, we’ll be underpopulated, just killing for the sake of it.”
He sighed, a long, shuddering one. “It was a big shock when I was told about the assassinations and stuff. I just wanted to grow enough food, though I accepted that we had to deal with overpopulation to accomplish that.”
“Mission accomplished, Henry, you’ve done a good job.” Owen had realised what was happening, and he definitely didn’t want a split. “It’s not your fault the populations in the cities are fighting back. If they’d let us cull the worst, the rest could eat well for the rest of their lives.” Despite his reasonable tone, he was looking daggers at Ivy, Faraz, Victor, and Grace, the hardliners, willing them to shut up.
~~
A quick nod meant Boris understood, and he took up the baton. “Letting them have those fields around Birmingham is a good first step, Henry. We’ll be able to see who wants a quiet life and who wants a fight.” A faint frown crossed his face and was gone. “When did you join the inner circle?”
“Three years before the Crash.” Henry smiled briefly. “The man who was supposed to do this job had an accident. Looking back, the briefing was all about the farms, and a bit vague on anything else. Then even though I wasn’t keen on the Specials, things like that, I could see the logic. I guess the amount of killing just sneaked up on me, until now. Maybe it’s because we used nuclear weapons. The Indians, Pakistanis, Iranians, and Israelis blowing each other up was bad enough, but this was an unprovoked strike by the Cabal. Somehow that seems more horrific.”
Owen rapped on the table. “It catches up with all of us sometimes, Henry. Maybe we should adjourn for now. I’ll walk you to your car, and we can talk about it on the way.” As he sent Henry ahead, Owen looked back and gestured, sit down.
~~
Ten minutes later he was back, but he didn’t even reach his seat before Grace started. “Will we need a sniper?”
“No, Grace.” Owen sat down and faced her. “And I don’t want Henry suffering a sudden accident, or finding out the previous nuclear exchanges were planned. If he was only top rank for three years, he was brought in quickly. There can’t have been someone more, shall we say pragmatic, to do the job. He really has done wonders with the food, especially with the restrictions like using prisoners instead of diesel, so we don’t want to mess that up.”
He sighed, and looked genuinely sorry. “From what he just said to me, he still doesn’t realise what the wider Cabal have done elsewhere. Henry is a gentle soul at heart, who just wanted to grow enough food so nobody went hungry. He accepted the culling as necessary if we are to become self-sufficient, but he should never have been exposed to some aspects of our new world. Sadly, it has caught up with him, so we might want to keep the harsher realities from him in future.”
“Some of us had no option, we had to get our hands dirty.” Ivy scowled at the sudden interest. “Never mind what and where, I paid my dues up close and personal. Probably the only one of us that did.” 
Several glances were exchanged before Joshua nodded gently. “True. We have made hard decisions, but someone else acted on them. Even so, we are all responsible, personally, for what would have once been considered evil deeds.”
The sound of a small, deliberate cough brought all the eyes around to Gerard. He nodded to Ivy. “I served my time in the trenches, preparing for the Crash, so I’ve been hands-on more than once. It’s different when you make the decision and then act on it.” He turned to Owen. “I’ll talk to Henry, but I’ll also put someone to watch him. Nothing obvious.”
“Good.” Owen frowned, still looking at Gerard. “Speaking of snipers, what happened with the one you told us about, White Lady? How soon can we expect the happy news?”
Gerard looked a little uncertain, glancing at Grace. “As Grace knows, these snipers sometimes take time to set up, but that also means they never fail. We are waiting for a dead certainty, when we know he’ll be in a particular place at a certain time. They’ll take the first chance, because I’ve authorised it personally, and the officer in charge has been warned. Soldier Boy has to die, no excuses.”
~~
Owen nodded, and relaxed back into his chair, then looked down at the papers in front of him. “Victor, does whatever happened to Vengeance affect the attack on London?” Victor shook his head, but Owen carried on before he could speak. “Excellent. How are the negotiations going, Boris? Will this gang leader join the contractors?”
Boris nodded, then checked a file. “If we meet his terms. For some reason he doesn’t trust us. He wants to be an officer, because he can deliver four hundred and six experienced fighters.”
He glanced up at Joshua. “Not soldiers, but they’d probably slaughter an even number of Specials. He’s their boss, no argument. The paratroopers can see into some of the windows, and the negotiators told Ragnorak there’d been a rape in one of the other hotels. The paras escorted one of his men to the hotel, and brought him back. Half an hour later two men were thrown out onto the pavement. They’d been neutered with a hot knife, so they were alive and could confess. The two victims were with them, and confirmed there’d been no other serious abuse.”
Joshua still had reservations. “Conditions?”
The diplomat’s lips twitched in an almost-smile. “We add recruits to his fighters to make up the unit, not the other way around, with him commanding. He wants the prisoners taken in Bournemouth, but not those from Southampton because they’re rapists. Ragnorak understands there will be advisors and trainers, and he must obey orders, but we won’t insist on drill. Given their hand-to-hand expertise, if we teach them to shoot even adequately, they will be very dangerous.”
The slow nod from Joshua still had some doubts. “We need some real fighters. We culled the less controllable Specials, but they were the more experienced fighters, and were willing to engage at close quarters. Their replacements are good enough if they are shooting, especially against civilians, but not against the Londoners or Soldier Boy. Four hundred experienced killers, used to hand-to-hand, will stiffen the rest. Providing we make sure they fight the right people.”
~~
The rest of those present exchanged looks, and nods, and Owen smiled. “Sign him up, Boris. Just make sure the recruits include enough agents to deal with him and his officers, if necessary. The sooner those hostages are back under our control, the better.” Boris looked worried again, but Joshua explained about the mercenary convoy.
When he’d finished, Owen looked from one to the other. “Solution?”
The two men exchanged looks, then Joshua answered. “We can lose a few mercenaries to guard the missing families, once they find a place to settle. We’re staying clear, letting them run, but they can’t hide. I recommend sending the rest to join them. That will keep them in one neat bundle, and the mercenaries will be happy. I’ll make sure none of the mercenary’s heavy weapons leave the front lines, just in case we have to apply pressure.”
Lifting his head, Joshua looked straight at Owen. “Whatever explanation you give the Army about Hope Valley, the mercenaries will want to know. The Germans in particular are sensitive about a death camp.”
There was silence as the conspirators exchanged glances. Eventually they were all looking at Owen. The chairman frowned, then confessed. “That is proving difficult, Joshua. We can find people willing to confess, then commit very public suicide. There are some people who could conceivably have commanded the Specials, arranged the transfer of the nurses, supervised the death camps, recruited and armed gangsters, and sent spies and agents to destabilise the cities.”
Sitting back and straightening, Owen stretched out his hands, palms down, so they were on two separate thin folders. “But none of them meet both criteria. The only people who can be blamed, with any chance of success, are senior conspirators. They are expecting rewards, and are not the self-sacrificing type.”
He casually gestured towards the door. “Henry is perhaps the most innocent among us, the one who still held onto a dream. The rest of us always knew it would be dirty and bloody. The same applies to our immediate subordinates, and probably theirs. A few might be driven to suicide if they were confronted with the naked truth, but they will not confess, they will denounce.”
~~
A long silence was broken by Grace, unsure for once. “Henry?”
“No.” Gerard tried to smile, and failed. “Not because I like him, and he does a very good job, but because he’ll never confess to death camps, or sending women to Southampton. Even if we provided proof, nobody who has ever met him will believe it. We don’t want our senior ranks realising they might be set up, sacrificed as a convenient scapegoat.”
Gerard knew who to turn to first. He caught Grace as she was opening her mouth. “Yes, Grace, they do as they are told, but it is a mix of belief, loyalty, and self-interest. You wouldn’t want whoever tasks the snipers to think you might betray them, would you?” Her mouth closed again and she looked down, suddenly thoughtful.
“A pity.” Ivy never pretended to like Henry. “We have definite proof he ran the spies and agents in the cities for a while. We can have several culprits, two or three?”
“Ten minutes of research would show that was the least violent period since they were enclosed. Still is, because Gerard is still taking over, and won’t want to rock the boat. Drop it, Ivy.” Owen didn’t look away from Joshua. “Who are you using to control the Specials, Joshua? We might pin the death camps on them? Some camps are still active, so if they were discovered on-site? Maybe filmed by special forces and then killed, a legitimate Army mission?”
~~
Joshua took a big breath, then straightened. “No meetings, just a voice on a phone. We’d have to make sure nobody else could give them an alibi.” The short laugh was unexpected. “Or use someone completely new. We can’t call an officer Ragnorak or Raggy, so he’ll need the right name and a history, then the real liaison quietly changes his name.”
“For the gravestone?” Gerard made a gun hand, finger to the side of his head. “Maybe the whole control team? Then we’ll need the right person to inherit the new recruits, someone they’ll follow.” Joshua flinched, but didn’t say no. Everyone in the meeting could feel the noose closing, and like their subordinates, none of them were the self-sacrificing type.
Rather than hash over possibilities, Owen banged his gavel on the table. He smiled at the surprised looks. “Rather than sit here debating possibilities, we will all look for potential scapegoats. We need people who have sacrificed their personal ethics because they believe in an aspect of our plan. Those without an overview, who are still fixated on stopping global warming, bringing down crime, that sort of thing.”
He looked around the table, meeting their eyes. “If necessary, we can use several, tie them together as a clandestine group, but we must be very careful. We want people like Henry, but lower echelon, who will have a breakdown when confronted by the whole truth. We can make the breakdown worse if necessary.”
Grace seemed to be recovering. “Or the right drugs, and some of the sniper training techniques, might get some sort of garbled confession?”
Several people nodded, then Gerard tapped his files. “Then we can slide in some extra evidence to link them to a few specifics, find a witness who’ll remember things our way, that sort of thing. This is going to be messy, but if we work hard, and don’t get too creative, it can be done.”
As Owen stood, he paused. “Boris, get our new lieutenant colonel signed up and into uniform. Give them some training so they look like soldiers, then we’ll use any problem personnel as scapegoats, and the rest can lead the attack on London. Gerard can tell you which extermination facility can be sacrificed. Staff it with some volunteers from the work camps, and make sure they all die.”
As the UK’s hidden rulers headed for their transport, they were all focussed on one thing—survival.






Chapter 7

21st 8 a.m.:
Lost Lambs: Welcome Home?
Blissfully unaware of the chaos ahead of them, the seven refugees in the Channel Tunnel ate a cold breakfast, and packed their gear for the last stretch. One last sweep around with the light on his carbine, then Stones chivvied them into motion. It didn’t take much—they were all cold, and the surrounding pitch black was wearing away at their nerves. Even so, nobody tried to move fast—they’d no idea how far they had to go.
The slow shuffle in the light of a single small bulb seemed to be endless, with no sign of progress, but then they had to stop. The roof of the maintenance tunnel had collapsed, just the other side of an access door. Dobbin turned out his light, and Stones eased the door open. There wasn’t a hint of any light, so he flicked his torch on and off, then on again.
The roof had collapsed, or as some of them now suspected, had been demolished. Considering the state of France, and beyond, it was a simple way of stopping any of the violence coming through. Nobody mentioned the possibility, waiting silently as Stones crossed the maintenance tunnel, and opened the other door. They were all relieved when the light showed railway lines heading west.
The pace picked up after that, though with the big packs they were never going to move quickly. Just as Stones was about to call for a rest, floodlights blinded them! “Stand still! Freeze! Arrêt! Restez immobile! Halt! Still stehen! Na stamatísei!” There was a brief pause, then the speakers started again. “Hands up! Les mains en l’air! Hände hoch! Chéria psilá!”
Everyone stood still for a moment, frozen in shock, and then everyone dropped to the ground. It was pure reaction, before any of them made sense of the shouting. When the second set of instructions were given, Stones was over his initial reaction, and he rolled over to raise both hands. “Everyone raise your empty hands.” He shouted as loud as possible, even though there was probably a microphone. “British soldiers. Can we stand up?”
There was a brief silence, then a surprised voice answered. “Seriously? I’d ask what unit but it doesn’t matter, none of you should be over there. Okay, one of you stand up and come forward, slowly, with your hands up. I’m sending for an officer.”
Stones stood up very slowly and carefully, shedding his pack and rifles as he did. “Everyone, just lie there. If he’s sent for an officer, nobody was expecting us or anyone else. This must be the standard response, so we’ll be fine once they can identify us.” The officer part was a huge relief—there’d been a distinct lack of people in uniform since they’d reached Italy.
Once he was past the floodlights, and his eyes recovered, Stones could see the tunnel was almost blocked by a wall. There were some small black gaps above head height, and a set of steps made from concrete blocks led to a door-sized black hole. The barrel poking out of a slit to the left suggested it wasn’t a weak point.
~~
He’d been expecting some sort of instruction, but a new voice wasn’t talking to Stones. “Sarge, I reckon we should send Corporal Tozer to tell them there’s no hurry. I saw this guy in Ukraine, on a tank, so they really are soldiers.”
“We should—”
“Not your call, Tozer.” The new voice didn’t like Tozer, and didn’t care about showing it. “I reckon Ferdy has the right idea, so off you go. Remember, no rush; Ferdy recognises the guy as Army.”
“Sarge.” From his voice, Corporal Tozer didn’t want to go.
Stones almost smiled, but not because of that. Finding someone he knew on the barricade was beyond good luck, though he wasn’t sure why Ferdy hadn’t identified him. He spent two or three minutes wondering, then a dark, backlit figure pulled aside the blackout curtain, and invited him up the steps. One glance around at the soldiers and Stones relaxed—they were all Regiment. He didn’t necessarily know them well, but he’d seen them around.
The sergeant who beckoned him inside had that look about him—he’d seen Stones before and was trying to place him. Then a familiar voice, or it was five years ago, disturbed the inspection. “Bloody hell, Stones, you’re supposed to be dead!”
The sergeant’s face cleared, and he started to smile—but then lost it. “Don’t say that name out loud again, Ferdy. Especially where that arse Tozer can hear.” He turned his eyes back to Stones, and tapped his stripes. “Mixed unit so there are proper ranks, and strangers. We need to find you a name and unit.”
“The King’s Royal Hussars were sent to the Ukraine border?” The scowling trooper shrugged. “It’ll never work. Nameless don’t look like a taxi driver, and the uniform is all wrong.”
He couldn’t help it, Stones laughed. “Still the optimist, Glum?” He took a quick look around. “Corporal Smith of the Hussars reporting for duty. You’d best let the others know they’ve been transferred. Ferdy can vouch for Dobbin and Fakit. Carpenter, Chips, is a Boat Group mechanic, and Static is Forward Air Control, both from C squadron. Never did ask Static’s name. It was a mess, twenty-odd of us against the entire Middle East, and then some bastard started throwing nukes.”
Stones stopped and took a deep breath. “Sorry, it’ll take a while to put it all into order, and give a proper report. Ah, right, Chips and Fakit have wives. Not shack-ups, wives, even if the ceremony was in the Balkans and there’s no paperwork.”
Everyone in sight exchanged glances, then Sarge looked at Ferdy. “If you know some of them, go and get them. Make sure they know; they’re all Hussars and they’ve come from Ukraine. The marriages were before the Crash, official, and that’s why they were on leave and got cut off. Just tell them, say sod all until we can get them past Tozer and Appleby.”
Someone spat, and when Stones turned, it was Glum. “Easier if Tozer fell off a cliff? There’s a big white one just over there, handy-like. Lieutenant Appleby might get a rock on the head trying to save him?”
Sarge rolled his eyes, but didn’t seem too upset at the idea. “Not yet, Glum. First we welcome these valiant Hussars, though we might want something a little more convincing than Smith or Brown. Shame they had to dump their dog tags in case they were searched. Still, once the minibus delivers them to their unit, someone will sort that out. If necessary, I promise you can help with the rock, okay?”
He turned back to a puzzled and worried Stones. “You’ve been hiding out with the women’s relatives, waiting for it all to die down a bit. When you decided to leave, you had to cut off any badges to pass as local militia. Your driver will fill you in on the way if necessary. Quick and simple, the government has been taken over by a conspiracy. They’ve been putting people through death camps, and Birmingham and London have declared independence.”
“That isn’t quick, or simple. This is.” The trooper put a phone in front of Stones, and he looked at the picture.
The way the guy out front was dressed fooled him for a moment, and then the picture switched to a group shot. “What the hell is Harry doing dressed like that?” Stones remembered his last words with Tez. “Who upset him, and why is he surrounded by heavily armed women? Unless it’s a centrefold for Guns and Ammo?”
From the reaction, they all found that hilarious, but Ferdy reckoned the truth was weirder.
~~
By the time the rest of the party came up the steps, Stones had a quick overview. The Channel Tunnel Defence Unit, one hundred sixty-three men and women, consisted of soldiers or contactors who’d upset their superiors, or maybe the government. None of them were being charged, but swapping stories was educational.
They’d all seen, done, or said something that wasn’t illegal, but had upset someone senior, or might be embarrassing if it was advertised. Some of them were wondering if they were destined for an unmarked grave, and weren’t going to make it easy. Ferdy, Glum, and Sgt. Dudley, aka Dud, had been sent here with the rest of the failed mission to arrest Soldier Boy. They thought it was to stop them confirming the guy really was ex-Corporal Harry Miller GCE, honourably discharged, and he didn’t consider the Army his enemies.
The men already here, including several Secure Transport Systems personnel released by Soldier Boy, had immediately warned the newcomers. Lieutenant Appleby and Corporal Tozer were government spies, and there might be more. Nobody was sure about the only Special, a Captain Devlin. He deferred to any Army officers or NCOs, and when he’d had a few beers, hated Forty Commando.
When someone called from a Portakabin, to say Captain Musgrave had been delayed, more phones appeared. A selection of pictures, and some explanations, mapped out how Soft Lad became Soldier Boy, and collected an army and a lot of enemies. More pictures, of the wire going up, the army dealing with big riots, and the death camp skulls, chronicled the loss of faith in the government and top brass. Leaflets from Scotland, and the confessions of various spies, had unearthed a conspiracy and a name: the Cabal.
The quick briefing was the prelude to one important question. Did Stones and the others want to rejoin their unit, or disappear on the way to the Hussars on the front lines around London? There were six men on the barricade, and every one recommended deserting and heading for a city. There were several they could hide in, but London or Birmingham probably needed them most.
Either might be attacked, but it wouldn’t be too bad, as a good part of the armed forces were close to mutiny. The government weren’t pushing—they seemed to be satisfied with keeping the Army and RAF neutral. They were probably hoping to attack the cities with contractors and mercenaries of various types.
There had been desertions, but none from the special forces, or none they’d heard about. A growing number were considering it, but didn’t want the government to clamp down on their units. Right now, they still had their own officers, and considerable freedom to do their jobs. When the time came, special forces could create more havoc outside the wire.
A breathless voice announced that the captain would be there in a few minutes, so it was decision time. Stones knew he was biased, because Harry was a friend—and he’d seen Tessa on one of those photos, armed to the bloody teeth. “I’ll vote last. Who wants to go to Birmingham, London, someplace else, or back to barracks?”
Fakit moved aside for a quiet discussion with Branka, and Dobbin waved the question away. “I’ll go last.” The glance at Fakit might be why—they’d served together for a long time.
Chips had a question before deciding. “Will our marriage be recognised, will Zrina get married quarters?” The replies and shaking heads confirmed the initial comments—no chance. His second question was to Zrina, very quietly, and she nodded. “We vote for desertion.” Chips looked at Stones. “We’d like to stick with anyone else who quits, safety in numbers, and my vote is for joining Stones’ mate, Harry.”
Stones turned to Static, who shrugged. “London or Birmingham, no preference. I thought about reporting in, but the rest of Eleven Troop are dead. I’d be a stranger to whoever replaced them.”
Dobbin glanced at Fakit and smiled. “Full house. Lover-boy will be busy watching Branka, so I’d best watch his back. Considering how well we know the boss there, it has to be Brum. Unless you owe him money, Stones?”
He opened his mouth to point out no, that would be Tez after a shooting match, but Stones bit it off. “If he’s in charge, he can afford to be generous.” He turned to the sergeant. “I’ve got forty-seven tags from here and there, and these are kinda obvious.” He held up his CQB, Close Quarters Battle carbine, and gestured to the rest. They were all carrying special forces carbines, and a motley collection of rifles, pistols, and knives from their travels.
Dud hesitated for a moment, then held out a hand. “Give me the tags, but I’ll hang onto them for now. They’ll all be presumed dead, but if they’re all confirmed without a full report, someone will ask embarrassing questions.”
He’d barely spoken when the other soldiers took away the suspect weapons. A smiling trooper brought five L85 rifles out of another Portakabin, fifteen yards up the track. “Presents from Secure Transport Solutions, who seem to like your old oppo more than their erstwhile employers. They said to say hello to Soldier Boy, and thanks for the holiday. Ferdy, you want to be the driver?”
The quick smile was an answer. “A trip to London, to take these poor lost Hussars home? If someone gives me a hand, I’ll get these stolen weapons out of sight.” He winked at Stones. “I’ll hide them in the minibus.” Hiding them wouldn’t take long, as the last ones were already going into two Bergens. The Bergens were on a flat plate with metal wheels that sat on the rails, and were covering the long barrels of the rifles.
~~
Twenty minutes later, a baffled Stones and his group were on the way along the rail lines towards their transport. The captain had been remarkably unconcerned about proof—he hadn’t even asked to see their dog tags. Corporal Tozer had been quashed as soon as he started asking questions, and it hadn’t been polite. Regardless of what had been said about waiting, the Channel Tunnel Defence Unit looked ready to desert at the slightest excuse.
Seven hot meals were waiting, in oval dishes and smaller bowls, but they’d be eaten in the minibus. Ferdy wanted them gone before Lieutenant Appleby sent a message to his handler, and the captain received orders to detain the new arrivals. The meals were traded for the L85s, or the Secure Transport Solutions guys would have to try and explain where they lost them.
The minibus wheels were barely turning, accelerating slowly so nobody spilled the gravy, when Ferdy started explaining. Nobody interrupted—their mouths were full of piping hot chicken, potatoes, two veg, fresh bread, and apple pie with custard. “We find the fresh food on patrol, even the chickens. It’s bloody crazy. There are food shortages in the cities, but there’s a wide strip near any military unit or enclosure that isn’t farmed. The TV says prisoners are farming because of the fuel shortage, but there are tractors chugging up and down fields in Devon, Lincolnshire, and Norfolk.”
He shook his head as he slowly increased speed. “Mop up that bloody gravy, just in case someone comes after us and I have to speed up. The motors will probably break down, but Tozer or Appleby might push it.” He sniggered and hooked a thumb backwards. “Those four rifles are in the rack above your heads, so that might solve a problem. There’s extra ammo for the M82 and the Steyr, and a shitload for your carbines. It’s all in the box on the roof with your packs, but that can wait until you’ve eaten.”
Stones stopped eating long enough to ask, because unless there was an active firefight, some things should be under control. “What the hell is going on, Ferdy? Won’t someone notice ammo going AWOL?”
That was worth a chuckle. “Your empties are being carried around as if they’re loaded, and within a few days they will be. Target practice, false alarm, rats after the veggies, belligerent seagulls, they’ll find a reason. The fifty cal and Lapua Magnum might take a bit longer, but Appleby and Tozer will never check. If they do, they’d better learn to fly.”
There was some real venom in the last part, enough for Stones to stop eating. “You sound like Glum. He wanted to help Tozer fly, then drop a rock on Appleby.”
Ferdy nodded without speaking, then spat it out. “Someone reported three troopers for sedition. A busload of Redcaps turned up, tried them, and shot them. Unless we missed a rat, there are only two suspects.”
He sighed loudly, then made an obvious effort to relax. “Since then, we’ve all discussed it. If that bus turns up again, it will go over the cliff, on top of that pair. If that happens, the whole mob will scarper, and Dud and the other troopers might turn up on the Birmingham border. We’d better warn Soft Lad so he doesn’t shoot them.”
The chuckle after that was unexpected. “He’s a bit more paranoid than he used to be, and some of those lasses are worse. Wait until you see the one with war paint.” Ferdy explained the attempt to kidnap Harry, the radios in pillows, Demon, and Stripes. He wasn’t interrupted—everyone else was too busy stuffing their faces. 
Once everyone had eaten, Ferdy pulled over and opened the roof box. Just as he’d promised, most of the empty magazines had been replaced. It seemed odd to have plenty of ammo, including forty rounds each for the two long rifles, but everyone felt better for being properly armed again. Branka and Zrina took Nosy’s and Tez’s weapons, and spare magazines.
The only comment Ferdy made was that they’d all fit right in among Harry’s lot, and might even find ammo for the other rifles and pistols. That finally got them all talking about the current situation, and some of what had happened to the refugees. By the time Ferdy parked inside an empty garage in a deserted village, three miles from Orchard Close, both sides had enough information to get by—including what an Orchard Close was.
The next hour was a bit like being in France again, with the whole village deserted, despite some houses being still weatherproof. The big difference was what had been taken. Even the damaged houses had food, sealed cans or bottles, and any scavenging had been sporadic and aimed mainly at high-end electrics, fags, and booze. In stark contrast, the French villages were stripped of anything edible, while other types of valuables had been ignored.
Since they’d no idea what they’d be facing, everyone tried to cram some food into their packs. They even filled a few civvy backpacks, found in houses, though they wouldn’t be walking far with that lot. The more he thought about it, the less Stones fancied trying to sneak into a city that was on full alert, and guarded by at least a thousand automatic rifles.
~~






Chapter 8

21st 8 a.m.: Sylvester’s New Tweetie Pie:
Sylvester and Corinne didn’t sneak into King’s Lynn, they rode in openly on an electric motorbike. Both of them were quiet, on edge until they reached a small park, exactly where Control said it would be. The bike would be staying there as the battery was low, and they wouldn’t have time even if they found a charging socket.
Corinne looked around at the neatly clipped bushes and mown grass. “It’s like another country, another world. How long should we leave it?”
Looking around nervously, Sylvester couldn’t see anyone else. “Be careful.”
Copying him, but without the nerves, Corinne shrugged. “Calm down Sylvester, there’s nobody else in here this early. It isn’t quite eight o’clock yet.”
“I know.” Sylvester almost looked around again, but caught himself. “I hope Tony and Renee get here soon. I don’t fancy trying this on my own.”
Stopping suddenly, Corinne faced him. “Control reckoned the boys won’t leave for school until half-past, so we’ve got another half-hour. If you’re worried about two not being enough, we can leave it until tonight when they get home.” She prodded his chest. “Now stop panicking.”
As she started off again, she took his hand, tugging for him to follow. Sylvester looked down at it, then up, to find Corinne smiling. “Why would a couple be walking in the park at eight in the morning? Not because we’ve just spent a wild, passionate night together, or you’d have your arm around me, and you’d look stunned and incredibly happy.”
Sylvester couldn’t help a little smile, and Corinne nodded. “That’s it, but a bit happier, and hopeful. You’ve persuaded this woman you fancy to meet you before work, and you’re hoping to arrange a date, and eventually the passionate bit. Though she’s way out of your league, so you’re taking it easy, just hand-holding in the park.”
At least she’d made him smile, though Sylvester was more wary than hopeful. He’d seen the Bitch Pack do this, wind some bloke up, and this was a very gentle version. It was a set-up, but he’d never know what for until she dropped the hammer.
Sylvester hadn’t ever upset Corinne, so hopefully it wouldn’t be too embarrassing. He realised that Corinne had already managed one thing. He was walking normally and smiling, distracted from his rising panic about the snatch.
~~
Corinne kept Sylvester distracted, asking about the flower beds and bushes. He wasn’t sure she didn’t already know, though trying to remember the names stopped him obsessing. They both kept an eye on the car park, but at ten past there was no sign of the other bike.
“I daren’t leave it until after school.” Sylvester could see the disagreement in Corinne’s face, and continued before she spoke. “Control’s boss will already know he’s late. By this afternoon they’ll expect the worst, and might send a guard as a precaution. Or they’ll pick Peter and Eric up at school and they’ll disappear.”
The relaxation and wry smile were unexpected, and a relief. “Good point. They’re all spies, so we don’t know how paranoid they are. Come on then, introduce your girlfriend to your nephews.”
“What? Girlfriend?” Sylvester thought quickly. “Friend, I was supposed to have brought friends.”
The laugh kept him off balance. “A young woman friend? Girlfriend makes more sense, now I’ve got to know you well enough for hand-holding.” She nodded gently as Sylvester realised this was the punch line. “That’s why nobody used the word girlfriend, just in case I decided against it. I’m still not sure it will work. It’s a stretch, an old bloke like you catching someone like me, so remember to be bedazzled and grateful.”
Now he realised what it was all about, Sylvester could go along with the joke. “Maybe I’m just smug, and brought you to show you off? Either way, I’m sure the boys will be startled to say the least.” They stepped out of the park and set off down the footpath, then someone called.
“Wait up.” Tony and Renee had just arrived, looking breathless. “The bike ran out of juice.”
Renee patted Tony’s back. “We reckon it was the extra weight. Tony says it’s his muscle, because he daren’t suggest I’ve got a fat ass.” She performed an exaggerated double-take, looking at the held hands. “Now we know why Corinne came up with this plan, to get you on your own.”
Holding up Sylvester’s hand, Corinne rolled her eyes. “Don’t start; I’ve only just persuaded him he’s safe. We figure it will look better if he brings a girlfriend, not a friend.” Despite the light tone, Corinne sounded a bit defensive.
Sylvester rescued her. “Which will be a waste of time if we don’t get a move on. Are you two coming in?” Nobody had been sure which was best, but the girlfriend part meant Sylvester was more confident he’d get inside without any trouble. “Maybe you should wait, see if there’s any trouble. Then you can cut off anyone who runs.”
“Or intercept any unexpected arrivals.” Renee eyed up Tony and grinned. “I suppose you want to hold my hand as well, then we can stand over there, gazing into each other’s eyes.” She sniggered and pointed at her eyes. “They’re up here, Stud.”
~~
Sylvester had already turned away, worried the delay might make them late. Either Corinne felt the same, or realised why he was hurrying, so they arrived in plenty of time. The big house, set back from the road, was half-hidden by neat bushes, inside a low-walled garden.
No hesitation now, they went in through the garden gate, confident the boys weren’t about to leave—the driveway gates were closed. The path ran alongside the drive, and bushes, in plain view if anyone looked out of a front window. “Down the side, kitchen door.” Corinne gestured to the gap between the double garage and house. “Then if we have to get a little rough?”
Resisting the urge to check the pistol in the back of his belt, Sylvester nodded. As they reached the cobbled yard at the rear of the garage, he pulled gently on her hand. “Just a moment.” That was all it took to check inside the garage’s back door. “Two cars. One big official-looking one and a runabout.”
“Handy.” They moved up to the back door from the side, then Sylvester stood in front of it and knocked. Corinne pointed, and he shrugged, then rang the bell. There was glass in the top half of the door, so he could see into a small cloakroom, and when the door at the other side opened.
A middle-aged man with some grey in his hair, wearing a grey suit, came through, and looked to see who was there. He hesitated, frowning, and then his face cleared. He didn’t look happy, but at least he came and opened the door. Instead of speaking, he leant out, looking to the side. “Why are you here? Where is—”
~~
He hadn’t asked Corinne how she was armed, but Sylvester wasn’t surprised by the knife. Corinne grabbed a lapel of the suit, and placed the flat of the blade against the man’s neck. “Hush. We wouldn’t want the boys to see a lot of blood, or hear you begging like a baby, would we?”
For a moment it was in the balance, because the guy couldn’t get his head around it, couldn’t believe this normal-looking young woman would do that. Sylvester was poised to ram a hand over his mouth, but then his shoulders dropped. “No. My wife has no idea why we have the boys, just that they are orphans, and their uncle is a serving soldier. No violence, please.”
His eyes shuttled between them. “You have come for the boys?” Sylvester nodded. “What if they don’t want to come? They have a very good life here.”
Sylvester nodded again, briefly, because he already knew that might happen. “When they find out how many innocent people you and your pals have killed, Neville, and all the lives you’ve ruined, they’ll reassess. Don’t do anything suspicious.”
Corinne kept hold of the lapel as her knife went behind her back, under her jacket. “I’ve got two more, Neville, so be very careful. I’m one of the lives you ruined, so if you give me a chance, I’m keen on some payback. Sylvester, show him the gun.”
Moving the gun from the back of his belt to the front, Sylvester made sure Neville got a good look. “Silenced, so nobody on the street will hear a thing. The boys will skip school today, because Uncle Sylvester has been given some leave. He’ll be taking them out for the day, all six of us, one big happy family.”
Neville stiffened, and glanced backwards. “No. You leave Sarah here.”
“No.” Corinne’s knife appeared again. “Or yes, but with a cut throat. Too easy for you to say something that sounds innocent, but makes her suspicious.” She let go of the lapel, smiled, and tapped Neville’s chest with the blade. “Though once we’re clear, I’ll trade Sylvester’s boys for your lives, fair swap. Try to stop us, and I’ll get those two out anyway, but I’ll leave at least two bodies.”
The flinch was promising, then Neville turned away. “I understand. Neither of us have ever harmed Eric or Peter, so there is no reason for Sylvester, or you, to harm us.” Another flinch might have been him remembering that Corinne wanted payback.
“Deal.” Corinne disappeared the knife, and pushed his back, gently. “Nice and slow.”
~~
Neville paused before he opened the door, and took a breath. Both the people behind him tensed, but he opened the door gently and walked in, no rush. “Change of plan, darling. The boys will be missing school today, and we’ll all be going out.” Neville stepped to the side, and beckoned Sylvester forward. “Surprise, surprise.”
Eric and Peter were in their school uniforms, just putting on their jackets. Both of them stared, eyes open, as Sylvester walked in, then Peter dashed forward. “Uncle Sylvester!” He hugged tight, then stepped back, blushing. “Sorry, it’s just that, well.”
“We know that what you do is dangerous, and secret.” Peter stepped forward, trying to stay formal, and offered his hand. “Mr. Jones said that some of the other men had been killed, so, er, Peter worries.”
Sylvester ignored the hand and hugged him, patting his back, then stepped back again. “You wanted a video, but then I got leave, so I thought this was better.” He noticed everyone was looking past him. “This is Corinne.”
Corinne took his hand and smiled at the two boys. “Eric and Peter, Sylvester has told me all about you two. Ah, yes, he won’t have mentioned me on those official videos.” The glance at Sylvester had definite mischief in it. “I suppose I’m his Tweetie Pie, because I peck.” She kissed him, quickly and gently, on the cheek.
Three people laughed, and Sylvester smiled, trying to hide the shock. Neville finally managed a sort of smile, making up a full house. Sylvester wasn’t sure that’s why Corinne did it, but she’d relaxed the boys and Sarah. “You two had better change out of that uniform while we get organised.”
“I suppose I should change out of this suit.” Neville hesitated, looking from Corinne to Sarah, then gestured towards the stairs. “If you come with me, Sylvester, we can discuss the best place to take them.”
~~
That suited Sylvester, since he hadn’t the faintest idea, but Neville was thinking of the practicalities. “We won’t all fit in my car, and if your, er, Corinne travels in her car, Sarah may wonder why. I could hire a minibus?”
For a moment Sylvester couldn’t answer, because it hit him again. Everyone inside the cities lived from day to day, one mistake from death, but these people could hire a minibus for a day out. He wrestled his thoughts back to the job in hand, and realised one advantage if they took a large vehicle. “Make sure it will take another five people, with big packs. Two are on the street outside, backup.”
The startled look towards the front, and another flinch, might mean Neville had been planning something. Sylvester gave him another reason to avoid trouble. “The other three are a little further away. They’ll do whatever it needs to get the boys clear, even if that means levelling the street.”
“No need.” Neville shook his head, then quickly found jeans and a jumper, and changed into them. He must have been thinking, because he didn’t go straight back downstairs. “How long will we be gone? It might take an hour to get a hire minibus delivered, and then we’ll have to travel towards some sort of attraction.”
“Why? Ah, Sarah.”
“Yes, and no.” A gesture towards the front of the house must have meant the whole town. “Everything looks peaceful, relaxed, but the police check anything that seems unusual. My identification, and authority, will deal with them, but I need a destination that makes sense. I’ll have to contact my office to say I won’t be in today. If I’m not at work tomorrow, my superiors know why the boys are here, so they may raise the alarm.”
“Can you arrange for three days off work?” Sylvester wanted a day in hand, though if it took three days, he might be too late for Control. “I’m not sure what’s survived. Sherwood Forest?”
“Too far, and it’s outside the safe zone.” Neville looked nervous, but he seemed to be trying to help. “Rutland Water? It’s just the other side of the A1, but has been, er, cleared to provide recreational facilities. It was only reopened recently, so we’ve never been.” From the quick look, the nerves might be about how the place was cleared, but Sylvester could guess.
~~
There wasn’t any time for a big discussion, so Rutland Water it was. A quick check on Neville’s laptop, because the bastards had a local version of the internet, and Sylvester was happier. The nature reserve and water park were about fifty miles away, halfway home in almost a straight line.
Sylvester tapped the screen, just above Peterborough. “These side roads are clear, so we can go through here, between Peterborough and Market Deeping. There aren’t any buildings at Milking Nook, not now, so nobody will see us.”
Neville looked cautious—maybe it was Sylvester’s tone when talking about razed buildings. “Market Deeping has been cleared as well, but we don’t have to divert. That might actually be more suspicious if we are seen.” He pointed at the map. “There are no checkpoints, so we can go right through Peterborough. If we are stopped, I am taking Peter and Eric, and some of their friends, for a day out.”
“What about me? I won’t really fit in.”
He paused for a moment, frowning, but then Neville’s face cleared. “Bodyguard, because there has been a suggestion I may be targeted. Your clothes are wrong, neither uniform nor smart enough, unless you wear my suit and stay in the vehicle?” Sylvester was taller, so the trousers and jacket sleeves would be short, but that wasn’t a problem.
Sylvester smiled, and shook his head. “I can wear my own British Army uniform once we pick up my friends, and then you’ll have three soldiers as guards. We’ve even got rifles.” The smile widened at the nervous glance downstairs. “You’ll have to explain the escort, somehow, to your wife.”
Drawing himself up straight, Neville forced a smile. “Since you will be enlightening the boys, perhaps the truth, but not until we meet your friends. Sarah might panic, and we will want to be clear of town by then.” He hesitated, then it came out in a rush. “I accept what you said about innocents dying, but you are guilty of the same. Eric and Peter might prefer my version.”
Biting back his first angry reaction, Sylvester nodded. “True, but why do you care? You knew they were hostages.”
“True, and at first that’s all they were.” Neville seemed more confident now, relaxing a little. “I married late, and now I find that I can’t have children. Sarah is over twenty years younger than me, and wants a family. She really took to your nephews, and well, after all this time, she won’t want to lose them.” He straightened again, more formal. “If there is a problem, they will always have a home here.”
There was a long silence as Sylvester absorbed that, and quashed his first reaction, a very crude rejection. “Fair enough, but they are coming back to Birmingham first. They’ll be safer there, and then, if we all survive, I’ll give them a clear choice.”
The reaction surprised Sylvester. “Safer, in a city that is going to be bombed, shelled, and overrun by contractors and mercenaries with tanks!”
He didn’t realise, but Sylvester’s voice softened, less abrasive. “I doubt it. How much do you know about the general situation? Not TV or official reports, actually know? There’s at least an evens chance that sometime soon, there’ll be fighting in the streets right here in King’s Lynn. If the Army get it all under control fast enough, it won’t be a bloodbath, but I’d rather not risk Eric and Peter.”
~~
A few minutes later, Neville had a better idea why his impression of Birmingham wasn’t quite true. The TV and official reports were playing down Army and RAF intransigence, the number of dead Specials, work camp liberations, and Birmingham’s defences. Neville knew some of it, but was appalled at the actual body count, and the weapons Birmingham had accumulated.
He still didn’t think Birmingham was safer, but was willing to concede he might be wrong, and either way they had to get the boys clear. He seemed genuine about keeping them safe from official retribution, which meant they had to leave, quickly. A phone call to work, using a mobile, explained he wouldn’t be coming in for three days. That meant there was a local mobile network, but Sylvester was starting to get used to the culture shock.
The excuse was reasonable, or Sylvester hoped so. Eric and Peter had come down with some sort of cold or flu, so the whole family were isolating for three days. By then Neville would know if it was Covid or something similar, and would call. As he explained to Sylvester, while throwing some clothes into a suitcase, Sarah could call her friends once she knew the truth. Sylvester took note—he’d better keep track of the phones until then.
The whole family packed for three days, then waited for the minibus. Not exactly mini, it was a nineteen-seater, which puzzled his wife until Neville explained. Some of Sylvester’s colleagues, soldiers and their friends, had come with him, so they’d be joining the trip. Sarah still looked nervous, worried, so Corinne went to fetch Renee and Tony.
Two more polite, normal-looking mid-twenties seemed to reassure Sarah. Both were on their best behaviour, with some very mild teasing about Sylvester catching a Tweetie-Pie, which lightened the mood. With more people to watch Neville, Sylvester left them briefly, allegedly so his blushes could fade. He took the opportunity to fill suitcases with Eric’s and Peter’s clothes, and a PlayStation, an Xbox, and games from their rooms.
After placing the luggage by the front door, he risked calling Rory. “We have transport for everyone.” When the radio blipped twice, he relaxed—a conversation might be picked up, but that one phrase meant nothing. Sylvester flushed the downstairs loo, and rejoined the rest.
Sarah had just realised how long the trip might take, and was filling flasks with coffee. He had to smile—Sylvester could see that Corinne, Renee, and Tony all wanted to take the rest of the coffee, and the food in the larder, with them.
~~
Once she moved into picnic mode, Sarah commandeered Corinne and Renee to make sandwiches—salad with luxuries like ham and different cheeses, not the rubbery mart stuff. Legendary luxuries like bags of crisps and cans of Coke, Red Bull, Fanta, and Lucozade Energy went into a bag, with a six-pack of lager, and the flasks. The soft drinks were in case the shops at Rutland Water didn’t have the right brands.
Washing-up liquid followed, in case the holiday home didn’t have any, then Neville called a halt. “If we are short of anything, one of us will drive into the letting centre in Stamford.”
Despite that, Sarah fidgeted, looking for something to do, until a knock on the door announced the arrival of the transport. Neville paid with a card, and the four visitors glanced at each other. “I know, it isn’t normal.” Sarah looked a little embarrassed, and smug. “The coupon system isn’t practical with Neville’s salary, so it’s paid into the bank. He isn’t the only one, and the shops all have card scanners. We all carry some coupons of course, though eventually they’ll be replaced by proper money again.”
“The card system hasn’t reached the Army yet.” Neville had cut in, heading off any further discussion. “When it does, you will find it much easier.” He picked up a suitcase. “The tank is full, so we should get off as soon as possible.”
As the rest filed out, Sylvester sent Tony and Renee to collect the other luggage. They slid the suitcases into the back while the rest were claiming seats, then climbed aboard. As they set off, Renee asked, “Are we there yet?” which made everyone laugh and set the mood. Neville’s laptop was passed through to the back, and Sarah and Eric looked up their destination.
Corinne, Tony, and Renee all joined in, giving their opinions of the various activities on offer. Eric wanted to go sailing, as he’d learned on the Broads last summer, but never practiced since. Even Sarah relaxed, putting in a bid for using a motorboat—she didn’t really trust Eric’s sailing. There was a serious debate about the diving boards, wondering if the water would be warm enough, as Peter voted for swimming.
Sylvester tried to ignore them, concentrating on driving carefully. It had been five years since he’d had to deal with traffic lights, Pelican crossings, or two-way traffic, and the minibus was a lot bigger than a bike. He’d checked the route before leaving, and Peterborough was clearly signposted, so Sylvester didn’t have any trouble finding his way.
Keeping his attention on the road was harder, now the shops were open. Familiar names above the shops, the clean, brightly-dressed pedestrians in the streets, including old people, and a Mart with no wire or armed guards, all distracted him.
~~
Once he crossed the river and was clear of King’s Lynn, Sylvester’s driving relaxed, but he was still a bundle of nerves. His nephews had been isolated from the worst of the Crash, so how would they take the truth? Would they even believe him? He kept glancing at Neville, worried he’d make a last-moment attempt to escape. Neville looked tense, and was staring through the windscreen, but his hands were nowhere near his seat belt.
Three miles along the Peterborough road, Sylvester turned right, and Neville glanced across, alarmed. “This is where the rest of my friends are waiting.”
The minor road looped out from the main A47 to pass through Tilney High End, a hamlet, and a mystery. This was part of the new plan, so Control hadn’t been asked about the place. The seven of them only had an old road map, and expected it to be like other hamlets, abandoned and possibly razed. Even if the buildings were gone, overgrown hedgerows should provide cover, so there wasn’t a specific rendezvous spot.
The big signs advertising the golf course, and the impeccable housing and gardens, scotched that idea. Corinne’s radio had sent the double-blip for arrival, then three blips to say they were on the way. She had received the signal to say the others were here, but where, exactly?
As he drove through the neat farmland the other side of the hamlet, Sylvester was wondering what transport they’d snagged. Almost at the last moment, he saw the sign, a red BB in a light blue circle. It was meant to be on the side of a vehicle, but a signpost worked just as well.
Almost as well, as Sylvester slowed, wondering if he should turn right and follow the sign. Before he had to decide, Trinity stepped out of the trees to the left, and stuck her thumb out. She’d let her long blonde hair down, and wore jeans and a pink hoodie with a small pink backpack, the perfect picture of a harmless hitchhiker. As Sylvester slowed, she looked at Neville and her smile faltered.
Her eyes moved across and she grinned, and turned back to say something. “Why are you stopping?” Neville looked from Trinity to Sylvester, then back. “She is one of your friends? I thought…”
Sylvester leant across, and kept his voice low as he waved. “You thought they’d be nasty rough murderous types. Well Trinity is, despite appearances, so behave.” Turning back, he spoke normally. “These are the rest of my friends. That is Trinity, and the one just coming out of the trees is Amara.” The next one might be a problem, so Sylvester checked his mirrors.
~~
One car, but when he checked the trees, Rory was keeping out of sight. Amara dragged two packs, and they were still being brought aboard when the car disappeared around the curve ahead. Sylvester checked the road again, and when he looked back at the trees, Rory was coming out. “Who is that!” Sarah was alarmed, which was fair.
Rory himself wasn’t frightening, but as Sylvester expected, he was ready for trouble. He was dragging two big packs, but had a shotgun in the other hand, and his plated vest showed as his hoodie flapped open. “A friend, I promise.” Neither Sarah or Neville was convinced, and both boys looked wary.
Trinity looked back at Rory, and laughed. “He’s a pussy-cat, honest, and handy for carrying heavy stuff.” She turned to Sylvester. “How much do they know?”
“Not a lot.” A glance at the trees, and he’d never get the minibus in there. “We need somewhere private to explain. These are Eric and Peter, my nephews, and the adults are Sarah and Neville, their fosterers. What transport did you find?”
“In a minute.” The two women went back to collect the packs, and Rory handed over the shotgun, then went back for the rest. While the two women and Tony loaded the rucksacks into the minibus, Renee, Corinne, and Sylvester watched the other passengers, who looked increasingly nervous. By the time Rory threw the last rucksack inside, and climbed in, Sylvester and Neville had both had to reassure their family.
Amara promptly sat next to Sarah, and beamed at her. “So you’ve been looking after these two? Sylvester is always worrying about them, so it’s good they’ve had you to watch over them.” She looked around at everyone else. “So where are we all going?”
Trinity was squeezing through, onto the front seat between Neville and Sylvester. She scowled at Neville, then pointed ahead. “Across the overpass, then the first on the left. The alternative transport didn’t work out; we had to dump it when we got close. We hid the bikes, kinda, but daren’t leave our gear.”
Sylvester checked that Rory was aboard, then set off. “Hitchhiking? How many lifts did you turn down?”
“Only one.” She grinned at him. “Rory was watching the road, and I only tried it if the vehicle could hold nine, and he could see more than one person in there. The light on the windscreens was wrong for identification, so we had to slow them down.” Opening her hoody, Trinity showed the pistol on her belt. “I asked them where they were going, then said sorry, no good for me but thanks. That’s what I was going to do when I saw him.” She hooked a thumb at Neville.
~~
By the time she’d done explaining, Sylvester was turning up a single-lane road, or maybe track as it was covered in old leaves and mud. Trinity pointed ahead. “Pull off to the left before you reach the end of the trees. There are some lakes, small ones, and a couple of beat-up caravans, weekend fishermen I reckon. Across the lakes are some houses, and what might be allotments, with greenhouses, sheds, and old cars.”
Turning where she indicated, Sylvester stopped. They could be seen from the track, but Trinity didn’t seem worried. There were four people who were very worried, and Sylvester wanted that sorted out as fast as possible. “Trinity, Amara, watch Neville and Sarah, please. He’ll be trying to explain it all to her.” He remembered one important point. “Mobile phones and the internet work, so take the laptop and phones and turn them off.”
“We know about the phones.” Trinity half-laughed. “Hell of a shock when the driver we kidnapped started playing a tune. That’s why we abandoned the lorry, we figured it might be his boss calling because he was late.” The phones were confiscated, with Neville trying to explain to Sarah.
Sylvester concentrated on Eric and Peter, explaining that after Rutland Water, they’d be coming home with him. They seemed fine with that, but wanted to keep in touch with Sarah. All Sylvester could do was promise to do his best.
As he talked, he stood behind the van door and put on his uniform, then took his rifle, pistol, and bayonet from a pack. Tony put on his uniform while Renee teased him, but he was used to the Bitch Pack, and with children present it was milder than usual. Trinity, Renee, and Corinne were putting their hoodies back on, over plated jackets, when Amara interrupted.
“Hold up, change of plan. Maybe.” Amara turned and bowed, sweeping her arm out. “The floor is yours, Sarah.” She went back to getting dressed.
~~
“Oh, right.” Sarah didn’t look at all keen, then she looked at Eric and Peter and firmed up. “I’ve just been told the original plan, and I don’t think it will work.” A quick flick of the eyes, and the pause, was wondering or possibly hoping that Neville would interrupt. Her eyes fastened on Corinne instead. “You, the four women, are supposed to be friends of Eric and Peter, but you are too old.”
Glances back and forth acknowledged that was true, but the original plan wasn’t to bluff. The rescuers had expected a fight if they were stopped. Sarah took the silence as agreement. “I think Trinity can look young enough to be Eric’s friend, especially if she slumps down to hide her height, and lets her hair cover part of her face. If Renee uses my makeup, and pulls her hair back, a more severe style, she might pass for my friend. No offence meant.”
Renee’s casual wave of the hand dismissed that—she was more interested in where this was going. “Corinne and Amara don’t fit in, too young to be my friends but too old for Eric, or Peter obviously. I thought we could claim they are babysitters, for when Neville and I go out? Well, carers I suppose, since the boys aren’t babies.”
Once again, the pause was met by silence. “Two is unusual, but with Amara being black, I can say that I wanted to expose them to different cultures and races.” She flinched from Amara’s scowl. “Sorry, it’s just that there are very few black students at their school, and they are all older so they aren’t in the same social circle.”
“That’s not why the boys are there.” Neville obviously thought he should defend his wife, or maybe himself. “It’s a private school, chosen for its academic results in the past. I never realised the colour part, or not until now.” He glanced at Amara, but she was still scowling, and so was Renee. She was half-Pakistani, but could pass for tanned in summer. “There are more Asians, so it isn’t a colour ban, I swear. It’s just that outside the cities, most of the population really is white. It’s not racist, I swear.”
A look around and nobody believed him, or not about the school’s policy. “Neville didn’t react when he met me.” Renee gestured to Peter and Eric. “Nobody did, so they haven’t been taught any of that shite. I reckon Neville’s clear.” She turned to Neville. “Though something is wrong if we have to explain people’s skin colour.”
Neville still looked worried, but it had eased. “We need some way of explaining two non-family members if we are stopped. We can say we brought them to watch the boys, then if nobody queries there being two, leave it at that.”
His gesture took in Sylvester and Tony. “Then the two soldiers are to protect my family, one for my wife and one for the boys, and, er, Rory is my personal bodyguard? Maybe in other clothes, because that uniform won’t pass, not close up.” Another look around, and he started to sound a little desperate. “It might not happen, but if we get a nosy policeman, he’ll get a good look at us all, and it’s best if we’re prepared.”
~~
“He’s right.” Sylvester turned to Amara and Corinne. “Forget the babysitter thing, but figure out something and let us know, yeah?”
“Soldier slu..., groupies?” Corinne took his hand and gazed into Sylvester’s eyes. “Both overcome by the sheer magnificence of a man in uniform?” She held the gaze for a few moments longer, then laughed. “It might work, but not on an outing with Peter and Eric. Amara and Renee will figure something out while we’re travelling.”
“Nah, let it ride. I can live with it for one trip.” The glare at Neville meant she wasn’t happy, but then Amara’s face split into a smile, and she pointed at Eric. “At least I don’t look old enough to be his mother.”
“Mother’s friend, not mother!” Despite the words, Renee was smiling.
Sylvester dived before manners and language deteriorated. “Hold up. First, we have to tell Eric and Peter why they have to move right now, and why we have to hide who we are. Neville, I waited for you so you can confirm it all.”
As the older man joined him, Sylvester beckoned to his nephews. “We haven’t been telling you the truth about why you are living with Neville. It was to make sure I did as I was told, but now that’s broken down. That means some very unpleasant people want to kill you. The police won’t help, in fact they will hand you over.”
The next few minutes left the two children white and shaken, and with a better idea of what Sylvester actually did, and why. Even so, they’d come to Sylvester for comfort, or protection. Peter looked over at Sarah, and she came to hug him as well. The rest of the group all understood fully now, since Neville didn’t pull any punches.
He assured them he cared enough about the boys to let them go rather than have them hurt, which was aimed mostly at his wife. Sarah cried about them leaving, but firmed up once she knew they really were in danger. She was offered the option of coming with them, but she’d heard about the conditions in the cities.
The disclosure sharpened everyone up, but there was still one problem, Rory. The bodyguards for Neville’s superiors dressed formally, suits or casual jackets, and none of the clothing they’d brought was suitable. Neville’s suitcase was opened, and pillaged to provide something near enough.
If it hadn’t been so serious, or urgent, Sylvester was sure Neville would have been teased about what he thought were holiday clothes. Dressed in dark grey slacks, a white buttoned shirt, and a light grey casual jacket, Rory apparently looked the part. The clothes would have been too tight, but the shirt was slit up the back, the waistband of the trousers was cut at the back, and the jacket left unbuttoned.
Rory was still packing his old clothes away when Sylvester set off. They had to get to Rutland Water before the search started, and the clock was ticking.
~~
An hour later, the fugitives found out that it was ticking faster than expected. A policeman flagged them down in the outskirts of Peterborough. Neville offered his identification, and the suspicious look was replaced by a cautious smile. “Sorry sir, but we have intruders, possibly terrorists, and your party is unusual.”
There was a question in there, which Neville answered. Instead of introducing everyone, he picked up on the intruder part. “My bodyguards are because of the possible intruders. I may be a target, so the soldiers are guards for my wife and the boys. We are heading away from our usual haunts for a few days, until the situation is normalised.”
The policeman nodded, but he was still eyeing Rory. Rory smiled at him, and opened his jacket to show a shoulder harness. “Please don’t react.” He drew the pistol, holding it so the barrel didn’t point towards anyone.
The policeman’s eyes opened wide, and he hesitated, but Rory held it up with his finger obviously well clear of the trigger. “Desert Eagle XIX, forty-four magnum, just in case they are in a vehicle or wear body armour.” He carefully replaced it in the shoulder holster.
Neville used the pause to get back on track. “Those two women are to help the soldiers watch over Eric and Peter, so that my wife and I can relax. Since we have to break our usual habits, and avoid anywhere we would normally be seen, we are making it a family holiday. Where were these strangers spotted?”
Tearing his eyes away from the pistol, the policeman remembered who he was talking to and straightened. “Sorry, sir. Someone dressed as a soldier flagged down a lorry last night, this side of Leicester. Close up the uniform was stained and damaged, but he had a gun. The driver was gagged, blindfolded, and bound, and placed in the back of his lorry, then it drove off. A cyclist found him less than an hour ago. He’d passed the vehicle on his way to town, parked in a layby four miles from King’s Lynn. It was still there when the cyclist returned, so he investigated, and used the phone left on the seat. The lorry was overdue, so officers searched it, and found the driver.”
Neville nodded, and obviously thought for a while, then nodded again. “That verifies the information we received. My family were to be kidnapped, along with others. In light of what you say, I will be changing my plans. Report to your superior of course, but I would appreciate your unit keeping this out of the official records just for today. The rebels have agents, and I don’t want one of them tracing my movements. In fact, once we are through Peterborough, we may turn off the main roads.”
“Of course, sir.” The officer saluted. “I will pass on your request.”
After very obviously inspecting the policeman’s name, Neville raised a hand in farewell. “I will make sure the right people hear about your help. Thank you.” Sylvester set off nice and steady, and everyone relaxed a little. Neville looked back, and his smile died. The four women were all putting away pistols or knives.
They’d been held out of sight, behind the seats, and Amara’s was to make sure Sarah didn’t do something foolish. The Desert Eagle was a loan from Atlas, and had done its job, diverted attention from the people. It would also do what Rory told the copper, stop a vehicle if necessary. Though if he had to fire it, Rory reckoned he’d be out of action until his wrists were splinted.
When Neville faced the front again, Sylvester had one important question. “Do you think that will work?”
“Maybe.” Neville half-glanced back. “He will ask his superiors, but someone might check with my office, possibly just to find out how serious the threat is. If they ask too many questions, taking all these people doesn’t match my story, that we’re isolating. I didn’t give a destination, and haven’t booked a place to stay, and they won’t launch an air search immediately.”
He looked back over his shoulder, smiling encouragingly at Sarah. “If the spy community contact my workplace, then there will be a full-scale search. Either way, we should get to Rutland Water as fast as possible.” He turned back to face Sylvester, and the smile faded. “There are a lot of side roads from there, and you will be across the AI, so I’m sure you will find your way home one way or another.”
Silence fell as Sylvester drove through Peterborough and headed west. There was some attempt to talk about the view, or the water sports complex, but now nobody could relax. Even if they reached their first objective, it was still another fifty miles to Birmingham and the Barbarians.






Chapter 9

21st
1 p.m.: SAS and Manic Women:
In Birmingham, Harold was skiving, and also working—and enjoying every moment. It was deliberate déjà vu, doing something that brought back happy memories, and had nothing to do with defences, weapons, negotiators, or spies. He popped the pod and an amused voice interrupted him. “Hey, the idea is to collect the peas, not eat them.”
He turned to see Julie, Gnome is where the heart is, waving a pea pod—unopened. The smile spoiled her stern tone and brandished fist, and Harold chuckled. “Fair wages. I remember the first time we did this, grew peas. I reckon at least half of them never made it into the stew.”
“When we started teasing Emmy about her rolling acres?” Julie looked around at the wide expanse of cleared ground, covered in squares of various crops, and flowers. “If we’d only realised she didn’t know it was teasing, she thought it was a challenge.” She looked him up and down. “Anyway, why are you picking peas? I thought you’d got loads of grim soldier stuff to do.”
Harold’s smile faltered. “I have, but I saw people picking peas, and, well, it suddenly seemed to be more important. Now you’ve reminded me, I suppose I’ll have to turn my radio back on.”
Looking past him, Julie waved to someone. “Too late, they’ve found you. I’m going to be really busy working, so there’s no embarrassing witness when Patty grabs you by the ears and drags you away.”
Though when he turned around, Harold didn’t think he was in too much trouble. Patty had her eyes fixed firmly on the peas that he still hadn’t managed to eat. “Ooh, fresh peas, gimme.”
He pulled his hand back. “No chance, I earned these.”
Someone behind him laughed, while Patty switched to his basket. “No problem, my boss will never notice if I nick some from his… Is this all you’ve managed to pick?”
Julie couldn’t resist the chance. “No, but he ate the rest.”
“Did not. I already handed in a full basket.” Which he had, though it wasn’t a big basket. They were all grinning now.
Julie wasn’t conceding. “I never saw it. Every time I look, he’s popping pods and chewing.”
Patty pulled a handful of pods, and threw most of them into the basket. “Heh, this is like the first time Emmy went full Gnome, everyone eating while we picked. It was the first really fresh veg I’d seen since the riots.”
“Picking?” I seem to remember you just eating, to keep you going until you found another deer.” Sorcha held up her basket, heaped with pods. “Good job some of us are conscientious.”
Julie’s laugh wasn’t convinced. “Conscientious? More like skiving in the fields instead of engraving all those vicious weapons. Though it seems to be catching, Gemma has lost her armour and helmet. At least she’s brought Mathias. He wasn’t corrupted back at the start, so we might actually get a full basket.”
“No chance here.” Patty took Harold’s basket and tipped it into Julie’s, while Harold quickly ate his peas. “His lordship is in demand. We all thought he was with someone else, but then when a message came for him, he’d done a Cinderella.” She saw Julie’s grin, and got in first. “Run off, not lost his boots and frock.”
Patty saw Harold’s face drop, and shook her head. “Not negotiating, Harold, or an emergency. I don’t know what it is. There’s a message from the Hot Rods’ Mansion. Someone appeared just outside the wire, snuck up on their guards. He said he had a message for Harry, Soldier Boy, from Ferdy. That’s the, er, person we saw in London, isn’t it?”
Which was still a secret, though Patty had stopped in time. The last time Harold saw Ferdy, he was in an SAS team. They’d been sent to arrest or kidnap him, depending on perspective. “Who is it?”
Patty was already heading for the road, and a hybrid SUV. “No idea, but they’re bringing him here. Not all the way, because he doesn’t want a public meeting. Since we’d still be looking if June hadn’t seen you heading this way, without your Soldier Boy gear, he could already be waiting.”
~~
Despite both of them being curious, neither knew any more, so Harold concentrated on getting his Soldier Boy kit on. It didn’t take long to get to the meeting. The place was semi-familiar, though the burned-out shop and Porsche had been cleared away. The car park now had trenches across the tarmac, with rows of potato plants.
There was also a group of five people, with bicycles. Four had plated vests and carried weapons, while the fifth was unarmed, and dressed in ragged battledress. “Four guards? Is he another of your SAS buddies?” Patty laughed as she pulled up. “He’s got those idiots frightened, or they’d have made him take off the scarf.”
Harold smiled as well, because the man had his khaki scarf pulled up to his eyes, and wore a baseball hat that was a lot newer than his other clothes. “Maybe he’s another rogue SAS sniper.”
Patty sniggered as she got out—the joking about peas had left them both in a good mood. “Soldier Boy mark two?” Despite the humour, she had a hand on a pistol.
One of the Hot Rods raised a hand in greeting. “He won’t say who he is, and wants to talk private, somewhere we won’t hear.” He sounded indignant, but Harold would bet every word the guards heard would be passed around the local gangs.
He beckoned, and walked off along the gap between rows of potatoes. “Come on then.” Twenty steps in he turned, and smiled. The soldier had followed, so he couldn’t see that Patty was five or six steps behind, but two lanes across—to get an angle for her pistol so a through shot missed Harold.
Though from the way he half-glanced back, the soldier might know she was there. “No names.”
~~
Harold knew that voice, but his mind was still making the connection when the scarf came down. For a moment he almost blurted out the name. “I thought you were dead!”
A tired smile lit up the soldier’s face. “Close, too close, too many times.” From the way he stood, Stones was tired, bone tired, mentally and physically. He lowered his voice. “I wanted some answers before anyone else saw me.”
“Answers?” Harold tried to make sense of it, then realised. “Tessa and Eddie are less than a mile up the road, both well.” He saw the alarm in Stones’ eyes. “Patty will keep a secret. She’s already keeping some, like when I last saw Ferdy. She was there.”
The crooked smile was more like the old Stones. “He mentioned you’d got a fan club of dangerous women.” The smile faded. “Er, about Tessa. Is she, well, has she...?”
Patty was closer now that Harold obviously knew the stranger, a friend from his voice and the smile. Remembering the Hot Rods, she also kept her voice down. “She nearly had an er, once, and pretended to be Harold’s wench while the real one was incognito. Otherwise, she’s stayed clear of blokes. You’ve got to be Stones, yeah?”
Stones half-turned, barely glancing at the gun. “Don’t...” He realised she’d kept her voice low enough, and turned back to Harold. Even so, he was still talking to Patty. “What makes you think that?”
There was a trace of a laugh in Patty’s voice, and, although Stones couldn’t see, she was holstering her pistol. “Cautious about asking if Tessa’s had any ers, Tessa wittering on about Eddie’s dad… and because I’ve seen your photo? So have half the Girl Club, the old one.”
“Ah.” This was a strange Stones, cautious and embarrassed, but now Harold knew why.
Or at least one reason, and he settled that. “Little Ed knows who daddy is, and not in a bad way. I’ve no idea how Tessa will react, because we all thought you were dead. She might have been pissed off about not hearing from you, but from the look of you, you’ve got an excuse.”
The sigh, and relaxation, told Harold he’d got it right. This smile had more of the old Stones, though it was still tired. “Normal services have been absent, and so were me and a few mates. We’ve just been told this shambles is called the Crash, and then someone said you might find me a bed. I’ve brought some old friends, including Ferdy, but they’re worried about being shot on sight.”
~~
“Sorted.” Patty turned around and raised her voice. “It’s okay, you can go now. Harold will let ET know what it’s all about.” She watched the Hot Rods until they were pedalling back towards the Mansion. “Come on, we’ll go and get them. How many cars do we need? Minibus? Coach? Tell me when I get near.”
Stones looked from Patty to Harold. “Bloody hell, she’s got you organised. Do I get an introduction, and where the hell did she find a Winchester underlever? Hey, that’s the sword in the…” He gestured to Harold’s sword, then his stick.
“No, it’s a copy, and Patty knows. A lot of people do.”
A snigger from Patty interrupted. “But he killed most of them. He used to use the stick to beat scroats to death, but they’ve got better manners now. I’m Patty or Demon, depending on who you ask, but you can’t meet my Winchester until I know you better.” She headed back to the car, shaking her head. “Typical soldiers, they’d rather stand in a potato field and gossip than sit in a comfortable car.”
The two men followed, with Stones getting a quiet update on Patty, and why she carried all those weapons. By the time they were leaving the old enclosure, heading for the new boundary, they had company. The Humvee arrived with Umeko and Nikki, followed by a minibus full of women and a pickup. Harold, Patty, and Stones switched cars, and Harold found out that while he explained her to Stones, Patty had been busy on the radio.
She was in a fantastic mood, pointing out that only an idiot went out past the boundary without his armoured transport and bodyguard. Nikki confirmed that Patty only mentioned Ferdy’s name, and asked for people who could guard Harold and keep their big gobs shut. “I’m here to meet Ferdy properly, to get the real story about how he met Harold. Harold’s version was a bit light on details?” Stones ignored the inquisitive look.
~~
As the two vehicles drove past a rapidly raised pole barrier, and three guards, Stones had to ask. “Aren’t they supposed to keep you inside?”
Nikki answered from the front passenger seat, where she was applying her stripes. “We killed the last lot that tried, about six hundred of them, so these are being polite.” A similar savage smile showed briefly on all three female faces, followed by laughter, possibly at Stones’ face.
Stones looked at Harold. “True story. Later.”
“Okay.” Looking back towards the escort vehicles, Stones remembered what Ferdy said. “Have you really got an army of manic women?”
Harold didn’t get a chance—Patty cut him off. “Only manic when necessary. They’ll all die before they let anyone kill Harold, and will keep quiet about who we pick up. Until we tell them it’s okay, then they’ll brag about it.”
“We had to beat off the volunteers when the Girl Club heard.” Umeko wanted her say. “Just remember that they aren’t being rude if they ignore you. Most of them aren’t keen on men, but Harold and a few others get a pass.”
Harold answered the question on Stones’ face. “Also true. Later.”
~~
Stones saw the guarding Harold part when the three vehicles drew up. The minibus at the back emptied, and sixteen women spread out. He noticed their clothing was all covered in metal plates like Harry’s and Patty’s, and they handled their rifles and crossbows in a way that suggested a lot of practice. They all found cover, watching every approach but one, straight ahead, while the two in the pickup truck had their doors open, and weapons pointed outwards.
Umeko lifted a big rifle that had been laid between her seat and the driver’s door. “Nikki, tell them to come out nice and slow. I’ll cover you.” She rested the barrel in the vee where the open door met the bodywork. “Try not to start trouble, these are Harold’s friends.”
“Hold on.” Three pairs of eyes looked at Harold. “Friends who don’t know you, and are probably aiming at us, wondering if this is a hit squad. Let me and Stones talk to them.”
The three women exchanged glances. “Good point.” Umeko tapped her earpiece. “Tell the guy with the rifle to stop crawling across the back garden. We put a drone up and I’ve got the operator on this.”
Patty got out, followed by Harold, while Stones got out the other side. They both waved both hands, then stepped back behind the open doors when Patty and Nikki shouted at them. A voice called from the house, Stones answered, and Nikki walked forward so Ferdy could see her. She passed on the message about the drone, and explained the fighters were to stop any Army or Specials interfering.
Ferdy came out first, followed by six ragged figures, two of them female. Harold only recognised Fakit and Dobbin, and Ferdy of course, but the mutual recognition banished any suspicion. There were some jokes when all the packs came out, and then most of Harold’s bodyguard set into some serious scavenging. More jokes greeted the odd selection of rifles, pointing out they’d fit right in with what they had at home.
~~
The scavenging slowed everyone up, and allowed Harold to call home to arrange a reception. Half an hour later, four vehicles were heading back, with the new minibus thoroughly splashed in mud, especially the number plate. The guards raised the pole, and tried to identify the extra vehicle. No chance, the box from on top was now in the back of the pickup, covered in bags and boxes full of salvage.
Rather than keep going to the Farm, the convoy pulled into the original Orchard Close. Curious eyes followed them, as small groups had started on tidying up. The idea was to repair everything they could, then two or three hundred of the new arrivals could move in. Harold pulled up outside his old house, still with a ragged Union Flag on a pole fastened to the chimney stack.
Harold opened the gate and gestured up the path to the front door. “This was my old house. It’s been dusted, and the electricity and water have been checked and turned back on. There are three bedrooms upstairs, two doubles with en-suite, a bathroom, and a study downstairs that I used as a bedroom. Food, beds, and bedding are on the way, with clean clothes. Relax, wash up, eat, sleep if you want. Use channel seven on this radio, but remember everyone can hear you.”
He passed his radio to Stones. “There are guards, so you really can relax. Once someone is ready to talk, we’ll get caught up and figure out where you’ll fit in. I’ve got a meeting this afternoon, but you’ve met Patty, Umeko, and Nikki. They’ll bring my sister, Sharyn, and a couple of others who will explain how we work.”
Stones waited until the last one was going through the door. “Shite, Harry, I thought that picture was a windup, the one with all the fighters. Then they’ve all got two names, like call-signs. Does Tessa dress up as well, and have another name?”
Harold wanted to laugh about the dress up part, or insist that Stones should ask Tessa, but couldn’t do that to him. “If there’s a hint of trouble, hundreds of men and women dress like that. When that picture was taken, most of our men had been killed or wounded. That’s why the Orchard Close fighters were mostly women, and still are.”
Harold took a breath, because that was the easy bit. “Tessa earned her armour, and her name and rifle. When we left, Apprentice was shooter seven, the seventh best with a hunting rifle. Everyone has practiced since, and there are a lot more rifles and shooters, so the rankings will have changed. Emmy and Patty are one-mile shooters, so is Umeko now, I think, and a few others would give Tez a hell of a shock. Patty has an Accuracy International with proper Lapua Magnum rounds, and there are another two. Asif is an ex-Gurkha sniper.”
For a moment Stones stared in shock, then he shook his head. “Bloody hell. I was worried about Tessa not really being the survivor type, but I got that wrong. I hope she’s not as manic as that lot.”
Harold knew the answer, but as usual it hit him hard, and it took a moment to answer. “We’re all survivors of some sort, Stones, or dead. Tessa was never where those women have been, so no, she isn’t as manic, but she isn’t the old Tessa. The old one is still in there, and reappears sometimes, but we all wonder what we’ll be like if it ever ends. Now get yourself sorted out and sleep, for as long as it takes.”
Stones almost told him about Tez, but that needed time, and beer. “Yeah, okay, bugger off and do the big boss stuff. Just remember, some of us knew you when you didn’t shave.” They both smiled, and parted.
Harold had barely sat down in the Humvee when Nikki started. “Cripes, Harold, the Barbies will be over here mob-handed. Real SAS? They’ll want to spar, probably with knives, and show off their tattoos, and wrestle.”
Umeko laughed, and accelerated. “Or both, undressed unarmed combat, once they’re sure the SAS part is real. Somebody fooled them, once.” She stopped laughing and thought. “Tell me which ones are taken, married or whatever, and I’ll let the Barbies know. So what are those big rifles?”
“I’ve no idea.” Harold tuned out the teasing about a deadly SAS sniper-deserter not knowing, and tried to get his brain focussed on the meeting this evening. There were people from a dozen enclaves with specific requests, either about what the Marts would stock, or they needed a specialist.
Harold wouldn’t actually sort it out, but the right people would be there, and knew the schedule for the likes of plumbers. His job was to meet them, so they knew they were being taken seriously, and explain things like the radar. Harold knew he was going to hate every minute, he always did.
~~~
21st 2 p.m.: Rough Justice:
Sylvester didn’t exactly hate the decision he had made, but it wasn’t his preferred outcome. He was looking down on Neville and Sarah, both firmly tied to bedheads in a bedroom, in the middle of the rear of the property. One arm was fastened across the front of their chests, with a big bottle of water firmly taped into their hand. Peter had worried about them not having enough water if they were here overnight.
The double glazing, thick curtains, and a rear garden should muffle any shouting, but they’d be found long before the couple were in any danger. Neville had paid for the holiday home with his card, for one night. Either a cleaner would come in tomorrow and find them, or the authorities would be looking for him, and trace his card. They might already be on the way, but Sylvester wasn’t too worried.
Even if the couple were freed in the next few hours, he was almost sure they would either claim ignorance, or send the search in the wrong direction. He wasn’t totally sure about Neville, but the guy cared for Sarah, and she was adamant they wouldn’t do anything to harm Eric and Peter. Even so, if it hadn’t been for the boys’ probable reaction, Sylvester would have played safe and shot the pair of them.
Peter in particular was worried about something happening to Sarah. It wasn’t a big surprise, as she’d been looking after him for four and a half years—since he was nine. Peter had been worried about losing touch, but Neville had a surprising solution. When three of the team and Neville did some grocery shopping, using Neville’s card, they bought postage stamps, a writing pad, biros, and envelopes.
Neville swore that if Sylvester could get someone to post the letter, or give it to a military base or barracks, it would reach him. He also agreed to try to get a message back, but admitted that might not be possible. In return, Sylvester promised that if Sarah turned up on the perimeter, on the section guarded by the Barbarians, his name would make sure she wasn’t harmed.
Corinne’s voice jerked Sylvester out of his thoughts on working phones, postmen, credit cards—and letting Neville live. “Are you coming, or do you want to stay overnight, sleep in one of these lovely bouncy beds? I’d be tempted, but I don’t fancy the early morning wake-up.” What she really meant was that they should get moving, now, and she was right.
When Sylvester headed for the door, Neville’s voice stopped him. “Thank you. I was sure you were going to shoot us.”
Sylvester glanced back over his shoulder. “Thank Peter, and your wife. If it was just you, you’d be dead.” He kept going, locking the front door on the way out. The rest were already aboard, but they’d left the driving for him. Tony, as the other soldier, could have driven, but he’d been too young to learn before the Crash. He wasn’t sure he’d remember to obey traffic signs, or even stay on the left.
Corinne, sat in the front, held up a flask. “Coffee, in case you feel tired.” The big smile was because the grocery shopping had been heavy on things like coffee. They’d also stripped the holiday let of food, and even cleaning materials and bedding. None of them expected to pass an inspection—the uniforms were to get them near enough to shoot their way clear.
The next stage was a carefully calculated risk. The minibus was legitimate, and there’d been no checkpoints on the way to King’s Lynn, so they took the A road south. Once they reached the route from Birmingham, the one they’d used on the bikes, Sylvester would retrace their outward journey. The diversion was worth the extra mileage, as they knew it wouldn’t be blocked.
At the time, Sylvester had wanted to go faster, but the rest had insisted on clearing any blockage enough for a car. The others had a valid point—they might be in a car, and in a hurry, when they came back. It had been frustrating for Sylvester, but now he was pleased the others had ignored his objections. He concentrated on driving, and worrying about how Eric and Peter would react to conditions back home.
They’d have some warning, as he could hear them talking to the others in the back. So far, the rest of the party had been treating them gently, even moderating their usual language, but that wouldn’t last. Sylvester shut out what was being said, and wondering where they were going to live, and concentrated on the road.
~~
An hour later, the minibus passed underneath the M1—after checking there was no traffic. Renee and Amara ran down the embankment and climbed in. “Head for the trees. There’s a convoy coming from the south, but it’ll be a couple of minutes.” Renee slid the door closed and Sylvester accelerated. There was a clump of trees half a mile away, so he had plenty of time.
As he pulled off the tarmac, under a tree, Rory looked up. “We should cut off some branches and tie them on top.”
Several of the rest laughed at him, and Trinity mimed a slap at the back of his head. “Camouflage? I reckon a moving bush would look more suspicious than a minibus.”
“No, idiot.” Rory ducked as she threatened him again. “Charcoal. We could strap three or four young trees on top.”
The laughter stopped, and seven people looked thoughtful. “Charcoal?” Eric looked baffled. “Why would you need all that charcoal?”
“Pencils?” Peter sounded cautious, then looked relieved when Trinity laughed, then cautious again as she hugged him.
“Oh, the innocence.” She winked at Sylvester. “Can I take him home, please?”
“No, but you can explain about the charcoal.” Sylvester saw the objection coming, and cut it off. “I’d do it, but I’ll be driving again in a couple of minutes, and I reckon the first answer won’t be enough. Unless someone else wants to take over driving the bush?”
“You could teach me?” When he frowned at her, Corinne grinned. “You’re supposed to say yes please, but not with all these passengers.” That led to some remarkably restrained teasing, which Sylvester cut short by starting the engine. Behind him, he heard Eric ask about charcoal, and several voices answering.
~~
“I wonder what will be the weirdest thing?” When Sylvester glanced, Corinne had a hint of a smile but seemed serious. “For those two. Hardly any trees, because they’re all charcoal? All the wrecked cars? Weeds all over the ruined buildings? I never thought about it, how different it is, not until I saw where they live.”
He’d already been thinking, but about less obvious things. “Mobile phones? Neville checked the route on the internet, and you saw Sarah look up the holiday amenities. It’s not the old one, just some local version, but maybe the boys play games with friends online?”
“Forget the internet, I’ll settle for all that coffee!” The hint of a smile became a big grin, then faltered. Corinne leant forward to look upwards, then turned to look at the rest of the passengers. “While you’re explaining, keep an eye out for aircraft, or choppers. We haven’t seen many the last few days, so if there is one, it might be looking for us.”
When she turned back, Sylvester was looking up and around. “I’m hoping Sarah can keep Neville’s big mouth shut.”
Corinne’s scowl wasn’t a surprise, but the lowered voice was. “I wanted to shoot him, but I like Sarah. Maybe not like, but I can sympathise.” When Sylvester glanced, she shrugged. “Just some comments, and reading between the lines. I reckon marrying Neville was a good way to survive just after the Crash. She’s late twenties, maybe early thirties, and he’s got to be in his fifties.”
The sigh was unexpected. “It’s a different version of deciding to be some asshole’s personal sex toy, not good but better than being common property. Much better in her case because she wants kids, and there’s a better than even chance they’d live to be adults.”
“He can’t have any. Infertile.”
“Ah, that explains something.” Corinne was amused again. “She reckons that she would have been okay with adopting those two lads, but they always reckoned they’d be going to live with their uncle. Since Neville suggested adopting them, she’s hoping she can persuade him to adopt someone younger once the dust settles.”
“Ah.” He didn’t know what to say, because Sylvester had sometimes wondered if Peter in particular would think of Sarah as his mother.
He was becoming used to the humour, especially when he was the target. “Ooh, Uncle Sylvester’s chest grew at least two sizes just then. Fair warning, I’m not the motherly type, so don’t try to fix me up.” The two of them talked about motherly types, and two orphans, but quietly.
~~
Corinne had a solution for the culture shock of living among the Barbarians, and it might provide a certain amount of mothering. Catherine’s sisters lived in an enclosure where the guards had a very light touch, since she’d threaten to geld anyone who upset the youngest, Samantha. Stephanie helped run the civvy side of the enclave, but Samantha had been badly traumatised, and wouldn’t leave big sister’s house without an escort.
The discussion, all discussions, stopped twenty miles later. Instead of going right around the perimeter to the Barbarians, Sylvester wanted to be inside Birmingham as fast as possible. Trinity and Amara went forward on foot to check for perimeter guards, but the Specials weren’t guarding minor roads. Either there weren’t enough guards, or they were worried about an ambush.
Tony and Sylvester switched back to plated jackets, and the rest uncovered theirs, then Sylvester drove very slowly across the mile-wide gap to the old boundary. The guards recognised the Barbarian markings on the jackets, and asked if they’d been scavenging, so Trinity gave them a jar of coffee. Driving across the area now allied to Sutton Park, the other passengers were soon explaining the overgrown housing to Eric and Peter.
The park in the middle, with trees and a herd of deer, didn’t match what they’d been told, and explaining the differences kept the boys occupied. The Hard School guards on the wire at the other side made the minibus wait, but only because a Mart convoy was passing along the M6. The Specials didn’t patrol any more.
One of the big radios must have been in touch with the Barbarians, as Catherine had sent a welcoming committee, or escort. Most of the Hard School were friendly, and one was downright chatty, asking who everyone was and where they’d been. When the welcoming party beckoned, he switched to asking who Atlas was—even across the width of the motorway he was distinctive.
There was no delay the other side. The Trailer Park Mafia stayed well away, maybe because of all the weaponry. Maybe it was just that they were worried about annoying Barbarians. The whole gang were terrified that Bitch might raid again, or wake up one morning and decide to come over the border and wipe them out.
~~
By the time he pulled up outside Catherine’s house, Sylvester was a bag of nerves. He’d detoured to avoid the square, in case there was someone being punished, but he’d no idea how she’d be dressed. None of the Bitch Pack had come to meet them, and despite Trinity, Corinne, Amara, and Renee being members, they were still dressed conservatively.
The guards outside the house would be a shock for the boys, all wearing breechclouts over their jeans, plated jackets, reinforced boots, and feathers in a hat or headband. About a third of the Bitches followed Vixen’s lead, with brief or tight tops and shorter skirts or shorts, a challenge the men had learned not to accept.
Most of the male bodyguards, usually referred to as the Studs, had fringes on their clothes and wore wide-brimmed hats, a hint of western. When they came in view, the women all wore tees under opened jackets, with only one in shorts, and one wearing a longish leather mini.
When the guards smiled and called out greetings, Sylvester realised someone had radioed ahead—he wasn’t really firing on all cylinders. Eric and Peter looked worried, but their new friends stuck reassuringly close. Ariel opened the door and beckoned. “Come in, we’re all waiting.” She took a long look at Corinne, holding Sylvester’s hand, but said nothing.
The guards looked as well, and some smirked, but none of them said anything. Sylvester’s nerves calmed down a little—Catherine must have told them to behave civilised. He suddenly realised there was a simpler answer—he might be the only one who wasn’t in on the joke.
~~
Ten minutes later, a bemused Sylvester was parking the minibus, and following Ariel into the derelict house that was Control’s prison. Catherine had been fully dressed, and her bodyguards had eased off on the usual weaponry and attitude. They’d talked about the trip, briefly, and then where the boys should live.
Catherine liked the idea of Peter and Eric living near her sisters, especially Samantha. They were too young and innocent to be a threat, so they might help her self-confidence. Just having something new to talk about, with someone from outside Birmingham, might be enough to pull her out of her mental hole.
Sylvester just hoped Catherine wouldn’t be too disappointed if it didn’t work—he couldn’t say much with Eric and Peter present. Now Ariel insisted he came to see something before he left. At least Eric and Peter were staying in the minibus, with Corinne and Trinity. They were coming to help the boys settle in, though Trinity had to come back later to help out with something.
~~
Ariel opened the cellar door and went in, but Sylvester stopped in the doorway. Control was still naked, nailed, and bound to the chair, and was soaking wet. A quick inspection revealed more bruising, random burns, two missing finger ends, no finger or toe-nails, and one set of toes were charred.
Ariel strolled over and kicked his leg, and he jerked awake, eyes wide in fear. “Look who’s back. What a pity, no bonfire.”
Control didn’t look relieved. “I told you everything.” He tried to look to the sides, as if he thought there was someone behind him.
She laughed and bent to check under the chair, then stood up again. “No shit, literally.” Ariel turned to Sylvester. “We saved the serious stuff for if you didn’t come back, but we didn’t need it. A bit of rough handling, and he gave us the codes and real names for the other spies. Another singe and a nudge and he spilled everything he knew, including a lot of stuff we didn’t need, so he’s not much use now.”
She turned back to Control, presumably to watch his face as she continued. “We haven’t smashed any bones yet, shit like that, ’cos it’s a bitch to stop them infecting. Now it doesn’t matter. Do you want to watch him die?”
He’d no idea what that would be like, but Sylvester didn’t want to know, or see it. Vixen had once told him she was going to make Control pay for keeping Conan in charge; make him suffer for as long as possible. “No thanks. I’d like to take Eric and Peter to their new home, get them settled in.”
“Stay there a week, have a holiday.” Ariel kicked Control’s leg, but not too hard. “It should be all over by then.” She glanced back and jerked her head. “Go on, bugger off.”
As he left, Sylvester met Catherine, Vixen, and Sandra. All three nodded as he passed, but it was casual—their minds were on something else. As he went outside and climbed into the minibus, several women passed Sylvester and went into the derelict house. He started the engine and drove away.
~~
Behind him, Control looked wary as the three women came in. Two of them took the cover off an object they’d brought in earlier, while he was unconscious. It was a misshapen chair, with the toilet seat too high off the ground and tilted forward. Control was trying to work out why the arms were higher and longer, out of proportion, while the front legs stuck out from the seat and were splayed.
Catherine leant down and picked up a prybar. “That’s the penance chair.” Without another word, she jammed the bar under his foot. The washer stopped the nail going through the flesh, but the pressure was agonising as she levered it up, pulling the nail out of the floorboard. She passed the tool to Vixen, who freed the burned foot.
Ariel lit a small gas blowlamp. “Can’t have you bleeding out.” She applied it to the hole in his foot until the heat stopped the bleeding, then Sandra cauterised the other one. They did the same to his hands.
A bucket of water brought Control around. “I don’t know anything else; I swear I don’t.”
He realised he was in the penance chair, half-sat, half-stood, with his legs stretched out along the front legs, and his feet re-nailed to the floor. The long arms on the penance chair were so his arms could be straightened, and his hands re-nailed. The padding was gone from behind his head, and the upright back meant he could see the room properly again.
“We know, so we’ve only got one more use for you.” Two bands fastened his head in place.
“That’s better, now he can see their faces.” Catherine raised her voice. “You can come in now.”
Control tried to turn, to see, as several women formed a queue to his left. Meanwhile Catherine bent, and from the smell, poured disinfectant. She stood up, and showed him something he’d hoped to never see again.
“No! I told you everything! You promised!”
Ariel and Vixen began trimming the legs they’d cut off his old chair, while Catherine waved the roughly shaped length of wood. “I said that chair would work for either this or the bonfire, but I only promised we wouldn’t burn your balls off. I’ve greased this, just until you lose your cherry, so you don’t bleed too much.”
One finger tapped the pointed end of the wood. “This isn’t for me. This is payment for my little sister, still flinching at shadows and waking up screaming. Just a quickie, once, because there are a LOT of other women who deserve some satisfaction.”
He really didn’t want to know, but then Control had to ask. “How many?”
The number of people laughing behind him, where he couldn’t see them, meant it was too many. “Depends on how tough you are.” Bitch, definitely all Bitch right now, held up the length of wood and began to walk forward. “You know that Conan used to beat and rape women until they broke. If there was anything left, any sanity, he’d train them like dogs, but others were gone, their minds broken. He was the worse, but others copied him, and it’s your fault. Sylvester kept asking you to send a sniper, but you refused.”
Catherine tapped the wood on Control’s nose. “We’re going to do the same to you, unrelenting abuse until you break. They’re allowed one strike, non-lethal but they can cut, which will be cauterised, or break a bone, or nail a limb, or maybe crush a finger, whatever they like. Then they can rape you, or hurt you again, a bit of uncertainty for you.”
She punched him hard, breaking his nose, then waited for Control to recover from the initial shock. “Once you’re totally broken, so far gone that you can’t understand what’s happening, we’ll stick you on the cross for target practice. You’ll still scream enough to keep the blokes amused for a while.”
As she spoke, Catherine disappeared around behind him, but kept talking. “The rest of the Barbarians are warming up with that sniper, so they won’t hear you. They’re all crap with the new rifles, so they’re starting close, shooting at his fingers and toes. There are thick steel plates protecting the rest, but if they hit the target, they line up for another go, a bit further away. We’ll keep moving the plates as the targets are shot away, work up his arms and legs. The winner gets a lovely new sniper rifle.”
Her tone changed. “In a minute you’re going to wish you were that sniper.” He felt something touch him, and then Control started screaming and begging, but the women laughed at him. It didn’t take long for him to find out he’d been wrong—it was a lot worse than burning balls.






Chapter 10

21st 3 p.m.: Bournemouth: A Better Offer:
Ragnorak, Blood, Pak, Banger, and Fergus were sat at one side of a long dining table, opposite two lieutenants, a Special and a paratrooper. The man between them, a civilian, looked nervous, probably due to the way the paratrooper kept looking at the Special—and putting a hand on his empty pistol holster. The clunky radio, sat in the middle of the table, was connected to a nameless someone in the government.
At the moment the Special looked alarmed, the para was angry, the civvy looked nervous, and the gangsters were struck dumb, pure shock.
Ragnorak recovered first, and spoke very slowly and clearly. “You really will give us the ranks, let us be a proper battalion? Uniforms, weapons, wages, the lot?”
The radio answered. “Yes, with conditions. If you cannot reach agreement on those, I will be in contact again, and decide. Otherwise, you will now answer to Colonel Jeffries. There will be some retraining, mostly combat-oriented, which will allow you to integrate your new personnel. With luck, this is the last time I will be involved.” The click as he closed the connection was loud enough for everyone to hear.
The paratrooper almost objected, but bit it back, while the Special slumped, resigned. The reason was soon apparent, when the civilian indicated him. “This is your first recruit, for your headquarters, as he understands military procedure.”
The five gangsters exchanged glances, and Blood gestured. “Go on, unless I’m supposed to do it, sir.”
The quick glare bounced off him, then Ragnorak cleared his throat. “About those recruits. We’ve been thinking about it, and from what we heard, the work camps have been picked over. The five of us will split up and visit them, see what there is, but we’ve got a couple of ideas, a way to get top-class fighters.”
“Maybe. We already have some recruits waiting, Specials so they can help with the military training.” The civilian didn’t look keen on any extra problems. “First, we need to discuss these conditions, especially the part where you obey legitimate orders. Then the paras will withdraw, and you will release all the hostages.”
“Not all of them.” Blood shrugged an apology for butting in. “Some of the ones from the Specials’ brothel want to stay with us. We’ve offered a few nurses a place as well, as medics, and they’ll have guards and their own pistols so they’re safe.”
~~
Ragnorak cut in before the civvy could answer. “Then there’s exactly what those orders are. I’m not charging a bloody wall or trenches without armour, artillery, all that shit. I’m definitely not attacking that Soldier bastard without a lot of backup. I saw him take that work camp with just women and cripples, and a birdie tells me he killed a whole battalion overnight, with zero casualties.” He suddenly sniggered, a complete switch of mood. “Anyway, it would be bloody ungrateful after all his help.”
“Help?” The paratrooper was supposed to be a witness, nothing more, but now he was poised, alert.
“Yeah.” Ragnorak chuckled, and another two smiled or laughed. “When he bust open Evesham, he gave us options. One was to try to head for Birmingham, but then he’d kill us. I wasn’t sure he could do it, but now I’m bloody glad I didn’t risk it.” Raggy still had a huge grin, and the laugh was in his voice. “I thought he was bullshitting us when he suggested we took this place, but...”
The para broke in. “Soldier Boy suggested it?”
Ragnorak scowled at him, for interrupting, but then the grin came back. “Told us where the nearest lorries were, how many guards and guns, and how to deal with roadblocks and collect more lorries and guns. He reckoned there’d be guards here and Southampton, but no walls so we’d run right over them.”
The smile dropped off and he shrugged. “He said the RAF and Army would be busy, but he wanted the Specials and mercs diverted. Said if we didn’t abuse anyone, no rape, murder, or beatings, we’d have civvy hostages and could get a deal. We didn’t really believe it all, but we found the guns and lorries where he said. Then the RAF stayed away, and the Specials had no proper defences. Most of them were injured or too pissed to fight. Those twats in Southampton went pussy-mad, so I pulled this lot out and headed here.” He opened his arms and looked around the table. “Guess he got it right.”
~~
The paratrooper cut in again, questioning the five men until he had the full story. The civilian wanted to move on, but the soldier wasn’t budging, and three of the five men had been at Evesham, and thought it was funny. Soldier Boy reckoned he needed a diversion to get set up, and they were it. He’d threatened them, and used them, but he hadn’t lied to them. Now he’d declared independence, and the government had to suck it up.
Once again, the civilian wished his boss would come and take over. No chance; Boris wanted a patsy in case there was trouble later. Now Lieutenant Colonel Raggy’s story could be a propaganda coup, but if it wasn’t handled right, it could cause a shitstorm. If it did, Boris wouldn’t get the blame.
Rapping his knuckles on the table, the negotiator interrupted Raggy and the paratrooper, again. “Let’s leave that part for now. We’ll start with which ladies might wish to stay with you. The paratroopers will be checking, without any of their captors present, to make sure they really are volunteers.” Though if they’d come from the camps, and then been in the Special’s brothel, he thought the prostitutes very well might be. After Southampton, so might the nurses.
Dealing with some of the conditions would be easier once the hostages were released, and the paras left. Creating four hundred new identities for criminals wouldn’t go down well with the Army—if they knew. The civilian made a quick decision. He’d fake a toilet break, and let Boris know about Soldier Boy planning the attack on Southampton. Then at least that part would be out of his hands.
~~~
21st 4 p.m.: Lost Lambs: Daddy’s Home:
Soldier Boy wasn’t thinking of independence, Bournemouth, or the scroats he’d sent there. He was heading towards Orchard Close in a van, taking a mother to meet her son’s father, and they were both his friends. Stones had been cautious about meeting Tessa, so would he like the new version? Tessa had barely said a word after Harold explained Stones was here, and had been walking back from Kuwait ever since the Crash.
She’d gone to get Little Ed, and come back in this van, but apart from telling Harold to get in, hadn’t said a word. Her face was set, and Harold couldn’t get a hint of her mood, so this could be a hell of a bust-up. As she turned in through the gates, now permanently open, Harold tried to keep the fallout contained. “Maybe you should meet somewhere private?”
For a moment he didn’t think she’d answer, then she shook her head, just once. Turning up the side road, past the sign for Orchard Close, Tessa parked just short of Harold’s old house. “Here.”
Harold got out, but she stayed put. “Okay, I’ll bring him. Do you want me to scarper?”
A brief smile flitted across Tessa’s face, then was gone. “No. We might need an umpire, one who can give us orders and make them stick.” She glanced at Harold, and shrugged. “If he’s here, Stones isn’t in the Army any more, and you’re the boss in Birmingham.”
He opened his mouth to argue, but Tessa had turned away towards Little Ed. As he opened the garden gate, Harold tried to figure out what the hell was going on, but gave up. The front door opened before he started up the path, so Stones must have been watching. The first surprise was that Stones was in his old ragged uniform, when Harold knew he’d sent plenty of clean civvy stuff.
When he looked properly, Stones had made an effort to smarten it up, but the battledress was past redemption. He was wearing his army weapons with no extras, just pistol, bayonet, and rifle, though that dagger would be someplace. They were clean, but not Army clean—if he’d turned up on parade like this, he’d have given the officer a heart attack.
From the way he came to attention and marched down the path, Stones might be on parade, in a way. He stopped in front of Harold, locking eyes rather than looking past him, and the pose slipped—just a little. “Is, er, Little Ed here?”
“Yeah Stones, both of them.”
“Is Tessa mad?”
Harold shook his head. “I’ve no bloody idea, but she’s here with Little Ed, so maybe you should ask her?”
Stones took a deep breath, then marched out through the gate. He stopped when the van door opened and Tessa got out, followed by Eddie. He never got a chance to ask, because Tessa got in first. “Why are you here?”
“I.” Stones looked at Eddie, then Tessa, and tried again. “I was told that I’d find Harry here.”
“Harry?”
“Yeah, but they’d shown me a picture.” Stones made a half-gesture towards his battledress and stopped. “On a phone. You were here, a couple of years ago, so I thought he’d know where you were.”
Tessa frowned. “A picture?”
Stones almost took a step, and once again almost went for a pocket. “It was after a funeral, big pyres. You were dressed up in armour, with an eye patch and your hand bandaged, and carrying a shield and a sword. And a crossbow and pistol, and a bloody great knife.” He hesitated, then got it out. “Are you okay now, the hand and eye?”
Tessa looked down at her hand and flexed it. “Yes, thanks. The eye was dust from explosions, and I sprained my wrist and elbow. My fingers were just swollen up, too much shooting.” She looked up again, and now she was curious, but unhappy. “Is that why you’re wearing your uniform, because you think I’m a fighter? I know Harry sent clean stuff.”
That seemed to steady Stones, as if he’d half-expected the question. “I’m wearing my uniform because that’s who I am, Tessa, a soldier. Always have been, ever since I was old enough. I don’t know how to be a civvy, so even if I’m done with the Army, this is me. I didn’t want to pretend.”
He looked at Eddie, then back at Tessa. “I wondered, but then Harry said you were both okay.”
A voice from the house startled the little group in the street. “For God’s sake, just tell her.”
Tessa looked past Stones, to the group in the front garden, mainly dressed at civvies but carrying weapons. Dobbin raised a hand. “Hi Tessa. He didn’t come here to see Harry. He’s been whittling on about what was happening in the UK, if you and Little Ed were okay, for the last five years.”
Stones looked back and scowled. “It’s only natural to wonder, and I never mentioned Tessa.”
An accented voice broke in. “He did. I hear Tessa sometimes, and little Ed, and ask Chips.” Zrina glanced at the man she was hugging. “He say he has seen picture, thinks is Stones’ woman and son. Dobbin knows more but won’t say.”
Dobbin grinned at Stones. “Every time we had a quiet moment, time to sit and think, he’d be looking in his wallet. A couple of times, he was asked, and he’d show someone. Show her your wallet, Stones, then remember what you promised Tez.”
“Not a prom…” Stones hesitated, but didn’t have time to finish or say anything else.
“Yes, show me your wallet, Stones.” There was a real challenge in Tessa’s voice. “Which picture was it? Did you show everyone?”
Stones finally made it to the pouch, and pulled out a wallet. It was stained, misshapen, and worn, and some of the stitching was missing. “Just my friends. The yellow skirt and blouse.” When he opened it, the clear section was discoloured and cracked, so anything could be behind it. Tessa held up her hand before he could show her any more.
“So dressed, with no guns?” She was smiling now, and beckoned. “The Barbies want one in a bikini or underwear, with my sword and rifle, but I’m bashful. Did Harold tell you why I’m called Apprentice?”
Stones hesitated, still holding out the wallet. “No?”
She laughed, and Eddie finally smiled. “I was Harold’s apprentice; still am I suppose. If you’re going to be one of Harold’s fighters, you’d better get your weapons in working order, soldier. Bring them with you, and while I deal with them, I’ll explain how I got my name. I can introduce you to my rifle, and you can tell me about all those foreign girls, especially the two you’ve brought with you.” She beckoned again, and pointed to the passenger door. “It’s just around the corner.”
As Stones headed for the van door, Tessa waved to Harold. “I thought their guns would need some TLC, so I put some stuff in the van. I’ll be in your old lair, but give us some time before anyone brings the rest.”
Harold waved and watched, bemused, as Tessa reversed to the end, then drove off towards his old gun workshop. There were benches in there, and a few boxes for seats, but no tools or spares. They’d all been taken on Silent Running, or gone to set up a gun repair workshop in Beth’s, guarded by the Barbies. He wasn’t sure where the Silent Running stuff ended up, but maybe Tessa fancied setting up her own workshop?
He was soon busy answering questions, the first ones about Tessa’s names and her rifle. He‘d barely started explaining Barbies, and why they’d want to know who had a partner, and spar, when he had to go to the meeting. Afterwards, Tessa let him know the new arrivals were all dog tired, except Ferdy, who’d been kidnapped by Nikki and the Girl Club. They’d let him go once he explained how he knew Harold, but the rest should be left until tomorrow.
~~
21st – 22nd Witness Protection – Army Style:
As night fell, the third since the revelations of the nineteenth, most of the country settled down to sleep. In two separate places, Soldier Boy’s history was being explored, for entirely different reasons.
One small crowd, the Girl Club, were listening, enthralled, while Ferdy told them stories about Harold in Kuwait. Not the worst affected women, though a surprising number thought an SAS soldier, one who was also Harold’s friend, must be safe. Nikki confirmed the attempted arrest in London, and added her viewpoint, then Ferdy had to explain where Stones had been.
Most of the Cabal slept, but Boris was working late. He was building a story, a narrative, that wouldn’t include anything Ferdy was saying. This one concentrated on recent history, exaggeration, misdirection, editing reality, and some lies, though chosen highlights from the past would back it up. The sniper should kill Soldier Boy, and now he had a way to sully his reputation, kill the legend.
~~
There was one huge operation trying to be clandestine, but knowing it couldn’t last. A convoy of coaches and lorries, guarded by grim-faced soldiers, many of them female, were skirting the north of London, heading west. The APCs at the front had their orders—if the barriers at the roadblocks weren’t raised, drive through them.
So far, the Specials had heeded the warnings given by the soldiers in the Jackal, a mile ahead. “Open the barriers, stand back, and don’t touch a weapon or radio” didn’t leave room for interpretation. There would be radio messages afterwards, describing the vehicles, and putting them together would leave a clear track. By the time the message went high enough, then came down through the Army hierarchy, it should be too late.
The vehicles turned north up the M11, east of the A1 and firmly inside the ‘civilised’ and restricted part of England. The drivers accelerated, pushing hard on the almost deserted road. No checkpoints now, and any police gave Army vehicles priority. Both the passengers and guards were gazing, wide-eyed, at the rainswept scenery each side. It was like a scene from before the Crash, with farm machinery parked in fields, neat hedgerows, lines of crops, and contented animals.
Soldiers who were badly injured, enough to need Norwich University Hospital, travelled in ambulances. Once they were fit to travel, they were told the closed lorries for their return trip were for national security. While being treated, they were on the outskirts of the ruins of Norwich, so only officers above captain saw the farm machinery and peaceful towns. Now the cat was well and truly out of the bag.
The scenery made a nonsense of the overgrown fields around cities and Army bases, the prisoners digging fields, and the continual food shortages. Some RAF personnel had known for years, and rumours had spread of farm machinery working fields. Soldiers sometimes saw it, or glimpses of places and people that had recovered from the Crash, but it was the sheer scale that shocked everyone.
All the officers on this convoy had been warned, and knew what this revelation meant, but were past caring. Once the soldiers went back to their units, the news would spread, another Cabal secret well and truly blown. Sooner or later, probably sooner, there would be a tipping point, when enough soldiers were angry enough. The trick was to catch them before they ran wild, to keep the mutiny controlled, civilised.
~~
When the first coach pulled up, just before the Norfolk and Norwich University Hospital, an Army major in her doctor’s coat was waiting under an umbrella. A major climbed out of the coach and saluted. “Five hundred and eleven women, and eighty-three soldiers. The ambulances have cases that should be admitted to the hospital. Where do you want the rest of us?”
The doctor beckoned him under the brolly, then pointed across grassy fields and woodland. The tops of tall buildings were barely visible through the downpour. “Drive past the hospital and turn right. The first big buildings are the University of East Anglia, what is left of it. Most of them are burned out, but some student accommodation blocks were only looted. Some of our staff, and the assistance you sent, are already there. They’ve taken fresh bedding, and started on cleaning up, and your engineers have been repairing and connecting the electricity.”
Once the message had been passed to the driver, the doctor indicated the major should stay. As the coach set off, followed by the rest, she beckoned him away. “While there are no inquisitive ears, how safe are those women?” She pointed north-northeast. “That is a private hospital that none of us are allowed near, but there are at least two well-known cosmetic surgeons in there. There have been comments that the next generation of military children should be remarkably good-looking.”
The Army major thought, then shook his head. “It must be voluntary, or it wouldn’t work. Even so, it doesn’t seem quite right.”
There was a sigh, and the doctor patted him on the shoulder. “Either I am too paranoid, or you are too naïve. What if the women on these vehicles had been offered another option, Army wife?”
A muttered curse was bitten off short. “Sorry. I am, it appears, still too naïve.”
The reply was tentative. “In that case, have you thought about how hard others will try to remove these women, or change their stories?”
“Yes, we’ve covered that part.” There was no hesitation. “We are leaving the soldiers, and they will be rotated out on a voluntary basis. Leave, not a posting, so there are no orders to be countermanded. A large proportion are women, and very angry, so any such attempt may be handled roughly.”
“Ah.” There was a short silence. “Just in case there is a concerted effort, a substantial military force, might I suggest some guards take a forty-eight now and then, maybe go sailing? The Norfolk Broads are just over there, three hundred kilometres of navigable waterways, adding up to just over two hundred square kilometres of open water. There are also hundreds of boats, and many of them were holiday homes.”
“The RAF… I see.” A smile finally appeared on the Army major’s face—those boats would be anonymous from above, especially under trees or bridges. “Yes, a couple of days trying out a few boats, testing the engines and cooker, and maybe stocking the larder, sounds wonderful. Or it will when I mention it.” If the refugees scattered like that, the Army could send more protection before they were rounded up.
“There may be a few nurses and doctors checking boats as well.” The doctor saluted. “Since I’m not here, I’d better get back to where I should be. The ambulance cases should go through the usual admittance procedures. Off-duty medical staff will check the rest of your passengers tomorrow, though since the patients are medical staff, it shouldn’t take long. Goodnight, Major.”
“And a very good night to you, Major.” The Army officer flagged down the next vehicle, and climbed aboard. This was going to be absolute chaos, but worth every grey hair. It would be even worse when the radios were turned back on.
~~
As the coaches pulled up, and the passengers filed off and gathered under cover, there was almost dead silence. Quiet voices directed them towards buildings, but most hesitated. “It’s a ruin, burned out?” The woman was only saying what the rest were thinking, so several voices quickly agreed.
“Only this side.” The woman guiding them, an Army corporal, pointed to the archway ahead. “If you go through there, you’ll see the other side is better. A few broken windows, so the rain is getting in, but no smoke damage.”
A figure at the back, an older woman, pushed through. “I’m a sister, and I’m not having my nurses sleeping in a ruin. If this is all you’ve got, take us to any NHS hospital. I’m sure they’ll find room in the nurses’ quarters.”
The corporal really, really didn’t want to explain. The passengers had been told why they’d been loaded aboard and driven off without warning, but it hadn’t really sunk in. “If we take you to an NHS hospital, you won’t be there more than one or two days. People will come to load you on coaches, and they won’t take no for an answer.”
She braced herself, ignoring those who were asking why, then gave them the rest. “Then the next time anyone sees you in public, you will be giving an entirely different story, one where the Specials are innocent. Any recorded interviews will be edited, so it will look as though all the abuse was from gangsters. If you won’t say the right things, you’ll end up in one of those camps, and then in an ash pit.”
Some still weren’t accepting it could happen, and a doctor pushed to the front. “They can’t do that. What about all my colleagues, people I know in other hospitals?”
Her voice gentled, because the corporal knew this would hurt. “None of them rescued you during this last year, did they? The people who put you in Southampton are in a position to sidetrack any questions. After all, they persuaded the NHS to transfer you all to that place, didn’t they?” 
She saw the shock hit, and not just the doctor. Living in the middle of the nightmare, they’d concentrated on survival, not the amount of organisation it had taken to get them there. The corporal took her opportunity. “Just follow me through here and look. Bottom line, nobody will take you from here unless you agree.” She raised her rifle over her head. “They’ll have to get past this first.”
Enough were reassured, or figured it was the best they’d get, to start a general movement forward, and several other soldiers were waiting to guide them. Women soldiers, some of them noticed, which was reassuring. As the crocodile moved through the building, they saw more neglect than damage. There was debris and graffiti, but people with brooms were clearing the worst.
Rather than go up the stairs, as the corporal indicated, some went out the other side and looked up. Despite the rain, they called and beckoned, and more joined them. The corporal gave up and joined them, and eventually nearly everyone from the coach was about fifteen yards clear.
The soldier pointed upwards, towards the left, along the six-storey building. “You can see broken windows, but not too many, and you won’t be using those rooms.” Some broken windows had blackened patches around them, but the fires hadn’t spread.
As the number of undamaged windows sank in, the corporal took her chance. “Remember, there are more rooms inside, without an external window, and many of them just need a broom and duster. Some of the staff from the hospital, and soldiers on leave, are already cleaning.”
She pointed up again. “Look where I’m pointing, four floors up, and that’s where you will be sleeping tonight. We, the soldiers, are staying, on leave so nobody can order us away. When we go back to our units, there will be replacements.” She paused, but the women were busy looking up at the building, or talking quietly. “If you’d like to follow me, you can get out of this rain and have a warm drink. I’m afraid we have to use the stairs. The Army will try to fix the lifts, but it’s well down the list.”
So was electricity in some of the outer apartments, those with windows. These women would be doubling up wherever there was a bed and clean bedding, and cramming into the clean apartments to start with. Hopefully, by the time they’d dragged their luggage up there, they’d be too tired to complain.
~~
The corporal’s wish, and similar sentiments from others, were granted. It wasn’t just that the women were tired—the reality of their rescue was sinking in, and they weren’t safe yet. Soldiers, however, meant they were a lot safer than someplace cleaner but without them. Warm food and drinks, then comfortable beds behind locked doors, were enough to defer any qualms until the following day.
There would be an extra in the morning, cameras. The Army were making sure these stories were recorded, and looking for ways to make sure they were told. The only way at the moment was to pass them phone to phone, which wasn’t enough to counter the government’s story, broadcast country-wide on the BBC.
~~
22nd
8 a.m.: Cabal: Not Our Atrocity:
As they straggled in, the members looked tired and worried, all except Boris. He looked tired, but had a big smile. Owen checked that everyone but Victor was present, then tapped the table. “You called us in at this ungodly hour, Boris, so you’d better start.”
The screen lit up, showing two pictures of the same man. In one he wore a plated jacket and the usual gangster weaponry, but in the second he was a soldier. Specifically, he’d become a lieutenant colonel, though as yet he had no unit badges. “Ragnorak has signed up.”
Joshua grunted, not impressed. “I was hoping for something better, maybe a picture of Soldier Boy’s corpse. I’d better get on with transferring control of the Specials.” He opened a file. “Good news, but a memo would have done the job. How soon will he be ready to take the blame?”
Instead of being annoyed, Boris chuckled. “We don’t want to rush this. We’ll want him as a witness first, maybe on TV, but not in uniform. He has the answer to one of our more persistent problems. Not quite caught in the act, but definitely enough to smear a reputation.”
~~
The screen switched to a picture they knew all too well—Soldier Boy. “The sniper will kill him, or we’ll get it done one way or another. That will kill the hero, but not the legend. Lieutenant Colonel Raggy will kill the legend.” He explained what he’d learned about why the gangsters chose Southampton, and sat back with a big smile.
“Yes!” Ivy’s hands were clenched into fists, her knuckles white. “How soon can we get this spread? Then we can carpet bomb Birmingham, and nobody will care.”
“Slow up, Ivy.” Gerard glanced at Owen, then concentrated on her. “If we make a big announcement, most people will ignore it as propaganda. We do what we’ve always done, or did before the Crash. A few rumours, a few leaks, then when a lot of people are asking questions, we put the witness on TV.”
He turned to Boris. “Just one witness?”
“Scores, all eyewitnesses.” Boris grinned at Gerard. “His own people, the ones in Evesham, both the attackers and those he liberated, will have to confirm it. I’m betting the ones he sent off in their underwear will be really helpful.”
Another person was smiling, in relief. “Some of those witnesses, his own people, are soldiers, retired or deserters. We still have a few agents in every Army unit, among the other ranks. They can claim to have heard from a friend, one of the deserters maybe, worried about Soldier Boy using maniacs against women. Then they’ll see a witness on TV saying the same thing.”
Joshua paused, frowning. “That won’t work long-term, not if we are going to blame Ragnorak for the Specials abusing nurses, and the death camps.”
Owen leant forward, looking from Boris to Gerard. “We may have to decide which is more important.”
“Soldier Boy.” Grace almost spat the name. “Half the animals in the camps want to break out and join him.” She shot a challenging look at Joshua. “Half the Army do.”
The Army liaison bowed his head, accepting the point. “We can judge how well it works by how many tee-shirts and Union Flag cloaks disappear. If we are very careful, we can cast some doubt on those ashfield pictures, since they came from Soldier Boy. It won’t work long-term, but that might give us time to find a solution.”
“Isn’t he dead yet?” Owen asked but all eyes turned to Gerard.
~~
He hesitated, but there was no way to sugar-coat the answer. “No. I told you the White Lady team need time to set it up. The local controllers are pushing the agents, and I’ve told the sniper team to cut the preparation. If we lose the sniper but kill him, it will be a good trade. All we need is a time and place, and to be absolutely certain we know he is there.”
Grace was frowning, and now she butted in. “Once we know where he will be, why don’t we use artillery?”
Several people exchanged glances, then they all looked at Joshua. “There is a problem. The local artillery commanders are reluctant to fire on coordinates without a visual. They believe that using high explosives or shrapnel near unarmed civilians may be a war crime, or grounds for a civilian murder case. They have insisted on clear pictures of any target.”
Grace still looked baffled. “So get them. I’m sure everyone around him is armed to the teeth. I know the rebels can stop drones, but the surveillance on the city centre balloon can get a clear picture.”
“No, it can’t.” Gerard shook his head when Grace turned towards him. “Soldier Boy ordered them to lower it, or he’d shoot it down. No jamming, no surveillance.” His hand came up as she glared and opened her mouth, trying to pacify her. “They could have just shot it down instead, destroyed all that expensive equipment?”
Grace turned, glaring at everyone in turn, then centred on Joshua. “Drones, send one of the big things that carry a missile. They’ll never stop it once it’s launched!”
~~
“No!” Henry had been very quiet, pale and withdrawn, but now he was angry. “If it can’t see the target, there could be innocent civilians.”
As Grace opened her mouth, Owen cut in. “True.” Her face turned to him, incredulous. “And anyway, we wouldn’t want the Army to realise we still have some Predators, and other attack drones. We’ve spent five years telling them most were sent to Ukraine and the Middle East, and the rest were used up at the beginning of the Crash. They might be suspicious if we suddenly found one.”
“More important, if the Army is warned, the Wolfhounds with Dragonfyre will have their secondary generators running, and the capacitors charged.” Joshua noticed that Gerard, Henry, and Grace looked puzzled. “DEW, Directed Emission Weapons, lasers. Dragonfyre is a fifty-watt system that can take out a wide variety of targets, from planes and missiles down to drones and mortar shells. There aren’t many, so we could overwhelm them.”
He kept going as several tried to interrupt. “The problem is Tan Dreag, a short-range fifteen-watt version for drone swarms and missiles. There are more of them, but they aren’t a problem at the moment. The Londoners and Reivers have given up sacrificing drones, so the generators are stood down to save fuel. If we have to use drones, we will want those systems hit fast, before they are operational, or most of our drones will never make contact.”
Ivy was been leant forward, ready to support Grace, but now she realised the consequences. “Fair point. The drones are our fall-back if the Army mutiny, and under the current circumstances, we don’t want them getting a hint.” She shot a glance at Joshua, but he wasn’t arguing.
Gerard took his chance. “Sniper, one shot, no collateral. A missile would have to be very close if he’s in that armoured Hummer, and we might end up with another miraculous escape. If we launch at the Humvee, and he isn’t in it?”
Owen tapped the table. “No miracles. I hope those drones are safe? We don’t want another Maurice deciding to use one for some pet scheme.”
Gerard looked towards the empty chair, Victor’s. “All in containers, hidden among thousands stacked in Felixstowe. The whole of Norfolk is between them and any Army, Specials, or rebels. The police watch out for strangers, and Victor has sent some loyal Marines to guard the docks. There are eight patrol boats, trawlers with heavy machine guns to guard the fishing fleet, and capture any stray European fishermen. A couple are always covering the approaches.”
~~
Leaning back, Owen smiled, and nodded. “Good, then since we’re here, I’d like Henry’s projections for crops this year. It was all looking promising, so I hope the weather isn’t going to mess everything up.” Owen’s casual look around the table reminded the rest that just now, Henry needed gentler handling. He was wondering if they could manage to keep the farmer out of most meetings, or have double meetings, the second one after Henry left.
Some of the others were wondering the same, while others thought the solution was to replace Henry. This wasn’t a time for faint hearts. Apparently oblivious, Henry set out the projections on the screen, and followed with the actual yields so far. The second set of figures were better, and with increased catch as fish stocks recovered, would reduce the need for South American beef even more.
Owen added a cherry to that cake. One of the North Sea oil wells was producing again. There were plenty of tankers, and the Humber refineries were already operational, though they’d still need the Falklands until production ramped up. Another city clearance or two and the combination, reduced population and extra farmland, would take them past the tipping point for food. Then Britain would be truly self-sufficient, for the first time in a century at least.
The second meeting, when everyone but Henry was called back just after they left, was stormier. Part of the reason was the wait time for the White Lady mission, but Gerard insisted he couldn’t shorten it. There had to be three clear days between learning of the opportunity and the hit, and that was cutting days off the recommended minimum. The benefits were that the sniper was fixated, so she would make sure she killed him, and she was deniable.
A bigger problem was the Army. Judging by the latest reports from agents, some units were almost out of control, so there might not be time for a subtle smear campaign. Usually, the first week would be groundwork, something that in retrospect would strengthen rumours, and a whole campaign could take a month or more to mature.
A quicker campaign, to smear him before the attack on London, would need more genuine evidence, or maybe just genuine victims. Gerard could find genuine rape victims when Lt. Col. Raggy accused Soldier Boy, but then the emphasis and timings had to be nudged. There couldn’t be any hint there was abuse before the gangs attacked.
Some women could be bribed, or otherwise persuaded to stick to the gangster attack, and other evidence would be edited. If necessary, actresses could be more specific, to strengthen the direct connection to Solder Boy. This time, as they left the meeting, the Cabal were confident. Moulding public opinion was their forte, their skills honed over decades.






Chapter 11

22nd 9 a.m.: Bournemouth: New Recruits:
While the Cabal planned his future, Lt. Col. Raggy was inspecting his troops, and having fun. “Right, you ’orrible lot, you’re in the Army now.” The lines of fighters facing him burst into laughter. The wording, voice, and delivery were straight out of a dozen old films about Army recruits. As it died back, the majors and their seconds, now captains, helped by their new lieutenants, warned their fighters the next part was serious.
To drive that home, the officers all wore uniforms and carried Army rifles. It would take a little longer to get the rest into uniforms, and decide on NCOs, but for their first mission, it didn’t matter. Raggy definitely didn’t want this lot getting Army weapons with live ammunition, not before they learned to use them and he was sure who they’d shoot.
There wouldn’t be Army-style discipline, but beatings and shooting a few would make sure the rest understood—they had to take orders when they were on duty. “First thing, from now on, all those in uniform are called sir.” He raised his voice over some protests. “Or you can go back into a camp, and be sent in as bullet magnets.” That calmed them down, helped by the fists subduing the noisiest. “This way we get tanks, artillery, and planes backing us up, all the good shit.”
That raised a cheer, but he didn’t mind. Raggy was walking a very tight line. He had to keep it just Army enough to be accepted by his new bosses, without losing gang loyalty and their fighting edge. If some bastard double-crossed him, he wanted the fighters to revert to a gang, following leaders rather than official orders or rank badges. “Before they’ll trust us near the expensive shite, you need some training, mainly shooting.”
That raised another cheer, and Raggy was getting into the swing now. “Calm down, or you’ll frighten those soldiers. Half of you will start today, and the rest will get your training later, before I let you near me with live ammo. I’ve seen you idiots when you get a machine gun. It didn’t matter before, but now the RAF are on our side, so it would be mean to shoot at them.”
That got some laughs, as he knew it would. It was a standing joke that most of them emptied magazines in one go, and ended up shooting at birds. Raggy smiled slightly. His new recruit, the lieutenant from the Specials, had corrected him when he’d asked about extra clips for his rifle. They were magazines, and the Army and quartermasters would take the piss if he called them anything else.
~~
Raggy pointed, very deliberately, at various gang members in uniform. “I’m going shopping for recruits, but those officers know what to do. If you give them shit, you’ll get to do all the shit jobs. If you give them too much shit, they’ll shoot you, or send you to catch bullets.” He held up both hands to stop the rising tide of complaints. “What usually happens if you tell the gang boss to shove it? This is just a bigger gang, a lot bigger.”
That had steadied them, so he fed them another carrot. Raggy remembered the Soldier bastard doing this, stick and carrot, and then machine gun so this version would be gentler. “The difference is that in this gang you get regular pay and decent food, and you can walk around with a machine gun. We even get some loot if we have to fight.” Another cheer, but Ragnorak was getting bored now. Though when he thought about it, the Soldier bastard didn’t keep it up for long.
“There’s a fancy Army way to tell you to piss off, we’re done, but I can’t be arsed to learn it.” Raising a hand, Raggy turned away, and his Land Rover was waiting. It was one of Shan’s so it had a machine gun, which could be handy when the first twat thought he could take over. Mugin was sat in the back, scowling.
Raggy slapped him on the shoulder as he got in. “Cheer up, Moogy. We’re going to visit some work camps, see if there’s anyone there who can fight. If they get stroppy, you can punch them.” It wasn’t much, but the scowl eased off a little. “Okay chauffeur, let’s go.” The lieutenant scowled and set off, slowly as fighters were scrambling into a coach to follow.
~~
Behind them, the Specials sent to help, and the spectators from the government and paratroopers, watched the parade turn into a shambles. Rather than Army discipline, orders were being enforced with fist and boot, so it took a while to split them up. Despite the shouting and occasional violence, the various units were still in high spirits as they set off for training or recruiting. Some were even trying to march.
The government negotiator, who was taking care to keep anonymous, shook his head sadly. “I remember a quote from some general, unless it’s an urban myth. I don’t know if they’ll frighten the enemy, but they frighten me.”
“Wellington.” The paratrooper captain, here because his troops were nearby, just in case this turned nasty, smiled slightly. “The wording was a little different. I don’t know what effect these men will have upon the enemy, but, by God, they frighten me.” He paused, watching the reorganisation for a moment. “I had thought that another of his quotes might be more appropriate, when he was discussing armies. Ours is composed of the scum of the earth—the mere scum of the earth.”
The civilian sniffed. “That about covers it.”
“Not really.” Gesturing towards a group of forty semi-marching towards their trucks, the captain smiled properly. “The Specials are scum, and so are some gangs, as we saw in Southampton. These are children who have been allowed to run wild, but they already have discipline, more discipline than I expected. Despite all the stories, these have actually treated their hostages fairly well, and obeyed their leaders while under pressure. They will make much better soldiers than a random group of petty criminals.”
As he turned away, he made what seemed like a casual remark. “You should consider using up the current contractors first, and send these in afterwards to clean up.” The paratrooper figured there was more than one way to exterminate rats, and since the paras weren’t allowed to do it?
As intended, the idea gave the negotiator food for thought. He knew his boss was looking for someone to blame for how the Specials acted in Southampton, but if the ‘guilty’ Specials died? He wasn’t sure how many that would use up, but they’d help get the Raggy army into contact, where they would be a real handful for the Londoners.
~~
Half an hour later, Raggy’s Land Rover drove towards a wire gate topped with barbed wire, and flanked by sandbagged machine guns. The weapons were pointing along the wire each side, more worried about escapees than attackers. The sergeant stepped out into the road with a hand up, and Raggy sneered. “Tell that arse to open the gate, or I’ll get Moogy to do it.”
The Specials lieutenant closed his eyes, briefly, but didn’t hesitate or Raggy might do just that. Mugin had been grumbling about not getting a proper fight with the paras, so he wouldn’t hesitate. Walking quickly towards the NCO, he saluted. “That’s a lieutenant colonel in a hurry, so open up sharpish, please.”
The sergeant frowned, then looked towards the vehicle, so polite hadn’t worked. “If you don’t, he’ll send his bodyguard, who will punch you. The last guy still has his jaw wired up, and is in the glasshouse. The officer swore he attacked the bodyguard, who used minimal force. If he does that here, what are your chances of persuading anyone it went down any different?”
A glance towards the guard posts meant the sergeant had thought of witnesses, and now the lieutenant was seriously considering shooting him, in the foot at least. He was almost sure Raggy would cover for him. “Those guards will consider their futures, and back up whatever the very senior officer says; now for Christ’s sake just open it. Complain later if you want, but you need an unbroken jaw for that.”
That got through to the lieutenant’s huge relief because Mugin’s door was opening. As the sergeant lifted the catch and pushed, the lieutenant helped to slide it aside. The Land Rover slowed, the officer got in, and the sergeant saluted, then bent to look inside. The glare, and Mugin’s scarred face, might persuade him not to risk a complaint.
~~
The NCO must have phoned ahead, without complaining, as the lieutenant waiting in front of the camp admin building was smiling. The reason was soon apparent. “Welcome to camp seventeen, sir. I understand you are here to remove our more annoying residents.”
The language, and manner, were a surprise to everyone but Raggy’s lieutenant. The Specials that Raggy met tended to be the thugs, but some of the released prisoners were recruited for other skills. Someone jailed for cooking the corporate books, for instance, was ideal for maintaining the records at a work camp—and fudging them if a few inmates had to be disappeared.
Oblivious to the reaction, or maybe amused but hiding it, the lieutenant pointed to a second set of gates. “If you would drive through there, sir, the commandant is rousing the rabble. Be ready for trouble, safeties off and one up the spout, because the last time the recruiters didn’t ask for volunteers. We let the gangs keep the rest in order, but that means they can be stroppy shites.”
He’d been bored up to now, but that made Raggy smile. “But that’s what I’m here for. I want the stroppiest assholes you’ve got, then we’ll kick their shit into shape. Chauffeur?” The driver nearly gave Raggy the finger, then remembered they were pretending to be soldiers. No messing about with the gate this time, it started opening before they got there.
The difference this time was that the machine guns behind sandbags, and those on the towers, were pointed into the camp. As the gate slid aside, the sight reminded nearly everyone aboard of Evesham. The difference was that last time it had been Soldier Boy coming through the gate, and they’d been in the crowd.
~~
When the Land Rover stopped, and Raggy got out, he could see another big difference. This lot weren’t anywhere near as dangerous as the Evesham inmates, and not just because over half of them were civvies, people who’d never wielded a machete. There were no real leaders, guys with two or three seconds and a bunch of rough-looking assholes behind them.
“Where are all the fighters?”
Raggy hadn’t asked anyone, just said what he was thinking, but he got an answer. “In training camps, sniper school, or they died attacking London.” The officer saluted, his eyes flicking across the intriguing mixture who’d just got out of the vehicle. The lieutenant colonel wore a European military uniform, as did his driver and a lieutenant, but without any unit badge.
The captain’s eyes narrowed as he saw that in addition to the usual firearms, the senior officer and driver had machetes and knives. The other man was pure gangster, with a plated jacket and pants, and his belt carried a machete, a hand axe, and two knives. More alarming was the sawn-off double-barrelled shotgun, and the bandolier of shells.
Ragnorak saw the captain’s eyes moving, and correctly identified the flicker of alarm. “That’s Mugin, my bodyguard. He’s shortsighted, so if he can identify them, they’re near enough for a sawn-off.” He nodded towards his lieutenant. “This guy is Wallis, and he knows all the official shite so I don’t have to bother.”
Wallis jumped in to explain properly. Officially he was here to teach Ragnorak, but he’d already realised it wasn’t going to happen. “I’m here to deal with the formal side of recruiting for the new battalion, while the other officers deal with fighting. We are here for fighters, not bullet magnets, as these men will be trained to use Army firearms. From the look of it, there aren’t any real fighters left.”
~~
The captain was a Special, and didn’t care about ignoring procedure—unless it threatened his cushy job. Lieutenant colonel was as high as any Special got, so this guy had the rank to do pretty much what he liked. “In that case, I’m sorry but we can’t help you.”
Raggy had noticed a couple the rest avoided, though they looked as downtrodden as the rest. “How many loners are there? The sort that don’t give any trouble, but the rest leave alone?”
“I’m not sure, sir.” The captain beckoned. “This man will know, or can find out.” A sergeant marched up and saluted, then confirmed he knew the type Ragnorak meant. He confessed the guards let them be, since they weren’t causing problems, but yes, they were dangerous. Most of them probably ignored the order to line up, so they’d be in their huts.
Five minutes later, Wallis and Raggy’s driver were following the sergeant, and ten guards, to collect the loners. Ragnorak and Mugin were looking at the rest, apparently without interest, but they were noting any that weren’t totally subdued. “You lot know why I’m here, for recruits. Not bullet magnets like the last lot of suckers. Rennish, tell them what happened to the last lot.”
The man wearing Army trousers and boots, but with a pistol, machete, knife, and a plated jacket, explained having to charge the Londoners. He’d been scooped up when the mercenaries attacked, and put in a camp to be used again. Then Ragnorak took the camp, and now the government had signed him up.
“Enough Rennish, thanks.” Ragnorak sneered at the crowd, repressing the smile as his chosen targets stiffened or braced, annoyed. “I’m more picky. I only want real fighters. Rennish will get a machine gun when he learns how to keep the muzzle down, and a proper uniform. If we attack anywhere, we’ll have RAF, artillery, and tanks backing us. Fair warning, the training will kill pussies, so does anyone want to try it?”
Sixteen men eventually stepped forward, and the commandant gestured for a platoon to collect them. A hand stopped him, and Raggy shook his head. “No. I want to see the ones with the balls to try something. If they’re just nutters, Mugin will sort it out.”
The captain glanced at Mugin, then took a step away. The heavily muscled, scarred man hadn’t spoken a word up to now, and looked bored, but now he had a huge grin. He was also drawing the heavy, home-made machete, and holding the slung sawn-off like a pistol. Worst case, the shotgun would kill two or three prisoners and wound several others, which would stop any rush.
~~
Most of the prisoners had their eyes on the shotgun, but three were glaring at Mugin, a challenge. Ragnorak ignored them, inspecting the men. “There are rules. Hands off the nurses or you’ll die screaming. Treat the whores right, pay up, and no rape. If you still want to join, you all have to take the test. Anybody fancy their chances against Moogy? We’ll give you a machete.” A thumb indicated Mugin.
Two men dropped out, and a few minutes later, three men were dead, and Mugin might have a bruise. Moogy was fast, fit, and incredibly strong—and he hadn’t been sat on his arse in a camp day after day. The rest refused, and looked resigned. “That was a sanity check. None of our lot will fight Moogy with a machete, so you’ll spar with these, and we’ll pad the weapons.”
By the time three bruised men were heading for the coach, six loners were lined up, waiting. When he looked at them, Raggy recognised the look, even if they were trying to tone it down. He should, because he saw it in the mirror—it was confidence, knowing that they could take most assholes, and back off most of the rest. “You six are recruited. Sign up and get on the bus, or I’ll shoot you now.”
All of them straightened a little, and the prison guards tensed, aiming weapons at them. “Either that or you’ll be rounded up by some arse and sent on a suicide charge. With me you get to fight back.” He would explain later that with six hundred like them, real fighters, even the government wouldn’t force them into something suicidal. Either because it would cost too many men, or they wouldn’t want to waste good fighters.
One of the failures, still sat on the ground, nursing his ribs, cut in. “No testing? That’s not fair.”
The smile was because Raggy knew the answer. “You can spar against one of them?” He waited for the cautious look, and the head shake. “They’ll pass, but after I explain.” He turned back to the six. “You’d rather stay here, keep your head down, but that’s not an option. On the way to the next camp, someone will explain it all, and then you’ll be interested. You probably won’t believe it all until you see our camp, and then you’ll sign up, and spar.”
He turned to the commandant. “That’s it, ta.”
The commandant looked at the sullen crowd. “You’d be doing me a favour if you took all the ex-gangsters. Sort through them later, then send any you don’t want to one of the bullet magnet training camps.”
Raggy looked them over, and shook his head. “Someone might do that, but I’m serious. My battalion will be real fighters, properly armed. If you get any in that might be suitable, send them my way. No nutters, just shoot them.”
The two vehicles left the camp with nine recruits, which was disappointing. He’d been warned, but Raggy had expected to get more out of a couple thousand. As he headed back to Bournemouth, followed by the coaches, one empty, the new lieutenant colonel knew he had to find a better way of recruiting. He also wanted to move north, nearer the cities, where there should be new inmates, fresh from gang fights.
~~~
22nd 6 p.m.: Killing a Legend:
Harold spent the day meeting groups of refugees from London and Evesham. They were trying to find a place to fit in, but it was a huge influx. The lorries loaded with supplies helped, but only short-term. The able-bodied were easier to deal with, as they were extra labour to clear land and plant crops.
The wounded, most of them ex-fighters, were going to be a burden wherever they settled. Not permanently, as most would recover in time, but until then they were eating valuable food with no return. The answer was to spread them out, which took some delicate negotiation.
Many wanted to stay with comrades, though they settled for adjacent enclaves if there were too many. The stores on the lorries were allocated depending on the number of refugees, amended to account for how fit they were. In most places, both sides would compromise, but were worried about being taken advantage of.
The answer in most cases was a mediator, but the number who were trusted by both sides was limited. Each negotiation didn’t take long, from twenty minutes to an hour, but there seemed to be a never-ending list. By the time he ate his evening meal, Harold needed a break, so he went to his room.
He turned on the BBC six o’clock news, curious about what the pampered citizens on the east coast were being told, and at first it was happy-crap. Halfway through, that all changed with a news story about Soldier Boy. It had to be, even if the reporter didn’t mention his name. The report concerned a woman from Southampton, who had been raped by gangsters when the hospital was attacked. She had survived, but her friend was raped and killed.
She told the reporter the men were bragging that someone called Soldier had sent them, told them it was a soft target, and where to get guns. When she was questioned, she was adamant about the name, and that he’d sent the rapists, but couldn’t remember the rest. When the reporter pressed, she broke down and was taken away.
The woman was bruised, and wearing a hospital gown. Once she left, a doctor confirmed there was evidence of violent sex, and the bruising suggested she had been restrained, held down. The report ended with the newsreader promising that the BBC reporters were investigating, and would bring more news as soon as possible.
~~
By that time there was a hammering on Harold’s door, and he opened it to find an angry and worried Stones. “Some of your people mentioned sending assholes off to die, so how much of that shit is real?”
Harold was upset, and baffled. “They were all killed. I don’t see the point of making up something like this, apart from sheer nastiness. Now the balloon is down, this is the same news as all the free areas east of the A1. The fishermen and whatever already think we’re all savages.”
A voice spoke up from behind Stones, Tessa. When he could see her, her fists were clenched, and her face was tight with anger. “But this will be broadcast everywhere, to all the cities, and the Army. All the people who helped you will think you’re as bad as the rest. Ferdy reckoned some soldiers are wearing shirts supporting SB, Soldier Boy, or Union Flags. The government want to smear your name.”
“But the people I met…” His shoulders slumped as Harold realised. “I didn’t actually meet many people in the other cities, just a flying visit. Even in London, it was quick meetings with selected groups. When the Army helped, I only met Sergeant Irving and half a dozen soldiers.”
He thought about it, and there were witnesses, but... “The people who witnessed what was said in Evesham are all in Birmingham, or with the gangs we released. We released the hospital staff and Specials, but they didn’t know what I said to the gangs.”
~~
Tessa went to push him into the room, realised it was too small for a crowd, and abandoned the attempt. Stones looked up the road, where more people were coming towards Harold’s door. “It won’t make any difference here, Harold, because your people know the truth. Though I don’t suppose the truth will help, because they’ll make up more stuff, atrocities of some sort. I was with the wounded, so exactly what did you do, or say?”
Before he could say much, others arrived and were shouting questions. Not accusing Harold, he was pleased to hear, but they weren’t happy. Some had been with Harold in London, some had been in Evesham, and most hadn’t been to either, so the simplest thing was to start from the beginning.
The street wasn’t the best place to sort it out, so they moved to an old shop that was being renovated. By the time they’d settled, there were representatives from the Girl Club, the Demons, the Coven, two visiting Barbie Girls and three GOFS, the London refugees, and the SAS. The crowd was spilling into the street, but they were all worried about the news item, and where it was heading, so Harold did his best.
To make sure everyone understood, Harold started with the London Committee wanting a diversion, telling them exactly what had happened right up to arriving back in Birmingham. As several people pointed out, what was said was true. He’d released two thousand nutters, and told them where to find transport, guns, loot, and a soft target. The soft target part was a lie, but he’d said it.
He’d expected them all to die—Harold had been told they would—but now most people were wondering if a few got through. Southampton was a garrison town, so the barely-armed gangsters wouldn’t have taken the place, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t captured some inhabitants. The TV missed a lot of detail, including where the rapists had come from, but that didn’t surprise anyone.
As it went around and around, more and more people agreed with Tessa’s first reaction. There could only be one reason for the rape being broadcast at prime time, on the evening news. “This has to be the start of a smear campaign. Maybe against you personally, Harold, or maybe they’re aiming at smearing all your allies as well.”
Sharyn, his sister, turned to address the rest. “But it could be worse. They might want to turn the Army against Birmingham, so that they will attack us. We all know what the Barbarians were like, and the number of enclaves the Juggernaut liberated. The Barbie Girls did some nasty stuff early on.”
Beetch raised a hand and nodded to agree, but Sharyn wasn’t done yet. “Cripes, Harold, back at the beginning, you tied bodies to lamp posts as markers. No pictures, but how will that sound on the TV? Then they’ll find more witnesses from Southampton, and maybe Bournemouth if the scroats got that far, and tie it all together.”
~~
Three quarters of an hour later, everyone was still arguing what they could do about it all. The facts on the TV were accurate but misleading, because they didn’t show the circumstances, and the intent, and none of the audience knew Harold. It was a relief when a messenger interrupted them, but only for a moment. “Harold, come quick. Bitch and a convoy have arrived, and they want to talk to you.”
When Harold reached the main gates, Mahaan and Bitch led a small group from the west of Birmingham, and Shiner’s car had just pulled up. A quick estimate of the numbers, and Sharyn turned to shout to the crowd that had followed. “Everyone to the canteen. We’ve got some more worried people here, so we should deal with them all at once.”
“Is it true?” Bitch wasn’t posing tonight—she was fully dressed, armed, and angry. 
“Wait.” Sharyn and Bitch locked eyes, then Mahaan coughed, loudly. “Later, ladies. You heard, Catherine, there are others already here.” He lowered his voice. “With Demon and the SAS at his back, threatening Harold might be a really bad idea.”
At least that distracted Catherine, and Vixen, and then the rest, and the general mood calmed down a little. That was helped by the Girl Club still backing Harold—it couldn’t be too bad if they weren’t looking for blood. There wasn’t all that much solid news, once the shouting died down, but the TV seemed to have sparked a lot of rumours.
As the crowd headed for the dance house, there was a lot of tension, but very little talking. Most of the newcomers were torn between what they’d come about, and their first sight of the SAS. The soldiers had only been here a day and a half, so not many had met them. Some were worrying about what would happen if Demon and Bitch clashed head-on.
~~
The first shock came as the crowd reached the canteen—Patty insisted they all disarmed! “I can guess why some of you are so upset, and there are answers, but you’ve got to be patient. Right now, half of you are ready to go for a gun or knife, so you leave them here. I was there, and it wasn’t how it sounded on the TV, unless you think I sent a gang of scroats to attack a hospital?”
She glared around at the crowd, locking eyes briefly with some of the more belligerent. “Just to encourage the reluctant, we’ve realised we might all end up as TV stars, so the Demons and Girl Club are on edge right now. If anyone gives Harold too much grief, and we’re all armed, we could end up with a bloodbath.”
Hands on her hips, Patty looked along the line of newcomers. “Looking at who’s here, that would turn into a gang war that tears Birmingham wide open. That’s exactly what the scroats want, and why they put that cripes on TV.”
Once everyone stopped trying to shout over each other, Catherine pushed to the front. “That woman was certain, or a damn good actress, so the answers had better be convincing.”
“It might not be Harold answering questions.” When Catherine turned, Headmaster from Sutton Park, backed by Shiner, and Beetch from the Barbies, were scowling at her. “Some others might be fudging evidence, letting a nasty bastard or two off the hook.”
~~
The short burst of firing, three shots, stopped all the arguments, though many of those present put a hand on a weapon. Stones lowered his carbine. The eight people with automatics were joined by six soldiers, led by Sergeant Felton. Maybe sergeant—some thought the ex-lance-corporal might be an acting lieutenant by now. She’d ended up leading the ex-soldiers, and some ex-military from London had joined them.
Stones nodded to her. “We only just arrived in Birmingham, so we’re not involved in any of this; we’re neutrals. We’ll check everyone for weapons if that’s okay, ma’am?”
For a moment Felton looked startled, then she nodded. “I’ll send someone for a wand. Vaugn?”
“On it Sarge, er, ma’am.” Vaugn half-saluted, then abandoned it and set off running.
Harold had stopped short of the argument, and was wondering how the hell to calm everyone down when Nikki came past. She must have heard the argument, because she marched to the front and tossed two knives on the ground—then looked at Catherine’s weapons. “Your turn.”
Most people were waiting for the explosion, but Catherine looked undecided. Vixen threw a knife to join the first two. “If what I’ve heard about you is true, and you’re still with him, I’m willing to listen. Though maybe we’d better not throw the guns?”
The tension went down a notch, then dropped further as Barbies and Demons tossed a knife, and started taking off weapons. By the time Vaugn came back with the metal detector, some were shedding plated jackets. Many still had some metal on clothes, but they’d been in a hurry so they weren’t fully armoured up.
~~
The arguing had stopped, leaving a sullen silence as the line filed past Vaugn and into the dance house. Someone had spread the news—the canteen night staff had been reinforced, and quickly produced bread, soup, and beer. As they bustled about in their whites, setting it all out on tables, it added a very welcome splash of normality.
As he raised his arms for the wand, and handed over his knife, Harold wasn’t sure it would work. There would be plenty of small knives getting past the inspection, but hopefully nothing larger. As long as nobody smuggled in a firearm, the worst-case would be a brawl, not a bloodbath, which could still split the city. People were muttering, but there were no raised voices, which was promising.
The almost-silence lasted as Cy from the GOFS stuck a CD in the player, then everyone shut up as the BBC logo appeared. They stayed quiet as the interview and commentary played out on the widescreen TV on the wall. As it finished, Harold walked out in front of everyone, and the muttering started. At least they let him give his version of what he’d said, but then the questions started.
The trouble was, no matter how he presented it, Harold really had sent the nutters to the hospital, even if he hadn’t realised there was one. Ten seconds thought would have told him the Specials had medical facilities, and they had nurses, but he hadn’t taken those ten seconds—he hadn’t thought past machine guns and all the gangsters dead.
At least the likes of Nikki and Patty were pointing out they were there, and nobody thought they would have condoned an attack on a hospital. Harold still wasn’t off the hook, but now he was being berated for being criminally careless. Too many people were still second-guessing what he should have done, and he’d already done the same.
~~
A loud banging on the door was followed by Stones, shouting to make himself heard. “Shut up and make way. We’ve got more evidence, and witnesses.” The crowd barely parted, until they saw the bandaged man with crutches. There was still some bumping and shoving, but a path cleared, and he hobbled across to Harold. Following him was Bruce, the recruited gang leader from Evesham, and a woman, both unarmed and looking nervous.
Holding up a phone, the first casualty looked apologetic. “Sorry sir. I didn’t hear about this meeting, and didn’t watch the news. I’ve got the whole thing on here, exactly what you told those assholes in Evesham.” He turned to the crowd and lifted his chin, defiant. “There were bloody thousands of them, so letting the Specials or the RAF kill them seemed like a damn good idea to me.”
The door opened again and Ferdy handed over a laptop. The film from the phone was blue-toothed to the laptop, then burned onto a disc. By the time the CD went into the player, and the TV lit up, there was dead silence. Even Harold couldn’t remember exactly what was said.
The whole audience stayed remarkably quiet as the meeting with the gangs played out. Now, in retrospect, Harold could see he was obviously angry, and pushing hard. He could also see that behind him, all those gunners had been poised, ready and willing to shoot the lot.
The first reaction from most of those present was shock at the number of gangsters. As the scene progressed, exclamations and comments meant some people recognised Bruce, on the wrong side, though others already knew the story. Finally, Patty gave her ultimatum, and the gang leaders went to get organised. The first mutterings started, but were cut off by a loud clap.
~~
Bruce shooed Harold away from the TV, and took his place. “You all saw me, on the wrong side, and I thought you should know what it looked like from there.” That did it, he had everyone’s undivided attention. “First off, I could see their faces, and Soldier Boy and the three women wanted to kill us. It was in their eyes, their voices, the way they held their weapons.”
He hooked a thumb over his shoulder, towards the silent TV. “When we got back to the rest, we, the gang leaders, seriously considered attacking. We had the numbers, and Soldier Boy had a lot of wounded and women fighters.” He held up his hands at the comments. “Hey, I recruited some women fighters, and since then I’ve met some more, tough ones. Even so, at the time, if we could get into contact, we reckoned it was doable.”
“So why didn’t you?” The anonymous hand in the crowd disappeared. “Sorry.”
Though Bruce didn’t seem worried, and answered. “All those machine guns, though they couldn’t stop us. Some had already been taken from the towers, and some towers had been wrecked. Once we were mixed up, fighting hand to hand, the rest of the towers wouldn’t count. The wounded would be easy meat, then we’d have weapons, and about four to one odds.”
He looked towards the woman, the ghost of a smile on his face. “Getting into contact was the problem, especially with that lot at the gates, ready to shoot. It was going to cost two or three hundred dead or badly wounded, probably more. Nobody was drunk or spaced, or stupid enough to commit suicide, so who the hell was going to lead the charge? None of us minded getting some other gang chewed up, but all the gangs felt the same. At least the Soldier option meant we’d have weapons when we attacked, and we didn’t have to stick with his plan.”
When Bruce stopped, the woman cleared her throat. “I was on the wrong side as well, and my lasses were being volunteered to lead the charge. So were any other small gangs, unless they joined someone bigger, smartish. I already knew Bruce, and his mob treated women okay. I rounded up as many other women as I could, and he signed us up.”
She turned to Harold, and shook her head. “I knew there had to be a catch, that Southampton couldn’t be that easy, but it was still better than charging that gate. Why didn’t you just shoot us? You’d just captured an armoury, so it can’t have been the ammo.” Harold was still trying to find an answer when someone laughed. He looked up and it was ET.
~~
The Hot Rod pointed at the door. “I came in while that film was running. The reason he didn’t shoot them was because they were unarmed prisoners. Right back just after the Crash, the first time he met the Hot Rods, some of them ambushed his scavenging party. Harold shot them up, and captured some. He fined them weapons and ammo, and sent them home.”
The laughter was totally genuine—ET obviously still found it funny. “Caddy thought he was taking the piss, because anyone else would have killed and stripped them all. Later we all realised it’s just him. He’ll kill prisoners, but only after a trial. Some people thought it meant he was soft, but then he killed a few of them.”
A dozen small conversations started up, with some people asking if Harold had ever shot prisoners out of hand, until Bruce raised his voice. “There’s a bit more.” Once the room more or less settled, he smiled at the woman. “Sonja, Red Sonja if she finds some hair dye, talked to me about the second option. We could see it working, but only if the rest of them followed the whole plan, including the treat-the-hostages-decently part.”
“Hah, fat chance.” Sonja shrugged. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay, and fair comment.” Turning back to face the room, Bruce pointed to Harold. “Even if we, the gangs, captured the Specials’ camp, once the stupid sods started the pillage and plunder shite, the Army would squash us. Other gangs had joined Soldier Boy, and the Barbies weren’t exactly angels, so we, me and Sonja, wondered if that was a plan three. It took some quiet organising, then some fast talking, because the others didn’t want to lose us.”
He took a step to stand beside Sonja. “You saw what he said, but none of the gangs were going to try it without checking. Buzz, one of the gang bosses, said he had a different idea, and this guy, Harold, told him to go for it. The leaders all agreed we’d check first, even the first lorry park, to make sure we weren’t being suckered.”
Bruce was sincere and serious, no gangster flash, which was convincing even without proof. “If the RAF didn’t bomb us, and we’d got enough guns when we got nearer Southampton, the best suggestion was to ambush a convoy and question prisoners. If Southampton was guarded, there were other options, like freeing another camp or heading north to another city.”
He paused to swivel, his eyes passing over everyone present. “If the likes of Raggy attacked Southampton, it was because there weren’t any proper defences.”
~~
At least that took some of the heat out of the arguments, though Harold couldn’t prove he’d been told there were strong defences. Others could confirm he’d said so, several times before the attack, but the message had been private. Even so, the final holdouts eventually conceded that sending nutters against a hospital wasn’t Harold’s style.
Sharyn promptly threw a ferret into the chicken coop. She told the newcomers what the first meeting decided—the government might be targeting the whole of Birmingham, not just Harold. By the time they’d finished, the Army and RAF would volunteer to flatten the whole city. There were five years of spy reports to provide atrocities, and faking a few videos or finding ‘witnesses’ wouldn’t be hard.
Once she started giving examples of people with dark pasts, there were some embarrassed faces, ET’s among them. Since Sharyn included Orchard Close, and nobody was claiming to be completely innocent, any arguments soon died down. The general opinion was that the cripes was in the past, which was the best place to leave it.
Shiner’s missus, Chelle, had worked her way to just in front of the TV, and now her voice cut through the conversations. “Not all of it is far enough into the past, but we can fix one nasty rapist shite. A lot of people were sorry they missed Patton getting his, but now we’ve found one of his Bloods.”
She pointed straight at Catherine. “His name is Atlas, one of Headmaster’s lot recognised him. He came to meet Sylvester and some others at the border, wearing Barbarian colours.”
~~
Catherine was frozen, shocked, but then one word broke the silence. “Damn.” It was Vixen, and she looked disgusted. “I wanted to see Sylvester’s face when he found out.”
“It’s true?” Harold couldn’t understand it—he would have sworn that Catherine would kill anyone she even suspected was abusing women. She’d already killed dozens, brutally. All around the room, Demons, Girl Club, Barbies, and GOFS were reaching for missing weapons. They’d all been disappointed they’d missed out on Patton dying, but catching one of the Bloods would be some consolation.
Catherine recovered, looked around the room, and raised both hands. “Yes and no. Listen, please.” She turned to Patty. “I’m guessing some of the women living in Orchard Close will recognise Atlas. I know it isn’t a very pleasant thing to ask, but were any of them actually abused by him? I’m sure the answer is no, but if it’s yes, I’ll deliver him, tied up and alive.”
Vixen had realised what she’d said, and the conclusions. “I didn’t mean he’s guilty, I was talking about Atlas’s secret. Or not, because now it’ll have to be public knowledge. We’ve been having a lot of fun teasing Sylvester, because he knows there’s something, but not what.”
She looked towards Chelle, and shrugged. “Maybe we should have let everyone know, but Atlas wasn’t keen.” As her lip came up in a sneer, her voice changed. “If he’s been playing us, I’ll bring my knife, and a lighter.”
There were four women present who’d been Bloods entertainment, or in an enclave they’d captured. None of them had been abused by someone matching Atlas’s description, though if he was distinctive, they would probably recognise him. For the next half-hour, while the four women were tracking down more witnesses, there was a strange mood in the dance house. Vixen left, briefly, then came back.
~~
The rest of the crowd were unsettled—they’d arrived ready for an argument, maybe a fight, but now there wasn’t a target. The frustration didn’t help as they still might have a target, or not, so there was a lot of bottled-up emotion looking for an outlet. Some of it showed occasionally, as muttered curses or a kicked chair, but there was no release.
The crowd ate soup, or poured a drink, and tried to distract themselves, but it wasn’t easy. They discussed the Mart negotiations, or the attempt to kill Harold, or the smear campaign on TV, but their minds were elsewhere.
When the four women came back, they looked bemused. “None, he never even molested any of them, or treated them roughly.” The spokeswoman shook her head, puzzled. “That could still mean he was as bad as the rest, and the victims are dead or someplace else, but I don’t think so. Two of the women in the Girl Club, the quiet ones, know him, unless there were two Atlases.”
Several faces hardened at that—the quiet ones were those who’d been badly traumatised, and weren’t recovering. “No.” The spokeswoman understood the reaction, and shook her head. “Atlas asked for them to be taken to his room, and kept them a few nights. He let them sleep in his bed, alone, and locked them in when he went out so nobody could bother them. They ate well, slept safe, and both were injured so it gave them time to recover. Then he said he wasn’t in the mood, so they may as well piss off. He said they’d better tell everyone he was a bloody animal in bed, or he’d kill them.”
~~
Now everyone was looking at Catherine and Vixen, who both looked as baffled as the rest. Catherine tried to explain her first reaction. “Atlas swore he’d never abused a woman, or a bloke, not sexually. I thought he was gay, and he’s never given any of our women a second look, or the men, now I think about it. That was the joke. Some women were chasing him, and Sylvester reckoned a couple were getting close.”
Turning to Vixen, Catherine jerked her head towards the door. “He should be here by now. Get him.” Vixen left, and Catherine looked around the room. “When she went out earlier, Vixen sent a message, for Atlas to get his arse here in a hurry. It’s only eighteen miles, and there are plenty of cleared roads now.”
Vixen came back in, and when she beckoned, a cautious Atlas followed. He was even more cautious when he saw the scowls aimed at him. Catherine pointed to the area in front of the TV. “Stand there, Atlas.” As soon as he was facing her again, she didn’t hesitate. “I took your word, but now I’ve got to ask again, and this time it had better be the truth. Have you ever hurt a woman, or molested her?”
He hesitated, but then the big man nodded. “Cut or killed, yes, in fights. Otherwise, no. You know women don’t ring my bell.”
“So you said.” Bitch cocked her head to one side, curious. “Do men?” She held up a hand, quickly, to stop any answer. “Don’t answer, because it doesn’t matter. The thing is, if you don’t like women, why did you take them back to your room? I’m talking about when you were with the Bloods.”
For a moment Atlas looked shifty, but then he drew himself up, defiant. “I never hurt them.” Nobody answered, and after a short silence he continued. “I felt sorry for them, so I gave them a break. Just the ones who’d been badly beaten. A few days of rest gave them a chance to get past it, but the bruises meant the Bloods never realised.”
~~
There was an uncomfortable silence, with people exchanging glances, but that matched what had been said. “You helped capture us, and killed our families, sacked our enclaves!” This woman, one of the four, had her fists clenched. “You can’t just say it’s okay because you didn’t touch the women.”
“Yes he can.” Beach Beetch, without her Barbie ‘uniform’ tonight, stalked forward and pointed at her. “I bet you’ve helped us storm a few enclaves with the Juggernaut. You’re a hater, so you probably chopped a couple that were wounded, might have been trying to surrender. We just had this discussion, about the cripes shite some of us did in the past, and I’ve probably done worse than anything Atlas did.”
“Me too. I’ve definitely killed prisoners, slowly.” Catherine nodded to Atlas. “It’s sorted now, Atlas.”
The big man shook his head. “Not really boss, because now you’re curious, and it will keep niggling away at you. I guess I should tell you, but not with all the witnesses?” He pointed to Harold, then Headmaster. “Harold is your boss, and Headmaster has to tell his guy it’s all good, so he should be certain. You’ll tell Vixen anyway, and I guess Harold will tell either his sister or Demon, so they may as well stay.”
That wasn’t what had everyone staring, it was the blush! Maybe his obvious embarrassment helped, because everyone swore to say nothing about secrets. Two second’s thought, and it was obvious that wouldn’t work—too many people knew there’d been questions asked about him.
It didn’t take much longer to find a solution, the truth. Atlas had been accused of abuse, tried, and acquitted—not guilty. Once that was decided, Atlas told the angry woman to stay. She wouldn’t believe unless she really knew, and if she was convinced, the rest of the Bloods victims were more likely to accept her verdict.
~~
Sharyn refused to stay, but thought Patty should, as she was better than Harold with secrets. Once the door closed, there was an embarrassed silence. Vixen broke first, but instead of her usual brash approach, she seemed embarrassed. “Look, if it helps, I don’t need to know.”
At least that got Atlas smiling. “You’ve got to be the nosiest person I’ve ever met, Vixen. Not knowing will kill you, or I’ll wake up tied down, and you’ll be heating up the torture kit.”
The idea seemed to amuse him, and now he’d started, Atlas hit them with it. “I’m a eunuch, like the guys that looked after the harems in all those stories. Nasty accident that nearly killed me, and once it was all stitched up, all I’ve got left is a scar. The medics fixed a way for me to piss, standing up if I’m careful.”
He waited, braced for something, but nobody knew what to say—until Angry realised the flaw. “That won’t stop you fancying women, and playing sick games. Some guys use a dildo, or anything handy.” She winced as she said the last part.
Atlas laughed, which didn’t go down well. “No balls means bugger all testosterone, so no, I don’t fancy women, or men. I don’t really have a sex drive, which makes a dildo kinda pointless.” He looked at the others, and the smile faded. “No giggles, no jokes?”
Harold recovered first, or spoke first. “Not really funny, is it? Though I guess a lot of people gave you shit when they found out. As far as I’m concerned, I never heard a word, so as long as you don’t screw up, you’re clear. If you screw up, I’m guessing Catherine will deal with it.”
Catherine had that curious look, her head to one side. “How many Bloods did you have to kill to keep that a secret?”
“Four. Made a mistake while having a piss, which is why I challenged for better status. It’s easier to hide with my own room.” He still seemed to be expecting something, but Atlas was slowly relaxing. “So now what, Boss?”
“Now you keep teasing Puzz, and we keep laughing at her and Sylvester. Eventually he’ll assume you’re gay, and try to find your boyfriend.” Catherine started smiling, and so did Vixen.
~~
Angry butted in, but quietly. “You were with the Bloods when they killed people I knew, so I’ll never like you. I can accept that you’re no worse than Bitch or Beetch, but what you did was personal. Even so, I’ll keep your secret. I owe you that for Jan, twice she said, and for the others you helped,” With that she left, slamming the door behind her.
Headmaster left next. “I’ll make sure everyone knows you were strictly a fighter, none of the other shit, but you and the Bloods killed a lot of friends. I doubt you’ll ever be welcome.” The rest left straight afterwards.
Harold and Patty talked on the way home, but despite it being a bloody awful thing to happen to Atlas, or anyone, it would make little difference. They weren’t even sure why Atlas insisted on telling them, though Patty wondered if it was a test. To see what would happen if someone found out, if he’d still be accepted. They’d never know, but there were plenty of other things to keep them occupied.
The whole Atlas business had one unexpected effect—it took the heat out of the argument over the smear campaign. Just as well, as the ten o’clock news increased the pressure. Harold didn’t recognise the man who swore he’d been a patient at another hospital. Soldier Boy had allegedly personally led the sacking of the hospital, with his men killing patients and dragging away the female nurses.
The news didn’t name Evesham Hospital, or mention a liberated work camp. The two nurses, more rape victims, were very clear they were from Southampton Hospital. Once again, they didn’t remember the name properly, though a doctor suggested that was due to the trauma.






Chapter 12

22nd–23rd: Wham, Banger, Gone:
Ragnorak split up his senior officers, and they spent most of the day visiting work camps, though he was disappointed with the results. Some inmates volunteered, but most of them failed the physical. All the camps had been visited before, and most of the acceptable volunteers had arrived since the last recruitment. A few of those wanting sniper training were recruited, once they knew the abysmal survival rates for snipers.
Raggy had passed on his first experience to the other officers, and stressed he was after thinkers as well as fighters. Others did some of the recruiting, but any that showed potential met Raggy, Blood, Pak, Fergus, or Flo. Meanwhile some of the recruiters talked to the camp inmates, and guards, looking for more loners, the ones tough enough to survive that way.
The final test, combat with padded weapons, wasn’t too arduous, as anyone likely to fail didn’t get that far. There would be time to toughen them up. The process was slow, and cumbersome, and only produced a dozen at most from any camp, but Raggy wasn’t relying on camps. Banger had his own recruiters, and method.
~~
Banger had only visited three camps, and by then he had a better idea. Raggy loaned him a few fighters, to keep an eye on him, and he set off with forty of his original Gang-Bangers, nearly all of the survivors. He’d meant to get men through the Birmingham perimeter mid-afternoon, so they could be out again just after nightfall, but there were Specials as well as gang sentries.
Harold and his friends, and a good proportion of Birmingham, were busy talking about the six o’clock news when Banger finally made his move. Forty armed men, in plated jackets with gang signs, slipped through growing shadows, and past the Specials allegedly guarding the perimeter. The intruders took their time, working their way through the secondary growth in the abandoned fields, then settled down watch.
The idea was to identify a gang guard they knew personally, without being spotted by the rest. The guards were members of the Tonys, one of the gangs waiting for the Barbarians or Juggernaut to exterminate them, so they were nervous. Even so, when one of them was recognised by a watcher, they were too interested in infiltration from the Barbarians to watch the fields properly.
The watcher crept forward and called out the name, and once inside the guard post talked fast. He explained that they could leave tonight, to join an official gang, a big one. All they had to do was keep quiet, let the Bangers through. By the time the Tonys had decided to go with it, it would have been too late. Engrossed in the argument, the three men had been surrounded.
There was an additional price—the three Tonys would help the Bangers pass the next border, and with the recruitment. Three of Banger’s men took over the guard post, while the three Tonys led the rest deeper into their gang’s territory. A similar approach got them through the next four gang borders, until Banger reached the Vice Kings.
~~
The Vice Kings named themselves after a black gang in a video game, but hadn’t been able to keep it up. Some still wore tight leather pants, but they weren’t a big enough gang to turn away recruits of any colour, or to steal or buy all the right gear for the fancy look. Even the original names were gone as leaders changed. The one thing that still united them was fear—the Barbarians and the Juggernaut gangs nearly surrounded them.
The Vice Kings didn’t rule a big area, so it didn’t take long to reach their enclosure. That didn’t get them inside, and Ekon, the local that Banger picked up on the border, was willing but unable. He didn’t have the authority to take thirty strangers inside the walls, and there wasn’t a way to sneak over. The Kings’ guards were alert, and the whole gang were sleeping in their armour, waiting for the Barbarians to raid again. The next time it might be to finish them off.
Ragnorak had already warned Banger he might hit exactly this problem, and there was a solution, probably. “Is there another entrance, a small one?”
There always was, if only so the top lot had a rat-hole if they needed it, so he expected the nod. A cautious nod, then Ekon explained the problem. “But there are three guards. If we’re lucky, I might know one well enough to keep him quiet, but not all three.”
Pulling a knife from his sheath, Banger looked at the blade, then back at Ekon. “Decision time. You can come with us, get out of this shit-heap, or I can leave you all here for Vixen, or maybe Stripes.”
The shudder was an answer, but it took a moment for the guy to firm up. “I can get the door open, but then I’ll need help if it’s got to be quiet.” A gesture from Banger, and two with knives, then four with crossbows, moved up.
The knock had a rhythm, but not complicated—the peephole was the real security. “Need to pass on a message for King, from the Loogies. No, I can’t tell you, or not yet.” As soon as the door was half-open, Ekon pushed through, and the other two with knives followed, keeping low.
Ekon leapt for one man, pushing him back with a hand over his mouth. “Keep quiet, Kofi, and we’ll both live.” Before the other two could tackle Ekon or the two following him, or do more than take a breath to shout, crossbows twanged. The bolts hit, and the crouchers pounced, stabbing and holding on, slowing the fall to minimise the noise.
~~
Ekon’s target was spreadeagled with a knife touching his cheek, eyes wide but keeping very still. “They’ve come to rescue some of us. They want good fighters, but no nutters, or guys who can’t leave the women alone.” The man started to struggle, but now there was someone on each arm. “Keep still, Kofi. They mean the twats who won’t leave women alone AFTER they’ve been recruited. Though you and me, we never bothered women, did we?”
The man relaxed, and Ekon took his hand away, slowly, letting him speak. “No, no women. Er, or blokes, I’m not queer, okay?” A hesitant half-smile appeared. “So how are you recruiting?”
As more men came inside and spread out, making sure the gate was secure, Banger gestured to get the man on his feet. “We’ve got women, but you treat them proper, pay if they ask and they can say no, understand?” The quick nod would have agreed with anything right now. “You and Ekon, and two guys who have friends here, will recruit. Get the right person on their own, and explain. Then they help recruit more.”
He moved sideways to let two men in. “These two will help you. Choose Vice Kings you think would be good recruits, bearing in mind the woman thing. We only want good fighters, not newbies or nutters. Choose the ones you’d want at your back if you were in trouble.”
Ekon patted Kofi on the shoulder. “Come on. I can think of four, and I can’t see any of them saying no. Whatever it is has to be better than staying.”
~~
As the small groups headed into the enclave, Banger relaxed just a little. This had been the most dangerous one. They were deep inside Birmingham, just forty of them, and if trouble started, the Barbarians might come to investigate. The next one, Loogie’s Associates, were on the way back out. He’d be closer to the wire, with more men.
He shook his head about the name. Had to be South Park fans, but the idiots should have realised everyone would take the piss. Nobody wanted to join the Lurgies, or the Loo’s Asses, or any of the other versions used by their neighbours. He didn’t expect many worth recruiting, but one of his own guys knew of two.
Ekon and Kofi had nineteen comrades when they crossed into Lurgy’s territory. When he left, despite his doubts, Banger had sixteen more recruits. A growing collection of desperate men crept through the night, all well-armed, and bringing anything they thought might be valuable or useful. That included the weapons and armour from several bodies, either those who refused the offer, or were in the way and the wrong type.
They’d never have got away with it elsewhere, but the members of these five enclaves stayed behind walls at night. The Bitch Squad sometimes came hunting, so manning the guard posts wasn’t popular, and there were no roving patrols.
The forty original intruders, and their increasingly nervous followers, never realised that the BBC were helping them. Some of the new recruits mentioned the news, but mostly to curse Soldier Boy. Along the border, however, the Barbarian guards were distracted.
The Barbarian guards knew that Bitch had headed for Soldier Boy, with a burr in her knickers about something. None of them wanted a war with the Juggernaut, at least partly because it would be bloody, but maybe it could be avoided. Despite the numbers, many of them thought that now they’d got automatic rifles from the Specials, the Barbarians could go it alone if necessary.
The neighbours weren’t going to invade, unless it was to surrender, so the Barbarians’ border guards weren’t really alert. Instead of trying to spot anyone sneaking about over the border, they were more interested in the news when Bitch came back, and wondering what she’d missed out. Banger’s mob tried to be stealthy, but without the distractions, someone would have spotted them.
Banger noted that the Trailer Park Mafia really did have a big mobile home park near their enclave, though most of it had burned. There weren’t any alligators near the Gator Gang, and their armour didn’t look like crocodile skin, so their name was a mystery. Even so, twenty-two tough, well-armed men stepped over the stripped bodies of erstwhile comrades, and disappeared into the night.
~~
He didn’t get every suitable recruit, but Banger didn’t expect to. Some were loyal enough that nobody approached them, others couldn’t be contacted privately enough, while a few said no and had to be killed. As he crouched on the Tonys’ border, looking at the mile of potential farmland, Banger was more than satisfied.
The last kill squad came back, with two recruits and extra weapons, so none of the Tonys’ guard posts would report a lot of people leaving. Lifting the radio, he pressed the four button. “Kiss, kiss.”
The reply was almost immediate. “Bang, bang.” There weren’t any bangs, because crossbows were quieter. Twelve Specials could have seen him leaving Birmingham, from three sandbagged positions, but now they wouldn’t. Ragnorak’s extra help wasn’t just to keep Banger honest, they were there to make sure the way out was clear. “Come home children, the kettle is on.”
A hundred thirty-one experienced recruits headed across the fields, escorted by Banger’s forty, and were joined by Raggy’s twenty-four. They kept marching for another mile, then climbed into coaches. Diverting the transport sent to fetch recruits from work camps, now supposedly parked up for the night, hadn’t been difficult. The new recruits were delighted with comfortable transport, and beer, and set into getting more details about their new gang.
Behind them they left a slowly gathering storm, though as yet all five gangs were trying to figure out what happened. Their first reaction was to make sure nobody found out they’d lost so many good fighters, and weapons.
~~~
23rd 11 a.m.:
Scroat Hunt:
It was mid-morning when a messenger from the Barbarians reached Harold, with a written note. “Have invaded Tonys. Bring the Juggernaut soon as possible.” That didn’t tell him much, but there was only one answer. Harold made his excuses, left the meeting, and then found out the answer was already being organised. The same message had been sent to several people like Patty and Gem, and to other enclaves.
A substantial number of the heavy weapons, armoured vehicles, and catapults or throwers, were already close to the last unaligned enclaves in Birmingham. They’d been brought to deal with either the Barbarians or the smaller gangs, but then Harold came home. He’d agreed an alliance with the Barbarians, then declared independence, so everyone had been too busy to finish the job.
Now Catherine had decided to do it on her own—or maybe not. From the number of Barbarians dressed for war, she hadn’t attacked, or not yet. When she came to meet Harold, fighters were pouring in from other gangs, so she must have sent a lot of messages.
In a remarkably short time, the Barbarians were outnumbered by Juggernaut allies. Every fighter in Birmingham slept with their weapons close by, and that message had been designed to get them here as fast as possible. Harold was still inspecting the various-sized siege machines, most of which he’d never seen before, when Catherine came to meet him.
~~
She was in full battle mode, breasts bared, and wasn’t wasting time. “Some of the gang members escaped overnight, so I’ve sealed off the border.”
“How?” Harold started again. “How did they escape, and how did you find out?”
Vixen threw a man forward, onto his knees. “He turned up on the border this morning, wanting to trade information for a clean pass, no trial.” The redhead pointed at Harold. “Tell him.”
“They disappeared overnight.” Vixen kicked him, fairly gently. “Sorry. Some of our fighters, good ones, disappeared overnight, with their weapons. They’d killed most of the border guards and then run. There were other bodies as well, all stripped of armour and weapons, for a buy-in.” He glanced back at Vixen. “I know a guy in the Gator Gang, and he said the same happened to them. I figured that the Barbarians might like to know.”
“Enough.” Catherine, or Bitch now, scowled down at him. “I sent the Bitch Squad across the border to ask the Vice Kings. Their border guards are just there to give the rest a warning, but we shot them through the legs and caught them. The same thing happened to them, mystery bodies and good fighters missing. I sent two hundred fighters to seal off the Tonys, stop any more leaving Birmingham, and asked for reinforcements.”
~~
The small group looked at each other, baffled. “Did anyone threaten them, tell them they were going to be wiped out?” Hangaku, the Yakuza Queen of the Sutton Park Alliance, shrugged. “Soon, I mean. I’m sure they knew it was coming.”
Puzz admitted the Def Leppardz might have taunted border guards, and so did Bitch, but that was a regular thing. “What about last night?” Ken nodded towards Beetch. “We only sent a couple to talk to Harold, but Beetch said there were others, from this way. A lot of people charging about at night might have panicked them.”
Vulcan had his arm around Harold’s bodyguard, but was dead serious. “No. Either they’d have all run, or there would have been a fight. We’ll never guess, so the answer is to go and ask. Are the Genoese here yet?” After leading the assaults as they paid off their debt, the Genoese were the enclave assault specialists.
“Just pulling up.” Lovecat, dressed in some ungodly mix of Goth and Professors-designed armour, pointed to six coaches parking by the siege machines. “I bet they appreciate the new wheels, Harold.” There weren’t any coaches in the city until Harold brought Evesham camp’s fleet.
Mahaan interrupted as arms beckoned to the Genoese NCOs. “This will be bloody. We’ll have to do it quick or they’ll combine.”
Several voices spoke up until Ken out-shouted them. “Hit them really hard, smash the wall and roll right over the place.”
“No.” The shouting died back, and Harold looked a little embarrassed. He’d automatically looked for them, but if this lot were just going to charge, the semi-military convict fighters were the wrong people. “Well yes, hit them hard, but seal them off first. We promised the Genoese not to use them as shock troops.”
He turned to point along the border, rather than towards the Vice Kings’ enclave. “They can follow the armour, Raphael or Bess, and punch through along the other border, cut the Vice Kings off from whoever their neighbours are. If they dig in facing both ways, then two hundred of them, with automatic weapons, can hold off both gangs if necessary.” He turned, seeing all the confused faces. “If we get them moving, now.”
~~
That was enough to concentrate minds—confusion gave way to understanding. Some of the minds quickly swung into action. Vulcan turned and headed for Raphael, while Patty and several others went to let the Genoese know their target.
Harold turned back to the rest. “We’ll want every one of these catapults, throwers, and rocket launchers, all aimed at one section of their wall. We’ll smash it to hell, but ignore the rest. Then while the last stuff is still exploding, we charge. I’m betting half the survivors run for their neighbours.”
He smiled as Vixen punched the air. “Straight into the automatics. Give them a few minutes to get on their wall, ready to defend, and there won’t be half of them left.”
“Get…” Bitch swore. “Half of ours are on the border. You’ll need them for that kind of fight.”
Christie patted her blonde wig, perched on a huge Afro. “It’s been a while since you lot saw the Barbies really cut loose. That’s if Ken can keep up wearing all that crap. Come on, move it or we’ll be too late.”
Harold watched, bemused, as the group split up, with everyone shouting for the rest to hurry. The Genoese were climbing back onto their buses, and Raphael lurched into motion. A Barbarian ran towards it and was pulled aboard, as a guide, presumably. Other vehicles were pulling siege machines in the other direction, or were hooking onto or loading the remainder.
In all directions, fighters were running, gathering into gangs, and then streaming after the machines. A few machines were just arriving, and their vehicles joined the exodus. “Come on.” Umeko looked half-asleep, but wasn’t being left out. “Some of us stayed awake after last night, nattering, so I’d fall over if I charged.” She patted her bandolier of rifle ammunition, and yawned. “I can lie down to shoot, and anyway I want to see you try and organise this shambles.”
The Humvee was behind her, the driver’s door open. “As long as you keep your eyes open. We don’t want to run into Bess.” The blade, and the sheer weight of metal attached to the big tractor unit, were probably enough to dent even an armoured Hummer.
~~
In the end, nobody organised the assault, not really. Siege machines and fighters arrived near the Vice Kings enclave, and the gang manned their walls, but there were no challenges or demands. Either someone decided there were enough machines, or the horde reached critical mass—the heavy weapons opened up. So did the snipers, briefly, but then they ran out of targets.
The infantry assault started in the same way. The top half of the wall facing them disintegrated as metal, rocks, concrete, and explosives struck it again and again, while the fighters began to ease out into the fields. There was no defensive fire so more followed, all creeping closer, but still nobody shot at them.
At about a hundred yards from the wall, the first ones suddenly started running, and within seconds the whole mass surged forward. Spotters started screaming at winders and loaders to stop, and they managed to do so before the assault hit the sloping rubble. Within minutes, whatever defenders remained had disappeared under a horde of machete-wielding maniacs.
Afterwards, the medics reckoned there were more injuries from tripping or falling than from defensive fire. That wasn’t a surprise, as the top half of the wall, and the first swathe of buildings inside, were shattered. Nobody was sure how many defenders were still alive when the assault reached them, but none survived.
~~
In the gap between the catapults opening fire and the infantry assault, Harold did manage one bit of organising. As the mob gathered, he spotted another two groups who were also the wrong people in the wrong fight. He pulled up next to Stones and his SAS-plus—the two women were with them, and fully armed. “Stones!”
Stones looked at Harold, and then all around, baffled. “Is this how you lot fight, Harry? It’s more like a bloody riot. I thought you said you had some soldier types?”
“Exceptional circumstances. Too many people hate these assholes to do it right.” He pointed towards a block of khaki-uniformed figures in ranks. “I’ve got a proper soldier job if you want it? Join me over there and I’ll explain.”
As he drove—because his bodyguards had run off to join the fight—Harold used his radio. Despite the number of people trying to use the same nine channels, he managed to contact seven of the people he wanted. When he pulled up by the ranks of soldiers, he could see that some were Sarge’s Boys, Sergeant Stokes’ platoon. Sixteen when he counted, which meant some of them were walking wounded.
They were dressed for battle, wearing their armour, which still showed the scars from Evesham. The uniforms, weapons, and helmets from the seven dead and seven seriously wounded soldiers were now shared out. The thirty-six new recruits weren’t typical—they were already veterans, and were wearing their own well-worn Army battledress.
El Cid had sent some fit men and women to help with the London exodus, and attacking Evesham, and most of them survived the attack. Harold had always suspected they were ex-forces, so he wasn’t surprised by them all in uniform, and standing in ranks. Not quite Army, as they had swords, machetes, or sabres and a motley selection of other blades, though they’d all scored an automatic.
~~
A few had one or two stripes, but the one out front, speaking to them, had no rank badges. As Harold pulled up, the fifty-two soldiers came to attention, and the anonymous figure turned and waited, looking up and over the car. It was Lance Corporal Felton! As Harold opened the door and got out, she saluted. “Platoon all present and correct, sir.”
That left Harold returning another salute. He’d have to sort that out, but now wasn’t the time. “Good, because I’ve got a job for you. Do you want to join the charge?”
For a moment Harold wondered what her expression was, and then realised she was trying to work out if that was what he wanted. “I need some steady people to dig in and hold a line.” Felton was still waiting, but Harold wasn’t comfortable giving orders—he’d only been a pay clerk, a corporal.
He remembered something he’d seen officers do when they wanted a private word. “Let them relax, then walk with me, please.” Felton turned back and told them to stand at ease. The single thud as fifty-two boots hit the turf confirmed they were all ex-Army.
Felton joined Harold as he walked away from the ranks, and beckoned to Stones, who’d just arrived up. “I’m not very good at doing this the formal way, er, Felton.” He’d been going to call her Lance, but usually an officer would be commanding sixty soldiers. Though now he thought he remembered Vaugn calling her ma’am. “What rank are you now?”
~~
Harold glanced at her, worried he’d said the wrong thing, but she had the trace of a smile. “Lance corporal, sir, or none because we deserted. I’m not sure if it’s a joke, but people keep expecting me to order them about, and saluting.”
Despite the humour, she still looked worried, and Harold realised that part of it could be about his reaction. “Good enough for me. If they call you ma’am and salute, you’re an officer, and a mob like that need someone to keep them in order.” If the veterans from London were treating her as an officer, it wasn’t a joke—one of them would have laughed by now.
Felton still looked unsure, but Harold thought of an ideal example. “Why do you call me sir?”
“Sarge told us you were our new officer.” This time the smile was clearer, though still brief. “He didn’t give you a rank, so I see what you mean, sir. There were some officers at Evesham, so this is only temporary anyway, then we’ll all get back to normal.”
Harold didn’t answer, because Stones stopped a few paces short, and saluted. He’d have laughed, but the salute was aimed at Felton! She returned it, and Harold took his chance. “Why did you salute, Stones?”
He looked curious, but didn’t hesitate. “I asked a couple of the soldiers who was in charge, and they said Felton.” His eyes drifted past Harold. “I’ve seen some of them salute, so I assumed you were an officer, ma’am.” It was funny from Harold’s point of view. Felton thought Soldier Boy was in charge, and saluted, but Stones didn’t—he saluted Felton.
~~
A few sentences explained the problem, and some of it wasn’t. As Stones pointed out, sometimes the regiment didn’t wear unit or rank badges, but they all knew who the officer was. He’d been looking past Harold’s shoulder, and said none of the soldiers were laughing or pointing—they weren’t setting Felton up.
“Sorted.” Harold grinned at both of them. “If an officer turns up, Felton, tell them I put you in charge of the soldiers, and send them to me.” Before she could answer, he moved on. “Which means I’ve got the right person, and here come the rest.” He beckoned to the seven people waiting by his car.
Gem, Mathias, Tell, Carver, Ava, Henry, and Wayne all looked curious, but Harold didn’t have time for long explanations. “Felton is the officer in charge of that lot, and Stones for the SAS.” That got a quick frown from Stones, but he didn’t say anything. “I need about a hundred and forty more people who can shoot, keep the barrel down. Preferably all from Orchard Close because they’re used to fighting together, but it isn’t essential. I want people who will dig in and defend, not attack.”
“Why?” Jackie, Carver right now, looked towards the Vice Kings enclave. “Sorry, Harold, it’s just that this might be my last chance.”
Harold already understood. “So go and join the assault.” He gestured. “Go on, scat, and don’t get that skirt dented.” As Carver ran off, he turned to the rest. “That horde will swamp the Vice Kings, and the Genoese will slaughter the runners, but then what? We’ll never get them to wait until the Genoese pack up, mount up, drive around, and cut off the next border.”
She sighed, but then Gemma nodded. “I’m not really the mad charge type anyway. You want us to do the same as the Genoese, dig in and shoot anyone who gets near?”
Harold nodded, but he could see Tell and Ava both wanted to be off. “If any of you want to join the attack, no problem. Can the rest of you find me enough people to help our Army contingent, just in case the next lot try to help, launch an attack this way?” He glanced down at a list he’d been given. “The Trailer Park Mafia.”
“Yeuk, caught between the Lurgies and the Mafia.” Mathias grinned at Gemma. “Bagsy driving the Tank.”
Gemma grinned back. “Shotgun, with a machine gun.” She looked around. “But first we’d better find help. It’ll be embarrassing if the Lurgies squish us.” The two of them set off, shouting into their radios.
Wayne patted Henry on the shoulder. “I’m staying near you, so you can use your lurgy-splatter on them. Come on, or we’ll have to chase after the attack and pull recruits off the walls.”
~~
It wasn’t quite that bad, so the two hundred set off in plenty of time. That was at least partly because they’d commandeered the closest transport, on the grounds that those charging the enclave could just keep walking to the next fight. Felton, Stones, Gem, and Mathias were in the back of the Tank, trying to plan, and were going to commandeer a Barbarian sentry as a local guide.
Harold stayed back, as he had another job. As soon as the machines stopped firing, he drove through them, using the loudspeaker installed for Juggernaut negotiations. “Pack up your ammo, then form a convoy and follow me. We have to get set up before those idiots arrive and charge the next lot of walls.” Though he thought the fighters might need a rest first. This charge, clearing the enclave, and then chasing survivors through the ruins in full armour, would be hard work.
Turning around he drove back, slowly, repeating the message, and was pleased to see the first ones getting in line. He braked as Patty ran out in front of him, waving. When Harold stopped, he turned towards a knocking, and Umeko wanted him to open the door.
“Come on, let me in.” She was trying hard for indignant, but Umeko couldn’t stop the huge smile. Patty took over the shotgun seat, relegating Harold to the back. “Here.” Umeko passed the microphone. “Nobody will pay attention to me. Where are we going?”
Turning, Harold looked back towards the assault. It was over, though there were still people climbing over the rubble or streaming in through the gate. “They’ll need snipers for the next one.”
The two women started laughing, until Patty paused for breath. “Not really. I’ve no idea how many rifles were firing. I shot exactly one person, and then the rest were dead or hiding, or hidden in the smoke.” Umeko was nodding, while weaving between vehicles towing heavy metal. “Anyway, you know the rules, two bodyguards.”
Harold didn’t mention driving around on his own, just looked at all the traffic lumbering into motion. “Just in time to protect my delicate body.”
~~
Umeko swerved and leant on the horn. “I don’t think a rifle will help if some of these hit us. We’d better not arrive too far in front of the Army, or I’ll run out of ammo and end up chasing Lurgies to run them over. Unless I fall asleep?”
Harold laughed at her. “Machine guns will keep you awake. We’ll be collecting the Genoese, just to make sure the catapults aren’t lonely.” The three of them began joking about the Genoese being lonely, then whether running over a lurgy would leave goo all over the wheels.
Umeko wondered if they’d be like gel, catch bullets, then Patti reckoned they’d need a sieve to collect the lead afterwards. She claimed victory when the other two fake-barfed. Harold had no idea what had put Patty and Umeko in such a good mood, but it was infectious. Either the smile or her shotgun persuaded someone to part with a drone, so Patty could see where they were going.
He made an effort to look serious when he reached the Genoese. It didn’t help that the soldiers were laughing and joking, betting on who would hit the latest Vice King to run towards them. “Sorry to spoil the fun, but we need you to keep the artillery safe. Are there many casualties?”
“Lots, sir, but none of ours have been hit.” The sergeant saluted, then saluted Patty. “Do you need us for the next assault, sir?”
That was tempting, but Harold had promised not to waste them in charges. Not to the fighters, he’d been speaking privately to their commander, Julius, but he would keep his word. “Once the rest of the Army catch up, the artillery will be safe. By that time, someone will have sealed the border between the Lurgies and the Mafia. I need you to repeat this, take over the border between the Trailer Park Mafia and the Gator Gang. More shooting practice.”
“Yes sir!” The sergeant looked as if he was about to laugh. “This is better than the usual practice, the targets are running about. Though I might have to stop the betting, or some of the men will be broke.” Harold finally realised why they were all smiling. For the first time since Julius surrendered, the Genoese weren’t leading the attack. Instead, they were dug in, with superior weaponry, facing an outnumbered enemy who weren’t even trying to hide.
~~
Once Harold contacted Vulcan, in Raphael the armoured turtle, the GOFS warchief offered to come and help. The supply of fleeing Vice Kings dried up, and the Genoese abandoned their positions to escort the artillery towards the next target. The Lurgies had been warned by fleeing sentries, but bursts of automatic gunfire sent the first probes scrambling back to their walls.
The first of the fighters arrived while the heavy metal was setting up, but they wouldn’t be protecting anyone—they were gasping for breath. Harold stressed that he didn’t want the artillery to open up yet. They had to wait until most of the infantry had caught up, and recovered, ready to charge. Then he wanted to repeat the last attack. The first part was already in place—the nearest section of wall was crowded with Loogies.
The allied gangs were all mixed up as they arrived, and tried to catch their breath. Regardless of their usual tactics, they were all mad machete maniacs today, and totally pumped after running over the Vice Kings. As soon as the reinforcements outnumbered the Genoese, Harold led the latter, and Raphael, in a loop around the Loogies and the Mafia.
The good mood persisted. As they left, Patty and Umeko had their windows wound down, and were giving the mechanical ‘Royal’ hand wave to any fighters they passed. The result varied, from various waves and hand signs to a couple of bare arses, but everyone was laughing.
When Harold led the column past the end of the Loogie–Mafia border, Patty’s drone veered off to check. Felton, Stones, or Gemma had already taken over. The two women were laughing as Patty described a few of the Mafia running for home. Vulcan had a drone, and the Genoese had two, which joined Patty’s in scouting along the Mafia/Barbarians border. The sentries they saw were heading for their stronghold, so the Trailer Park Mafia were expecting trouble.
~~
Any remaining humour was stifled as the Genoese column reached the point where Mafia became Gators. Raphael turned towards the Barbarians’ border, then drove over, and down the road where the Mafia and Gator borders met. It looked more like the old borders just after the Crash, a road with gang signs on the houses each side. No fortifications—the few guards used weatherproof buildings, their body heat showing clearly as the drones passed over them.
The guards on both sides were confused, then frightened when the first to show themselves were shot down. Some of the rest hid, and some fought, but either way the fighters following Raphael killed them. A few ran, and lived—for now. The ones running towards the Mafia stronghold would be back, if they turned around fast enough.
Squads of Genoese split off along the way, and set up defensive positions. With the drones to help, the road became a kill zone for intruders from either direction, though nobody expected any of the Gator Gang. They’d be pulling in guards, and hoping the attack was restricted to the Mafia. The Genoese drones started patrolling, up high, to spot any large groups trying to escape.
Harold, Patty, and Umeko set off to collect the artillery. Felton and her motley crew would guard them as they set up for the next assault.
~~
Six hours from when the Juggernaut artillery opened up on the Vice Kings, seventy-three Tonys tried to leave Birmingham. They’d picked up enough from radios to realise what was happening, and that once the Gator Gang were dead, they’d be next. Nobody would ever know if they meant to surrender to the Specials on the perimeter, as they never got that far.
Two hundred very bored Barbarians gleefully opened fire, many with automatics they’d looted when they’d killed the Specials—and most managed to keep the muzzle down for up to half a magazine. As the survivors reeled back, the Barbarians charged, and slaughtered them. The Tonys only managed to kill four, and wound a dozen, and then the gang was extinct.
“No fair.” Ken had shed most of her armour somewhere on the way, and was leant against Harold’s Humvee, trying to catch her breath. She pointed at the pristine walls of the Tonys’ stronghold, and the crowd of unarmed people—all waving anything white they could find. “Not a plated jacket among them. I wanted a Tonys version to make up the set.”
“No chance.” Ava was sat next to Carver, who was laid flat out. “Even if you crawled across there, and over the wall, you’d be too knackered to carry one away.” She stopped talking to take a long drink.
Carver managed to sit up, still panting, but she had a wide grin. “We didn’t really charge the Gators’ wall, more like a slow jog.” She raised an arm to wave to Harold. “No dents in my skirt, Harold.”
Looking around, Harold couldn’t see many people with an injury, but the serious ones would be on the way to hospital. He tried to keep it light. “How many were dented?”
Anyone in earshot looked around, or thought, then most began shaking their heads. Some began laughing, about fighters who’d sprained an ankle, or collected other injuries from climbing rubble, or running across fields and through ruins. None of them had seen any allied dead, and very few combat injuries.
Vehicles bounced across the open ground, or down streets that were partly cleared, bringing the exhausted gang leaders. Some were also injured, with Beetch scowling because she’d dislocated her knee—climbing a wall. A smug scowl, now it had been put back and was strapped up, because Logan was carrying her.
~~
By the time most of the leaders were gathered, the tally was only ten dead, including the four Barbarians at the end, though others had serious injuries. Five years of gang warfare, massacres, and pillage, had ended in one day of sheer bedlam. No last-ditch bloody battle, which was surreal, but sobering as the numbers firmed up. The alliance’s combat casualties outnumbered the total prisoners from all five gangs. Their dead almost did, as the only captives had been found unconscious—and after the fighting passed.
Despite being exhausted, the fighters were in a fantastic mood, and there was a totally undamaged enclave right there. The Tonys had left their stores, including beer, and the relieved civvies were only too pleased to start cooking and passing out pints. At first it was a quiet celebration, as most people could barely walk, let alone dance.
Beer, a meal, rest, and sometimes sleep, dealt with the exhaustion, but the fighters were still very happy, and relieved. As darkness gathered, the enclave lit up, and the party started. From outside it might have looked and sounded as if the place was being sacked, but the winners were celebrating, and there were no losers left. No bodies either, not here, and nobody was thinking of tomorrow.
Umeko didn’t drink or dance, and wasn’t joking when she drove Harold home. Not just Umeko, there was a steady trickle of people, women, heading back to Orchard Close. Five liberated enclaves meant five groups of liberated prisoners, potentially new members of the Girl Club, though hopefully most of them would recover.
This time the victims wouldn’t go through the full Mercedes recovery regime. They couldn’t start by killing their abuser, because most of them were already dead. Even if the ten prisoners were all executed, the women would have to form firing squads to share them out. They would all get the chance to view the dead, as knowing for certain their tormentors were extinct was usually a relief.
Despite the numbers of rescued women, there were some smiles as the barrows were filled with clothes and weapons. This would be the last time.






Chapter 13

23rd
2 p.m.: The White Lady: Monster:
In an office in Warwick Castle, a sergeant looked at a message and swore. “The info for the White Lady hit has come in, but it’s for the twenty-sixth. We’ve kept the drugs down far enough to start feeding her the mission, but it takes five days minimum. Are you sure we can get rid of the loopy-juice, wind her up, and point her at the right…”
He stopped, and when he spoke again, the sergeant was cautious, and worried. “This says Birmingham, sir. Why did you offer them the White Lady? The file says we shouldn’t send her there.”
A captain with a scar down his face snatched the paper. “I had to, because there wasn’t anyone else, not without bringing back one of the pair on the Scottish border. This was urgent, from the very top. The request was for a real shooter, not a zombie or a nutter from the camps. They want him dead, no mistakes or escape, as soon as possible, and weren’t happy when I told them we couldn’t shoot him today.”
He turned to the screen. “My contact finally agreed the first opportunity, tomorrow morning, was too tight, but wouldn’t accept a five-day lead time. I looked at the dates and times, and got him to accept this was the soonest feasible chance. It’s too soon, but our other proper shooters are on missions, and won’t be back fast enough to reprogramme. We might have lost them if we’d tried, and the new mission got mixed up with the shite from the last one.”
He scowled at the print again, especially at the target’s name. “It’s a straight shoot, and we’ve got a definite time and place, so it’ll be easy to programme her. She’ll barely see the place, so the location doesn’t matter. It’s not my fault they’ve got their panties in a twist and want it done now, and I’m sure as hell not going to argue with that authorisation!”
The sergeant hesitated, but then he had to say something. “Wrong shooter, wrong weapon, she’s meant to be used against armour or to blow shit up. The whole city has just declared independence, so it won’t be like the others. No rival gangs to blame if we have to kill a sentry, and he’s got thousands of bloody fighters. We can’t sneak with that Snipex Alligator. It’s over six foot long, weighs fifty-five pounds, and sounds like a cannon.”
The casual wave of a hand dismissed the perfectly valid objections. “The ideal weapon for a target that might be in an armoured Humvee. You can see the priority code, and I was told someone is going to die if he doesn’t, so make sure she hits him. If you go in through the city centre, it isn’t far. Late evening, dusk, on the twenty-sixth, so if we start priming her now, she’ll be ready. Christ Almighty, we do everything but pull the bloody trigger, so if necessary Urwin can do it.”
Urwin couldn’t, and the arse knew it, which was why the corporal was the spotter and they needed the programmed shooters. It took a certain mindset to be a sniper, which was why the Army didn’t have hundreds of them. Though an equivalent mindset could be induced using something horrific enough, or hate, and then drugs. The sergeant didn’t bother pointing that out, because the arse wouldn’t listen.
The jumped-up asshole should have said no, in spite of the priority, but for some reason he was dead keen on this one. Symonns didn’t give a shit normally, so maybe it was the name at the bottom, authorising the hit. Kurgan didn’t recognise it so it was someone important. Maybe Symonns was hoping to impress them, and get a better posting. Personally, the sergeant would cheer if the dick was transferred.
Unlikely, as this posting was in the arsehole of hell, juggling zombie shooters and work camp psychos. Then there were the six dedicated one-mile-plus killers, all ticking bombs, basketcases kept on track by drugs and brainwashing. Being here meant that sometime in the not-too-distant past, the twat had truly screwed the pooch. Still, the sergeant could hope. A new officer might let the NCOs, the handlers, have some fun with the failures, the women, before shooting them.
All the women had been pretty, still were if you didn’t mind scarring, but the female work camp shooters’ interest in men tended towards killing as many as possible. The zombie type were drugged and more or less brain-dead unless they had a rifle and targets, but they didn’t fight, which was near enough for some handlers. He smiled, but not enough for the dick to notice. Despite the conditioning, her ladyship definitely wasn’t up for any R&R.
~~
She was definitely dangerous, so self-preservation pushed him to try once more. “Are you sure, sir? If visiting Birmingham buggers up the conditioning, I don’t think this one will burst into tears or collapse.”
There was also the go-nuts-and-shoot-everyone option, especially early on, which wasn’t ideal in the middle of a mission. The shrinks had fixed the violent breakdown part, allegedly, and the staff were better at spotting the warning signs, but the conditioning always failed eventually. At least the shooters were lasting longer these days, five months in one case.
“You’ll be there, so your problem, Sergeant.” The captain came closer. “If she starts giving you trouble, jab her with a trank, then the shrinks can reset her bloody fantasies. It’ll be worth all the crap they give me, as long as she finishes the mission first.” His hand came past the NCO, the finger pointing, and Sarge noticed it was trembling. “I’ve been waiting years to fix that bastard. Let’s see him stop a cannon shell with his bloody stick!”
The NCO wondered if the captain had lost the plot. “Sir?”
“He did this. It was his fault I was kept at Calais, and he’s the reason I’ve been stuck as a captain ever since, and was given this shit posting.” A glance showed the captain pointing to his scar. “Soldier Boy, Corporal Harold Shithead Miller, GCE, a fucking jumped-up pay clerk who had the bloody nerve to threaten me with the Brigadier! Goody-two-shoes trying to save his fuck-bunny, and the captain let him! I want a picture of the body. Use a drone.”
“Sir.” The sergeant wasn’t going to do anything of the sort. He’d heard all about Soldier Boy and his army, and as soon as the bloke dropped, the team would be running like hell for the exit. Though later, it might be worth making a few enquiries. It never hurt to have a bit of dirt on the dick in charge, and that outburst sounded like deep, dark filth. “If you set up the scene, I’ll ask the medics to adjust her drugs.”
~~
The White Lady knew there was another mission, that the Army had found another monster that killed women and children, another monster for her to shoot. She knew because the happy fog was going, and she could remember the bodies, and the blood. She was in the lorry, and it was tipping the bodies, all the women and children, into a hole, and she was next. Tears trickled down her cheeks as she remembered the little boy, his face torn open, sliding off her and down into the pit.
A strange voice spoke by her ear, startling her. “Calm down luv, we’ll sort it out in a minute.” She felt the prick of a needle, as she had so many times before. She wasn’t sure how many times, but always there were bodies, and blood, and a monster.
The next voice was a relief. It was familiar, the officer, the man who would tell her the target. “Is she ready yet?” A stab of guilt broke through the fuzz—she hadn’t been ready and the children died. This time would be different.
“Awake sir, but not ready. The medics reckon ten minutes.” That was the sergeant, so who was the first voice? It didn’t matter, not really, only the target mattered, the monster. Her mind cleared, then fogged again, and then slowly cleared. Almost cleared because she still couldn’t remember. Why was she in the truck? More tears trickled down her cheeks as she remembered the boy again, and the almost-naked woman with a bullet hole in her back.
~~
When her head cleared again, the walls were moving past, so she was in the wheelchair. A hand helped her into the big chair with the straps, and the headset went on. “I’m sorry you have to see this, but you have to be able to recognise him. Are you comfortable?”
She didn’t want to nod, because then the horror would start, but she had to. She had to save the children, any more children, because she was too late for whoever the monster had killed. But she couldn’t kill him until she knew what he looked like, so she nodded. The headset lit up, and she saw a running crowd, mainly women with some men and children. She gripped the armrests, knowing what would happen, what had already happened if they needed the White Lady.
The first monster ran past her, and his machete cut down a young girl, then a man, but he grabbed a woman by the hair. She screamed and struggled, but he moved out of view, and more men came past. The White Lady thrashed and cried out, tried to break free, to reach them, to get her gun, anything.
Below the sound of laughter, shouting, and screams she could hear the officer. “I know, you want to save them. So do I, and if we had been there, we could have. It’s too late for these poor innocents, but not for others. If their leader dies, the gang will fight each other, and then the locals will kill them. Just one man, but nobody dare challenge him. One bullet and you save all the others.”
~~
She knew she was crying, and begging for the chance to kill him, asking where to find him, but the monsters hadn’t finished yet. All the children were dead, and now they were dragging away the survivors, all young women. The headset followed them around a corner, and there he was, the real monster.
He raised his bloody machete, and the other monsters cheered, and threw the women at his feet. He dragged one up by her hair, pulling away her clothes, and the White Lady tried to concentrate on his face. It turned towards her, but it was out of focus, and then the picture cut. She held onto the sight so that she could identify him, and it would be easy. His helmet was painted like the flag, a final insult.
For a moment she faltered—that flag meant something. Not a helmet, the real flag, and then she remembered. It was flown above buildings, a sign of freedom and safety. Now she knew what to do. She would put a bullet right through that travesty, that insult to the flag, and his head. She scrabbled for her rifle, but voices were speaking, and she felt the sting of a needle.
Hands stroked her arms, safe hands, the nurses, while the sergeant spoke gently, somewhere behind her. “I know, you want to shoot him. Soon, he will meet the White Lady and you will kill him, but now you have to sleep.” As she felt the edge of sleep, she knew it wouldn’t be restful. She would dream, nightmares of the killing, and that monster. He would haunt her dreams now, until she put him down like the rabid animal he was.
As the nurses helped her into the wheelchair, the officer curled his lip but didn’t speak—nobody was sure what she might pick up. Once the nurses wheeled her away, he cursed, and turned to the sergeant. “This is bloody ridiculous. We should be able to say here, target, shoot it, without all this shit. None of the rest need all this, just these six, though the two on the Scottish border are easier. Then no matter what we do they break down, and we have to deal with a new bloody fruitcake and their fantasy.”
~~
The sergeant was a hard man, and had been in the glasshouse before he was sent here, but he actually felt a little sorry for her and the others. Not something he would ever say, so he just nodded. “True, but we had too many refusing to shoot at the end, after all the training, or they tried to shoot one of us. Not a good thing with one-mile shooters. These six might need more setting up, but they always take the shot, or as many as it takes to kill the target.”
That bit about shooting the wrong people made the dick flinch, as Sergeant Kurgan knew it would. That bitch Isla nearly got him. “The woo-woo shite works, and none of the zombies can shoot like these four. Assholes hiding in fortified camps, ammo factories, bulk fuel tanks, and that arse with the sodding armoured truck, she got him and the fuel tank. Even when it took a couple of shots, she’s always stayed focussed and hit the target, and the closest was a thousand yards.” They couldn’t be nearer, because that bloody cannon wasn’t stealthy.
The spooks did it on purpose, provided rifles that weren’t military, so nobody realised the hit was official. They might have a point, but if so, they took it too far. Most of the work camp shooters and zombies had hunting rifles, with a few foreign military weapons. The other one-mile-plus shooters had foreign shite, long-range rifles with oddball ammo, which was bad enough as some of it had to be made. Then there was that bloody Alligator, a step too far. Kurgan thought some spook saw it and couldn’t resist the idea, so they found an excuse to issue it.
Usually, the sheer chaos when a fourteen-point-five-mil cannon shell blew a hole in something, without any warning, meant nobody realised it wasn’t nearby. Then while the idiots ran around looking, or trying to put out the fire, the team had time to ex-fil. It wasn’t easy while carrying the Snipex, and occasionally they were seen. Then the White Lady was the right person for another reason.
~~
The officer sniffed, unimpressed, but he’d never been on a mission with any of them. The other five woo-woo snipers were very good shooters, maybe better that herself, but if the bullets started flying, they hid, and one of them pissed his pants. The White Lady started shooting back, aimed shots, and that bloody cannon went through most cover and stopped vehicles.
The officer wasn’t looking, so the sergeant could smirk. Ever since the shite-fest in Edinburgh, he gave the White Lady a pistol once they were on mission, and carried a spare rifle. They’d been ambushed, and she’d snatched the corporal’s pistol, then emptied it into the attackers. Even more impressive, she didn’t just blaze away—she held it two-handed, and double-tapped her targets like she was on a range.
It was like she didn’t care if they hit her or not, except she shot the ones coming towards her first. Then when the corporal was wounded, she’d picked up his rifle. That young woman had used one sometime—a quick check, and then she was sticking neat three-round bursts into any plated vests in sight. The main problem had been stopping her running off to kill more monsters. She was terrified of being captured, or maybe just determined it wouldn’t happen, but her answer was to kill them all.
Handing a CD to the sergeant, the officer turned away, pausing to finish his lecture. “No adventures this time, and make sure she doesn’t get near a weapon. In, out, a direct route that keeps clear of landmarks. Christ knows what will happen if she recognises something.”
He waited a few moments for his superior to move away, then the sergeant gave his best guess. “She’ll head for whoever put her in this state, and try to kill the lot.” He smiled quietly, because if she took enough ammo, she might do it. If he took the two corporals and helped, they might even get her back. They might also find out why she’d been in a heap of bodies, and maybe her name.
~~
The smile died as he headed down the corridor to set up the subliminal reinforcement. She wasn’t the first live one in a lorryload sent for burial. Most were just buried with the rest—he’d supervised jobs like that himself. He glanced down the side corridor towards her room. If she hadn’t been a young, attractive woman, probably naked if she was being buried, she’d be six feet under.
Either an officer saw her, or came to find out what was holding up the burial. Those doing the dirty work would have been Specials, so they wouldn’t have sent her to a medic. They’d have passed her around and then finished her off, or taken her back to their barracks. The second option might have been a really bad idea.
She didn’t even have much visible scarring, apart from the obvious one, and that was as neat as was possible. He knew she’d been sent for cosmetic surgery, a candidate for an officer’s wife. That might even be why the officer rescued her, to score a pretty, grateful wife. Then something must have triggered her, or her concussion eased off, or maybe it was when her new hair came through white.
For whatever reason, they’d sent her here, so the shrinks could play in her head. Most ended up as zombies, the only way to keep them under control, but they’d found her triggers. Then one of them decided her white hair could be used—to revive the White Lady legends.
Sometimes they got too far up their own arses, but that meant she was still a real looker. Most of the staff fancied the White Lady, but daren’t even flirt or try for a quick grope. “DO NOT ABUSE” was plastered all over her file in big red letters.
Maybe it was the pure white crewcut, and that obvious but not really ugly scar on a pretty young woman, sorta sexy/military/dangerous. Too bloody dangerous, firing squad dangerous, so nobody else would try to find out if the sexy was true. Even the captain wouldn’t touch her, though he complained about it often enough.
The sergeant had figured out the reason for the warning—the memory of abuse was what kept her obsessed with killing gangsters. If someone in a uniform did the same, she might switch targets. If she did it on a mission, or on the shooting range, it would be a bloodbath.
One corporal reckoned it wasn’t abuse if she liked it, and probably figured she was too drugged-up to object. She wasn’t. She’d bitten half his nose off, bust two of his fingers, and cracked a rib, but the corporal barely noticed.
He’d been too busy screaming, and trying to stop her ripping his balls off. Even with military-short fingernails, she’d drawn blood by the time the jab knocked her out. The sergeant had heard a rumour the surgeons took them off, as the only way to stop the pain, but nobody was sure. Once the officers knew how he was injured, they stuck the corporal against a wall and let her shoot him. That instruction came from the shrinks—no wriggle room.
~~
Abandoning his regular musings about the White Lady, the sergeant unlocked a door, ignoring the ‘KEEP OUT – PRIVATE’ sign. He copied the disc, just in case he screwed up, then double-checked the number on the computer. There wasn’t much point in sending this to the three empty rooms. He watched on the screen as the nurses put the White Lady to bed, then as the door was locked, pressed play. In the room, the soundtrack from the scenario began playing.
Despite being drugged, within minutes the woman on the bed was twitching. By the time it ended, she was thrashing back and forth, fighting the wide, soft straps even though she was still asleep. The sergeant waited an hour, then did it again. He was pushing it because of the time limit.
There were usually four days to get her totally obsessed, but with targets like weapons factories, the delay didn’t matter. Then the day getting to the shoot was used to sharpen her up, ease off the input and drugs without losing the obsession. He cut the second repeat off early. This mission was getting to her faster than usual, maybe because they’d rushed the drug switch, so he shifted the timing to two hours and left.
If the hit was in three days, they had to travel tomorrow, or early the next day, and keep up the conditioning on the road. He went to meet the new corporal, to warn him to keep it in his pants. Once Phillips was introduced to the team, they’d all find out about the new timing. Then they’d all spend this evening looking at drone pictures of the target area, trying to plan the approach.
Kurgan hoped there was enough footage to find a way past landmarks, and that it was recent. If it was old footage, the locals might have planted a field, or built a bloody wall, and there was no way to keep out of sight of every bloody high-rise.
~~
Locked in her nightmares, the White Lady hung on to one truth—if she killed the monster with the helmet, they would stop.
~~~
23rd 7 p.m.: Ragnorak vs Specials:
Ragnorak had been trying to get a meeting with his new boss, Colonel Jeffries, for two days, to discuss the recruiting. The car that turned up to collect him, at seven in the evening, was a total surprise. The second surprise was the man he met. The officer who supervised his disarming, and opened the door, told him he was meeting a Colonel Brewster. Despite the officer being regular Army, Raggy still hadn’t expected a genuine British Army colonel.
He knew his salute was crap, but Raggy did it anyway—no point rocking the boat yet. He needed information, because someone had changed the rules. “Lieutenant Colonel Ragnorak reporting for duty, sir!”
To his great surprise, the officer returned the salute, and Raggy relaxed a little. He dealt with the most important part first. “Are you really my commanding officer, or is this a one-off? Sir.”
~~
The colonel had been carefully hand-picked for this job, and was a loyal Cabal supporter. Someone had noticed that Ragnorak and his people had zero respect for Specials, and realised that regardless of rank, no Special would keep them under control. The man in front of him was being direct, but respectful, so Brewster answered the same way. “I am your new commanding officer. We realised you might not treat orders from a Special with any urgency.”
Ragnorak was relieved, and didn’t hide it, which surprised the colonel. “Good, I didn’t like the idea of a Special in charge. Most of them can’t find, er, they aren’t real fighters. Sir.” He relaxed a little, though Raggy still wasn’t sure how this guy would react—he’d expanded the recruitment well beyond his original instructions. “In that case, don’t bother sending any more Specials as recruits. Half of the first batch didn’t survive training, and the rest might not, so we’ve found our own.”
The colonel already knew about the wastage, and the other recruits—that was one of the reasons for the change in command. His job was to make sure Ragnorak was firmly under control, rather than letting him make up his own rules. There were uses for even allegedly useless recruits. Even so, Brewster couldn’t help a small smile. “From the camps? I’m afraid we already took the best.”
“Not all of them.” He remembered not to laugh, or take the piss, but Raggy smiled. “We’re collecting a few, the ones who were too smart to fall for your spiel the first time. They like the idea of joining up with real fighters with proper guns. Though we haven’t been to all the camps yet.” He fought the smile down. “We recruited a hundred and thirty directly from Birmingham.”
He was disappointed, as the officer didn’t seem too surprised, then he realised there would be spies. Even so, the colonel hadn’t known everything. “I wondered where they came from. We tried that, kidnapping gangs, but they didn’t seem keen when they realised where they were.”
“Not kidnapped.” Enough of this bullshit; Ragnorak was sure Army officers didn’t talk like this, stood at attention. “Any chance of a seat and a drink, sir, while I explain?”
The colonel had done it on purpose, and the reaction was educational. Ragnorak had called him on it, but politely. He didn’t expect the gangster to ever act like a real soldier, but he was respecting the chain of command. Maybe, he still didn’t know the mission. “A good idea. You can tell me how you got volunteers, and then I will explain what we need your new battalion for.”
~~
Coffee was waiting, so it was delivered quickly, and Ragnorak explained sending people who knew a few members of the gangs involved. Then the first recruits knew more people, including some in the next gang. The five gangs were due for extinction, and knew it, so there were plenty of volunteers—or would have been if they’d known.
From the colonel’s point of view, that was a mistake, and annoying. He needed as many volunteers as possible. “Excuse me, but why didn’t you take them all?”
The small smile wasn’t insolent—Ragnorak obviously thought this was funny. “I only wanted the best of the real fighters, and this way their own friends identified them. Saves all that testing, then getting rid of most of them. Lunatics won’t fight to a plan, and we can’t allow rapists and abusers, not if we’re trying to act like soldiers. I’m already having enough trouble beating my own into shape, so I don’t want newbies.” The colonel nodded; he’d heard about the hospital cases.
Raggy paused for a moment, then reorganised what he’d been going to say. He genuinely respected the British Army, and didn’t want to treat this guy like an idiot, rub him up the wrong way. “You probably know how gangs work. New recruits start as newbies, expendable, then the survivors are useless twats that will soak up a bullet, or they learn enough to be useful fighters. A few show some real talent, and at the top is the gang leader and a few seconds, our version of lieutenant or sergeant. I only want the best of the useful ones.”
The colonel nodded again. “You won’t get any more. You’ve just explained why Soldier Boy decided to deal with all five gangs. His merry men and women wiped them out today, all of them in one short, sharp campaign. Their casualties were negligible, which is a warning we should all heed. I understand why you chose the best, but you might wish you’d taken the newbies and nutters, and useless as well, as many as possible.”
~~
For a moment Raggy almost said bingo, because that was a straight lead into what they’d want him to do, a charge. He ignored the massacre for now, until he knew more about what happened. “If I’d tried, either Bitch’s boys, or one of the Juggernaut lot, would have noticed all those bad boys sneaking away. Then they’d attack, and I’d lose the ones I want. The ones you want, the type you don’t waste on a suicide charge.”
He kept his face straight, but the colonel wanted to swear. Not at Ragnorak, at himself, for forgetting the warning. This wasn’t the stereotypical gang boss, despite his dress, his casual attitude, and his lack of Army formality. His liaison wanted him to persuade Ragnorak the attack wouldn’t be suicidal, but the colonel didn’t fancy his chances.
Even so, he had his instructions, so he had to try. “Not suicidal. That would be the Specials who will be in front of you. We’ve identified a couple of hundred who are guilty of the rapes in Southampton, and this is cheaper and more useful than shooting them.”
The long look as Ragnorak drank his coffee didn’t believe that, but which part? “Two hundred? Nobody will believe you. I’d no idea the place existed a week ago, but I’ve been around Specials and paratroopers since then, and they didn’t think it was a secret. At least half the Specials in the country went to Southampton for R&R.”
He drank the rest of his coffee. “I’ve got a better idea. Pick fifty Specials, the toughest, nastiest bastards you can find, and let them fight fifty of mine. Padded weapons, because you’ll still want them to charge the guns.”
~~
Brewster couldn’t help a short laugh—the colonel could already guess how that would go. “What exactly would that prove, Ragnorak, or should it be Raggy? I thought you were getting a new name?”
The attempted diversion was brushed aside. “Not likely, just give me a pardon like you did the Specials. A new name might have all sorts of nastiness attached to it. The fight would prove that you should keep us, and send all the Specials in that suicide attack. Or kidnap a bunch from the cities, but I wouldn’t try it in Birmingham.”
The colonel was high enough in the Cabal to know the leaders needed a scapegoat, but Ragnorak wasn’t volunteering for the name change. He was also right about the number of Specials who used Southampton. Brewster decided the proposition was worth putting to his superiors.
The Cabal couldn’t sacrifice all the relevant Specials, there were too many, but they could cull the weakest. Testing for the best might be a good idea, something less brutal than Ragnorak’s idea, then they could be moved into other units. Replacements could be taken from those units, but there wouldn’t be enough, unless…
The colonel thought about the battalion that was being built around Ragnorak’s old gang, and a lot depended on how biddable they were. If he really could control them, and stop their worst excesses, they could replace the Specials in some places. Maybe guard duties around the cities, especially around Birmingham, where the remaining Specials were terrified of the residents. Ragnorak wouldn’t be fraternising—Soldier Boy had already tried to kill him once.
The silence was going on too long, but Brewster wasn’t going to explain. “I agree, at least with the test. I will arrange for fifty of the more experienced Specials to be detached for a training exercise. If you convince me, we might decide we can spare more.”
After discussing the numbers of new recruits from the camps, and arranging for more firearms training, Ragnorak left. Colonel Brewster reported, leaving one of Ragnorak’s comments until the test was approved. “I’m not saying he’s confident, but he asked if he can recruit any that put up a decent fight.”
The reply was intriguing. “That might be the best thing for them. Someone else, an Army officer, already suggested keeping Ragnorak’s battalion, and using up all the Specials as suicide attackers. He considered our new recruits better disciplined, better behaved, and much more dangerous once they are familiar with their firearms. Test with a hundred, then report.” The sigh meant the handler wasn’t totally happy. “Forget the name change; he isn’t going to let us set him up. I’m pleased I haven’t got that job, finding an alternative.”
~~
There was no point in waiting, so at eight a.m. the following morning, Colonel Brewster was reporting on the mock battle. “Near enough a massacre, though some of Ragnorak’s are out of action as well. None of the damage is more than broken arms, maybe some cracked ribs or concussion. No broken legs, which was deliberate, and emphasises just how one-sided it was. Ragnorak told me it was so that if we splint or bandage them, all the Specials can still run well enough to be bullet magnets. His people recruited eleven, though they reckoned a couple were borderline, but might toughen up.”
The laugh at the other end wasn’t surprised by the result, or an observer had reported. “It’s a pity we can’t test all the Specials the same way. We might get two hundred decent fighters out of them before the rest are killed.”
He couldn’t help it, the colonel interrupted. “Two hundred? Does that mean you're sending in two thousand Specials, sacrificing them? That’s enough to guard five cities. Can we afford to lose them?”
The voice laughed again. “No. We need the numbers, even if they are bloody useless in a real fight. Most of them are petty crooks, but there were enough hard cases among them to get the job done. Then someone let the rougher element get out of hand, and we had to cull them.”
The liaison must have realised he’d strayed off the subject. “This isn’t widely known, but as you are now involved, you should have a better understanding of the situation. It isn’t something you should discuss.”
Colonel Brewster heard the unspoken “or else,” and was already privy to sensitive information about the Cabal. “I understand. Secure line every time I talk to you, regardless of the subject.” They were on a secure line now, as Brewster expected them to discuss sensitive subjects. If his liaison was going to introduce random extras, he’d have to be more careful.
~~
“Good.” There was a pause, then the liaison continued. “The worst of the Specials were always meant to be culled, once we didn’t need them. Either we would have recruited enough of the regular Army, the cities would have been cleared, or we would have suborned the mercenaries, turned them from paid fighters into volunteers. Now we need someone to lead an attack, soak up the gunfire, and we have three options.”
Brewster almost spoke, but held back—his superiors might not like his option. Oblivious, his liaison continued. “Capturing gangs from the cities is the ideal, disposable personnel who can fight. That will be harder now, as the enclaves will be ready. The work camps helped, but as you’ve already found out, they aren’t keen, and we took the best fighters the first time.”
His voice changed, a little of his frustration leaking through. “Ragnorak’s battalion was meant to be the answer, and now you tell me they are ideal. Real fighters, organised, and, from what I am told, well-led, might actually break the rebel lines. The problem is that they are too good. Using them up like that would be a terrible waste, considering our lack of real combat troops that aren’t in the suborned Army units.”
A sigh, and now the liaison’s frustration was more obvious. “The last option, using the Specials, wouldn’t be much of a loss. Soldier Boy killed a thousand of them in a couple of days, and didn’t suffer anything like enough losses. That means we’d need a lot of them to make an impression on the Londoners. Too many, we wouldn’t have the warm bodies to guard the cities.”
He waited until he was sure the liaison had finished, then Brewster suggested a compromise. “Ragnorak already has over six hundred, maybe seven if they stand still long enough to be counted. A few more and he could take over guarding Hull as well as Birmingham. It’s out of the way, so nobody would notice when you swapped them out, and then you’d have a decent number of Specials to lead your attack.”
Brewster paused, but the liaison didn’t comment, so he gave him the rest. “The Specials can at least shoot, and if you are confident of winning, they can have automatics. They’ll do a lot of damage before they die, then the mercenaries can retrieve the weapons. Take a thousand from work camps to send in with them, so the shooters aren’t too obvious. Use civvies and the gangsters that won’t volunteer, and aren’t good enough for the Raggy army.”
The long silence wasn’t promising, nor was the suspicious voice. “It’s a bit soon for Stockholm syndrome, Brewster, but are you trying to protect your new recruits?”
The laugh was half genuine, half to deflect more questions. Brewster wasn’t quite sure why he was so keen on not sacrificing the Raggy army. Some might be the challenge, because he really did think he could make them into a decent fighting force. “They don’t need me to protect them, but if they had longer to train, properly, they’d be a real asset. Within limits, they still wouldn’t stand a chance if they attacked the Army.”
Working it out as he spoke, Brewster kept going. “Though if we ever needed somewhere defended, they would be ideal. Train them to use fire-and-forget MANPATS and MANPADS, give them a chance to dig in to survive artillery, and they’d take some shifting. Even the Army wouldn’t want to assault. Modern Army doctrine is kill before contact, whereas these men have trained the other way.”
The voice still wasn’t convinced. “I will pass on your observations. Meanwhile, let Ragnorak keep recruiting. Numbers don’t matter, the more the merrier regardless of their eventual fate, and we will send someone to collect his rejects. No missiles, but teach them to shoot as soon as possible. Push them; we’ve only got a week to decide who does what.”
That was a clear indication when London would be attacked, but Brewster just said goodbye and rang off. He didn’t need to contact Ragnorak—the new battalion, possibly a brigade, was recruiting and training dawn to dusk already.






Chapter 14

23rd–24th Adverse Reactions:
The new battalion had been too busy to watch TV, and preferred films to the BBC, though Raggy knew about the growing smear campaign. Harold had deliberately avoided looking, and then the rest of the day he’d been busy with the attack. At ten o’clock he left the TV turned off, but he couldn’t avoid the campaign—there were too many people who thought he should know what was being said about him.
The four CDs with the recordings arrived just after half past ten, while the victorious fighters were still celebrating.
Harold ignored them, or tried to, but he couldn’t quite manage it. He even went to bed, but between everything that happened today, and those CDs, he couldn’t sleep. It was like people whispering, then glancing at him. He knew he wouldn’t like it, but he still wanted to know. Eventually, the temptation was too much.
He knew who the limping, staggering fugitives were as soon as he saw them. Someone had taken the time to film the survivors from Evesham before rescuing them. Though when the commentary started, Evesham wasn’t mentioned, nor how many of them were Specials, camp guards. The almost naked people were allegedly all civilians, robbed by Soldier Boy and then forced to run for their lives.
Since they were in underwear, there was no way to tell any different, and naturally the cameras focussed on the women. The cameras or editors had disguised how few there were, with different angles and partially obscured views of the same person. Harold knew because he’d seen the original crowd, but to the casual viewer, it wasn’t obvious.
The midday news had close-ups of the stretchers, genuine casualties, but there was no mention of a fight. Given the amount of bloody bandages on some, they should have bled out. That report ended with more rape victims from Southampton, except the last. She claimed to have been among the crowd in underwear, so now Harold knew for certain some of the victims were acting.
~~
The target audiences wouldn’t know, or realise the other discrepancies in the gradual reveal of Soldier Boy’s atrocities. More stretchers were on the six o’clock news, and this time several of the genuinely gory wounds weren’t fully covered. More men showed bruising or minor wounds, from when they were allegedly robbed, and another two women claimed to have been raped.
The star witness appeared at ten o’clock, and as soon as he saw the man’s face, Harold knew it wouldn’t be good. The doctor really had refused to have anything to do with the rebels, insisting the ashfield pictures were rebel propaganda. Now he claimed that he’d only been released because he was a man, as all the women medics had been taken. He definitely knew about the propaganda now, and how truthful some of it was—especially the part he was involved in.
Doctor Grady mixed truth and lies to support the smear campaign, while obscuring exactly where and how it all happened. It was a masterstroke, as there were several interviews with medical people who confirmed they knew Doctor Grady. A series of senior medical staff from other hospitals were genuinely shocked, and hoped he would recover from his ordeal.
The surgeon told the audience how the rebels stormed the hospital, just as the others had attacked Southampton. This time there had been no Army rescue, so the nurses and female doctors had been dragged away, and the equipment ripped out and thrown into lorries. He confirmed the men had been after drugs, and killed patients to steal their medication. This time the heap of bodies in hospital gowns weren’t faked, though someone had hacked at them, which hid the headshots.
Harold was thoroughly depressed when he tried to sleep, again. The campaign had to be working up to something, and it would be horrific. He’d been wrong about knowing—he still didn’t sleep, not properly. He didn’t dream about the CDs, but the scenes had stirred up memories, his old demons.
It was still only six o’clock the next morning when he gave up and got dressed.
~~
There weren’t a lot of people about, but they’d all seen the BBC news. This time they already knew it was propaganda. As far as Birmingham was concerned, the later ‘revelations’ just proved the whole thing was a fabrication. After all, they had the ‘abused’ nursing staff and the ‘wrecked’ equipment in their hospital. The refugees from London and Evesham, and the doctors and nurses, had spent yesterday putting the record straight.
It still wasn’t something Harold liked talking about, so he escaped to the fields for a while—there were always weeds. He felt a little better by the time the canteen served breakfast, but none of yesterday’s fighters appeared. Afterwards, Harold went to check on the wounded, but was shooed out of the hospital until later.
He tried going back out into the fields, weeding, but there were more people out there now. Even if they weren’t always talking to him, the BBC campaign was the main topic of conversation. He could have joined the Mart negotiations, but in his present mood that could be a bad idea.
Harold should stop thinking about it, or watching the news, but couldn’t, and this morning had wound him up again. The breakfast news skimmed over highlights from previous revelations, then produced their latest witness—a gangster. The man in the plated jacket had allegedly turned himself in, bringing evidence of the attack on Southampton, because he was horrified by what he’d seen.
The scenes from his phone really must have been taken by a participant. The first ones showed a lorry park with scattered bodies, Specials, and a horde climbing aboard vehicles, cheering and waving captured weapons. There was also a clip of the convoy, taken as they went around a long curve, at least fifty vehicles. The next scene was from a lorry at the front, as the Specials on a road block were gunned down, then stripped. The news ended with a promise of more scenes and witnesses later.
Harold needed a diversion that made him think, concentrate on something else, without someone continually reminding him. He finally settled on an old niggle of his. Why was the housing in the southeast of Birmingham, just inside the boundary, flooded? It had to be recent, since the Crash, or the council would never have built all those new social housing estates.
The smaller area near the GOFS was flooded deliberately, by breaking open the canals to flood the drains in a low area, then blocking a tunnel. If the tunnel was cleared, the water would drain, but the locals had introduced fish. Whatever had happened in the southeast had to be the same, deliberate, but in this case reversing it would open up a huge area of housing, and fertile gardens.
Commandeering one of the Pinzgauers, for the ground clearance, Harold left a message to say he’d be back for lunch and drove to the flooded area. He got a surprise when he arrived—he’d forgotten about the result of some border negotiations. Stretches of three motorways, the M5, M6, and M42, now ran inside Birmingham’s new boundary. The negotiators would sort it out eventually, but for now, convoys on those routes drove in through the border, and back out.
There were no military escorts or guard posts, but they weren’t needed. Some of the convoys were delivering to Birmingham Marts, so the rest would be left alone. Harold drove slowly along the M42, checking for landmarks both sides. The city side was flooded, which didn’t help, while the other side wasn’t, but was mainly abandoned fields with some woodland. Despite the long grass, bushes, and saplings, Harold was hoping to find the old river beds—all that water must have originally gone somewhere.
If he was very lucky, part of an old waterway would already be cleared enough to be visible. Most people expected a boundary adjustment, more land elsewhere so the M42 motorway across the south of Birmingham wasn’t included. Before that happened, the inhabitants wanted every tree cut down and taken home, and not just the mature timber. There was a fourteen-mile by one-mile strip that was overgrown, and five-year saplings or untended hedges would still produce charcoal.
Every smith needed charcoal, so any surviving trees inside Birmingham were carefully managed. Planting fast-growing trees like willow, and pollarding, both helped, but there was never enough. Even Liz needed some for fettling, repairs, and tempering, though her magic cauldron took care of the smelting. Part of the current Mart negotiations were to try and get a supply of coal or coke, but so far, the price was ruinous.
~~
As he drove further, Harold could see several swathes of ground were being cleared, but none revealed a river bed. Taking out his maps, he tried to locate the old reservoirs, now under the floodwater. There weren’t many, but they were a hint where the rivers used to run. When he found the two Bittel reservoirs, Harold hit the jackpot.
The nearby canal was called the Birmingham and Worcester, so it must have run to Worcester, twelve miles south. It didn’t now, or the whole area wouldn’t be underwater. Harold drove along the M42 to about the right spot, then walked along the southern edge, looking for clues.
The old canal had no water, but then Harold spotted the double line of mature trees, almost straight and heading in about the right direction. There were other lines of trees lining country lanes, but the gap between these was overgrown. There was a crew already cutting trees down, where they came near a road, but only a few so far. Walking further, Harold used his rifle’s sights to look closer. The gap where a tree was felled revealed what had to be canal walls.
Rather than driving several miles to get off the motorway, Harold used the Pinzgauer’s horn, then waving, to attract the crew. It took some shouting, and waving his radio, but they were finally on the same channel. The people down there didn’t understand why they should follow the old bed back towards the motorway, to see if there was a blockage. It was obviously blocked or there’d be water, and Harold didn’t want to explain.
He didn’t want to raise false hopes, or there’d be idiots diving without equipment, looking for tunnels, and someone would drown. Eventually his name was enough to get two volunteers. They worked their way along the bed, disappearing into the bushes, but were soon back. The canal must have been blocked when the motorway was built, as it had been sealed with a brick wall.
Harold knew it must have been flowing more recently, but he just thanked them, and drove off. He was relieved, as he’d had visions of the blockage being the other side, and needing diving gear to clear it.
~~
There was one other reservoir, and once again there was a canal, but according to the map he should have better access. This time the map showed a convenient side road, and the area was definitely part of the new Birmingham.
The road brought Harold right to the edge of the overgrown canal bed, and a rope attached to the truck let Harold get down the wall. He was covered in dust and twigs by the time he got back to the Pinzgauer, but Harold was smiling. The brickwork sealing the canal had been built in a hurry, and some had crumbled, so he could see the real blockage.
A metal wall, possibly a shipping container, had been dropped across the canal, then presumably concreted into place. There was probably another one on top, and they’d been walled in so it didn’t look odd. It was outside the wire, so there wouldn’t be anyone wandering about, and then five years of unchecked brambles and bushes hid it. There was some seepage, as the bottom of the canal was muddy, but that just encouraged the plants.
By the time Harold heard his name among the radio messages, he had also found the old River Arrow, also blocked. The old bed was invisible under the woodland, but the Arrow Leisure Park Lake finally gave him a fix. The river might be harder to clear, as rubble had been tipped down from the motorway. Even so, he was fairly sure the heart of the blockage would be more containers. They were a quick, practical way of blocking the flow.
~~
When he arrived home, expecting some sort of problem with negotiations, Umeko and Patty were waiting with the Humvee. Harold opened his mouth to ask why, but Patty beat him to it. “What have you been doing? You didn’t answer your radio.”
He tried to explain he’d left the radio in the cab, so it didn’t get wet or broken, but she waved any answer away. “Never mind, no time, get your Soldier Boy kit on, smartish. There are a lot of grumpy people waiting to see you.”
“Me? Why?” Harold couldn’t think of how he’d upset a lot of people. “What did I do?”
“Nothing, it isn’t your fault.” Patty made shooing motions. “Now get spruced up, quick as possible. No time for a shower, I remember how long those take.” Umeko wouldn’t see the wink, which threw Harold completely. He’d only showered with Patty once, and she had Vulcan now.
He was dressed and putting on his weapons when the penny dropped—she’d diverted him. Instead of wanting more information, he’d been wondering why she’d reminded him about that. It had worked, because he’d almost forgotten why he was getting ready. Though when he came out, he still didn’t get an explanation, just complaints about how long men took to get dressed.
As Umeko drove across Birmingham to the scene of yesterday’s battle, Patty explained properly. The people were grumpy because they’d spent yesterday running about, swinging heavy metal, and climbing walls—in armour. Most of them had slept late, but they all had sore muscles, strains, sprains, and bruising.
~~
Though it hadn’t affected either of this pair as badly, for very different reasons when Harold mentioned it. Patty smirked, and pointed out some people knew where to get a thorough massage. Umeko pointed out they’d been driving him about, then asked a totally unrelated question. “Did you know Bitch and her Barbarians have been stealing women from those gangs?”
“No?” Harold thought about it, then realised why he hadn’t heard. “It must have been while we were away. When we left, we didn’t have much contact over that way, except trading with the Zoo through Dealer. From what the Barbies said, she’s only been in charge for three or four months.”
“Cripes.” Umeko sniggered. “I got the impression it was longer. Anyway, she decided to recruit, but not the usual way. About five weeks ago, as near as we can work out, she started raiding those five gangs for women. Unofficially, the raiders never said they were Barbarians.”
Both the women were smiling now. “Though she wasn’t bashful. Her Bitch Squad, and friends, sneaked in and captured the brothels. They dressed as if they were volunteers, then once they were close, knocked the guards out. Any men in there were knocked out, and then robbed. The women were offered the weapons from the guards and visitors, and a new home. About a third stayed, either volunteers, they’d got used to it, or thought the Barbarians might be worse. A fair reaction, from what I’ve been told.”
That didn’t make sense to Harold, not after the reaction of the Girl Club. “If the women volunteered, why did you need the barrows and such?”
There was no humour in this answer. “The gangs collected replacements, though they didn’t take many, and at least the women were only in there a month. Bitch, Catherine, put some of the rescued women on the border, armed to the teeth, and they kept promising to come back once they were trained up. The gangs were worried, so they eased off on the worst treatment.”
Umeko sighed, and glanced back, then concentrated on driving—the roads were busier these days. “It was bloody awful, but not as bad as it could have been, and only for a few weeks. That wasn’t long enough for them to break, give up hope, and that makes a huge difference. Apart from the ones that were already broken, too frightened to run when the Bitch Squad gave them the option, we think they’ll all recover. It’s a weird sort of good news, bad but a lot better than we expected.”
~~
That certainly explained Patty’s and Umeko’s good mood, but as Umeko pulled up, Harold could see what Patty meant about the rest. He didn’t get a chance to ask. “Where have you been? We sent for you ages ago.”
Harold smiled—he nearly laughed at the glower. “I was busy, Tell. I thought you’d be in a good mood today?” He turned to smile at Tell’s companion. “You as well, Marcy.”
“I was.” She tried to glare, then reverted to squinting. “I might not mind the bruises and suchlike, but a word of warning. Don’t drink the Tonys beer.” A chorus of groans agreed, and Harold realised the real cause of the unhappy faces.
Looking around, there were representatives from most of the gangs that fought yesterday. “Couldn’t you have left this until tomorrow, whatever this is?” He’d had a terrible night himself, but between his discovery this morning, the revelation about the rescued women, and the sight of all the hangovers, Harold had managed to forget most of it.
Puzz glared sideways, one-eyed. “Squatters.”
Bruce and Red Sonja glared back. “Finders keepers.”
The one group who looked wide awake and happy chipped in. “We’ve staked our claim.”
Harold inspected them, and recognised a couple. “You were in Evesham Camp.”
“Then you rescued us.” The man was talking, but the woman holding his hand, and the teenager with them, were both nodding. “An enclave took us in, but now we’ve claimed a patch of the Vice Kings’ land, so we can settle down properly.” The group behind them all agreed.
Puzz pulled Asian forward and pointed. “You tell them.” She reverted to holding her head.
He didn’t seem keen, but Asian Leppard did as he was told. “We fought for that land.”
“So did we.” Bruce managed a pained smile, and pointed. “So we claimed it.” Sonja patted his back and agreed, and he flinched.
~~
Harold finally got a word in. “What about the people that live there? All the people who planted the crops, built the walls, and fixed the plumbing and suchlike? We killed the scroats who robbed them, but the rest of them still live there.”
Sonja shoved Bruce, but he shook his head, then winced, so she took over. “We haven’t got a home, an enclave, so we asked them, the Gators. Not the Gators, the civvies that live there. We told them they could keep their coupons, and our gang would help out with farming and stuff, and protect them. They said we were an improvement over the last lot.”
“SHUT UP!” All eyes turned to Catherine, who was doubled up, holding her head.
Vixen came past her. She had a black eye, which she was keeping closed, while the other one was squinting and she looked very unhappy. “That’s better. We all fought to get rid of the assholes. The last assholes, which means the people living there don’t need protection.” Despite the emphasis, she kept her voice down, and was wincing as she spoke.
“Exactly.” Patty had lost her happy smile and had a hand on her pistol, which was alarming. “So how about we ask them if they want any new residents?”
Either her expression, tone of voice, or maybe the pistol, shut everyone up. Not for long, but it was long enough for them to think past first reactions, bad-tempered reactions since they were hung over. Various somewhat-shamefaced people admitted they hadn’t thought it through, and the beer hadn’t helped.
The problem was that, as Vixen pointed out, these were the last liberations, and needed different treatment. The initial idea, going back to the campaign after the General was defeated, was to put in fighters to protect the residents. The new fighters weren’t really a part of the enclave, but they worked in the fields for their food, and if necessary, the neighbours helped out.
When it was the Juggernaut liberating enclaves, they were more scattered, which left isolated groups of fighters. The logical solution was for the nearest Juggernaut gang to provide the garrison. It was a natural progression for many of the liberated enclaves to join that gang, or a neighbour with a Juggernaut-approved lifestyle. The liberated needed the protection in case they were raided, though the number of gangs likely to do so was shrinking.
Now the number had hit zero, but after a day of fighting, nobody thought of it. Then there was a party, and whatever the Tonys brewer put in his beer gave wicked hangovers. The locals hadn’t been able to warn anyone about the effect, as they’d never been allowed much—which had been a blessing, apparently.
~~
Instead of arguing over the liberated enclaves, the gathering tried to figure out what to do with all the extra people, long-term. Harold had brought in two thousand new residents, which was straining the accommodation and food supplies. There was a solution, as the Juggernaut and various gang wars had killed at least twice that many, but it needed clear heads.
Messengers went to get representatives from four of the enclaves, then the whole circus moved into the ex-Vice Kings enclave. Apart from the section of wall and housing reduced to rubble, it was remarkably undamaged. The first point the locals made was that there were bodies laid all over, and in the rubble, and they could do with some help dealing with them.
The visible ones were near the wall, and messy, but most of the Vice Kings not on the wall had run. There were a lot more buried in the rubble, and they would start to smell, neither hygienic or very pleasant right next to all the accommodation. Gradually, helped by mugs of genuine coffee, often black and double-strength, the representatives recovered enough to have a sensible discussion.
The coffee was supplied by Catherine, which led to some questions. There was a limited supply, scavenged from nearby villages, but she had obviously scored a lot, all good stuff. When she explained Sylvester’s shopping spree, with someone else’s credit card, it wasn’t the shopping that prompted questions. Sylvester usually dealt with her negotiating, and Catherine admitted she’d almost sent for him.
He’d be sober, no hangover, but she’d given him a week’s holiday. He was living with her sisters and his nephews, in an enclave with very low-key guards, while the boys came to terms with city life. The idea of introducing two teenagers to this mess sobered them all, and prompted a bout of nostalgia, but then they all got back to business.
By the time the negotiators all headed home, crews from various gangs were moving rubble in four of the enclaves. Anything damaged and flammable, from roof timbers to furniture and clothes, was being used to build pyres. The crews would also need roof timbers and floors from old housing, as there were over four hundred bodies to burn—once they were all dug out.
~~
Most of the rubble would be used to rebuild the walls, ready for when the government attacked. Some hadn’t seen the point in repairing walls, but the consensus was that the Cabal wouldn’t leave Birmingham in peace. They daren’t, or eventually other cities would try the same, and some might succeed. Then even if the main breakout failed, fighters might reach places like King’s Lynn.
That brought them back to moving fighters into the liberated enclaves, but not to protect them from gangs. Birmingham had to support an army, who needed a base, and time off to train. The answer was to stick with the present system—they would all be based in enclaves, and help with things like farming.
It would be more formal, with the fighters in each enclave a single unit, which would be part of a group of units, and so on up to Birmingham Command, in charge of them all. There would still be a lot of work needed to feed the extras, which led on to clearing more rubble, which would keep the fighters fit. The experts should be organised as well, where possible, so everyone had access to farmers, carpenters, and smiths—and decent brewers.
Actually putting it all in place would need administrative types, which none of these were. Even so, they all agreed that getting the trees from any disputed areas was essential, top priority. So was planting up any clear land, especially with short-term crops, to produce food as fast as possible. By the time they left, everyone still had a headache—but it wasn’t from beer, and they would be able to pass it along.
~~
His broken sleep was catching up, so Harold went home, hoping to doze at least, and he managed an hour. He was still dopey when he woke up, even after a shower, so he didn’t want to eat in the canteen. Everyone would want to talk about the new organisation of the fighters, and they’d have the BBC on the big TV.
It was muted unless there was a film, or something caught someone’s interest and they wanted to hear it. Otherwise, Barbie Radio provided the background. Harold brought his meal home, and ate in, but then curiosity insisted he turned on the TV for the six o’clock news.
The new instalment of the BBC’s saga focussed on badly injured women, and two wounded gangsters still in plated jackets. That had to be for the benefit of the free citizens, as everyone else knew prisoners weren’t allowed them. The men admitted they were part of Soldier Boy’s gang, sent to attack Southampton Hospital.
Their phones showed the gangster lorries attacking a convoy, overwhelming the guards, killing the drivers, and looting or stealing the lorries. Another road block was overrun by the same gang, who, according to the sound track, were chanting “Soldier Boy, Soldier Boy,” as they opened fire.
The last item was a tease, a still picture of the back of a man in uniform, wearing a Union Flag helmet like Harold’s. There were several hundred men in front of him, all wearing plated jackets and waving machetes or similar weapons. The news promised film of him talking to his gang at ten p.m., and concluded with pictures of bloody bodies, allegedly women in Southampton. Even Harold couldn’t be sure if they were genuine or not.
~~
Thoroughly wound up again, Harold went back to the bricked-off tunnels, but not for the mystery. He took hammers and picks, and chisels, and tried to work off the reaction with hard physical labour. Battering away at the bricks with a big hammer relieved some frustration, but eventually he had to take a break. When he did, Harold found that the location helped as well, as it was totally isolated.
Sat part-way up the embankment, he was almost hidden in undergrowth, with a lovely view. The fields stretched away eastwards, some partially cleared, but others still totally overgrown. People were planting where the grass had been cut for hay, and saplings cleared, even though it hadn’t been dug over. A moment’s thought, and Harold realised they had adopted Curtis’s suggestion, wild planting.
Two of the overgrown fields were being used for grazing, or browsing, but it didn’t look like England. Zebras, tapirs, pigs, and hump-backed cattle were mixed with some goats and warthogs, but others were complete mysteries. The safari guides, or cowboys and girls, were in a pickup parked at the far side, near the boundary. The people in it were only watching the stock now and then, using an electric quad to head off any that were straying.
The rest watched the other way, with one sat on the pickup cab with binoculars, sweeping them along the perimeter. They had to be watching for rustlers, which was worth a quiet smile. The guards were expecting the Specials to try and steal the stock.
Harold thought that was unlikely—the Specials were still too frightened. Not permanently, they’d recover, or new guards would arrive, and then they’d look at all the animals and fancy a burger or barbeque. He remembered how Orchard Close had to guard their first few animals, even from friends.
That reminded him of all the plans for building up the herds, but then he’d taken some breeding stock away on Silent Running. The Coven had bought more while he was away, but he’d left geese, pigs, and goats in the Hope Valley. If they hadn’t been killed by the Specials, it might be worth sending a couple of lorries to collect them, and there were sheep and a few horses running wild.
The more he thought about it, the more the idea appealed. Most of the minor roads had no guards, either because there weren’t enough, or they were worried about an attack. The Specials might be right—there were a lot of people who hated them, and a good few who were capable of sneaking up and ambushing a small patrol. The important part was that driving a few lorries out would be easy.
The road between here and Hope Valley was clear, no people or traffic, so the lorries could make it in a night. A few nights rounding up stock, then an overnight drive back, sounded simple enough. Harold smiled at the thought of Daisy if she got Lucie Goosy back, and the warthogs. She’d been trying to adopt one of the piglets as a pet, despite the warts and tusks.
~~
It was a lovely idea, but unless he knew for certain the Specials had left Hope Valley, it was suicidal. With a sigh, Harold abandoned his daydreams, and the worries and frustration crept back in. At least he had a cure for the frustration, even if it was temporary, and he should be tired enough to sleep after this.
A combination of curiosity, and hard work keeping his problems at bay, meant that Harold tore several holes right through the double brickwork. He confirmed that a forty-foot container had been placed across the canal bed, blocking it. The one on top must seal the rest of the tunnel. A combination of concrete and welding kept them in place, and sealed the hole apart from some seepage.
There was no leak, so Harold used a pick to punch a hole in the container, at waist height. A stick proved there was a cavity, but it wasn’t flooded. A second hole, down low, produced a stream of water, but a knee-high hole stayed dry. Any more exploration needed different tools, maybe an axe, to cut away the whole side. Then either the other side held back the water, and could be blown out, or there was a bigger problem.
As he drove back, Harold didn’t know what to do at ten o’clock. Whatever cripes the guy in the hat said would make him angry, and frustrated, but not knowing might be worse.
~~~
Another reaction to the helmet on the news was more measured, and deadly serious. It took three hours for Ragnorak to arrange a meeting with Colonel Brewster, but he kept insisting. He saluted, but this time Raggy wasn’t waiting on ceremony. “Is some bastard setting me up, sir?”
Violence was in the air, though Brewster was reasonably certain Ragnorak wouldn’t attack him. Only because of the soldiers outside the door—the new lieutenant colonel was violent, but the colonel didn’t think he was suicidal. Even so he answered cautiously, as there were a couple of possible reasons for the questions. The new recruit might have heard about the original ideas, death camp patsy or bullet magnet. The second was still a possibility. “Setting you up for what, exactly?”
“On the TV.” Ragnorak threw himself into a chair, which lowered the possibility of violence, but he was a long way from calm. “You stuck that Soldier bastard’s hat on my head, then told everyone I was him! Then what, a sniper bullet and a body, and claim he’s dead?”
A relieved colonel shook his head. “No, or he’d pop up again. We declared him dead at least twice, but he’s got more lives than a cat.” There was something that should change the mood, and it would be common knowledge soon enough. “There is a sniper, with a fourteen-point-five-mil cannon, but she’s going to Birmingham. The damn thing will go through light armour at a mile, so Soldier Boy won’t be your problem.”
That worked, as Ragnorak was diverted, though it wasn’t just the cannon that caught his attention. “A woman sniper? How the hell does she handle a cannon? Why don’t they give her a proper sniper rifle if she’s that good?”
Brewster told him. Ragnorak’s first reaction was that whoever was brainwashing snipers was playing with fire. In his opinion the whole idea of sending programmed basketcases out with sniper rifles was bloody stupid, and dangerous, and downright nasty—and he didn’t want any of them anywhere near him. The colonel told him the truth, he agreed with every word. The whole idea left a nasty taste, and the Army refused to have any of them near their troops.
~~
The wry smile meant that Ragnorak had caught on. “Smartarse. Right, I’ve calmed down, but I still want to know what the BBC are playing at. There are at least five hundred people know who was under that helmet. Most of them are mine, but there were Specials and paratroopers there.”
“Propaganda.” Brewster didn’t like that much either, or not the version that smeared someone unfairly. He’d never say so, especially to Ragnorak, or his handler would be less than pleased. “Even if the White Lady misses, or gets shot on the way to the hit, we’ll get him eventually. Another sniper, a suicide bomber, a shell, maybe a bloody missile, something will do the job. This campaign is to try and peel away his support. Too many people look to Soldier Boy as a figurehead. Even if he’s dead, that won’t kill the legend, and a legend could inspire a real uprising—unless it’s smeared in shit.”
The scowl didn’t like the idea, but then Raggy frowned. “Some of my blokes were in uniforms, but I didn’t see them. Photoshop! Shit, if you can do that, why did you need me?”
The colonel hadn’t expected to laugh much, but this meeting was going better than expected. “Better than Photoshop, but it’s easier if they start with a gang of nutters and just have to tweak it. Tune in tonight, and watch the mob cheer in the right places. They aren’t going to be meeting anyone that matters until they reach Birmingham, and everyone there knows it’s bullshit, so your men knowing won’t matter. Just tell them not to spread it.”
~~
Now Ragnorak had calmed down, Brewster remembered a request. “Some people want to talk to your nurses and prostitutes, the ones from Southampton. They are witnesses, so they’ll be taken to a TV studio and interviewed. Fair warning, they’ll be expected to stick to a script.”
“No they won’t.” Brewster was startled, because Ragnorak’s belligerence was back. “They all reckon the Specials were complete bastards, and will want to say so. My blokes won’t stand for them being pressured, or pissing off the wrong asshole and not coming back.”
That seemed extreme even for Ragnorak, and he was forgetting something. Brewster reminded him. “If my superiors insist, you will obey orders.”
The smile, or bared teeth, was a warning. “The women didn’t join up. They are civvies, employed by us, and as proper soldiers we defend civilians. Don’t push on this, sir, or you’ll fuck the whole thing up.”
That didn’t make sense. There were plenty of things Brewster thought might cause a problem, but the women hadn’t been on the list. “Are you sure? Why does it matter? They’ve only been with you two days.” He was certain most of Ragnorak’s men had frequented involuntary brothels, unwilling women pressganged into service.
At least Ragnorak took a breath, and relaxed a little, but he wasn’t giving an inch. “Four days, and I don’t know, but it does.” From his face, Raggy was trying to figure it out. “Maybe it’s because they are all really voluntary. Even the prostitutes are happy and smiling. Just because we told them, the Specials will never get near them again. Especially them nurses. We’ve given them pistols, told them to shoot anyone who gets handy.”
He looked up at Brewster, who still couldn’t see why the reaction was so extreme. “None of us are angels, but they’ve said stuff, things that happened. Those Specials were complete bastards, deliberately. To nurses, which none of us can understand. Some of my blokes are real savages, but they’d never do that stuff to a nurse. They’ve issued warnings, hands off or else.”
Raggy shook his head, still obviously baffled. “Maybe it’s because we’ve had no decent medical care since the Crash, but fair warning. If you even look like forcing the nurses to leave against their will, you’ll have a rebellion.”
“Mutiny, an army rebellion is mutiny.” That was automatic—Brewster was rapidly reassessing. He had to find a way to explain this to his superiors, get them to back off. They had plenty of other witnesses, but some people didn’t like being told no. “Fair enough, forget I asked.” He changed the subject, asked about training, and then ended the meeting.
~~
As Ragnorak left, Brewster reached for the phone. This wasn’t going to be much fun. He had to spoil two people’s pet plans, and the woo-woo community didn’t like having to adapt. He couldn’t be too brutal and straightforward rejecting the first one, the women. There were plenty of others, so he’d offer them some carrot and stick, make it clear using Raggy’s was a bad idea.
The stick was easy. If Ragnorak’s men were upset, they’d spread the real story, about the Specials. Some of them might turn to violence, or desert, and break up this promising non-Army army. The carrot was less persuasive, that the women were a civilising influence, making the Raggy army less savage, more likely to obey orders and stick together? That was a bit thin, but then Brewster smiled. If the fighters grew more attached to the women, they were an Achilles heel, a way to pressure the men. Maybe not, but the types that were setting up the campaign would believe it.
Satisfied that would back the guy off, Brewster considered the other scheme; which was a good one. Someone had suggested putting snipers in among the Raggy battalion. There was a good chance Soldier Boy would take a look at the new guards, and if one of them spotted him? The problem was finding snipers, as the Army wouldn’t do it.
There was a one-mile gap between the perimeters, and the zombies weren’t one-mile shooters. Neither were the recruits from work camps—just in case they went freelance. Now, from what he just said, Ragnorak would probably shoot a programmed sniper if one turned up.
Eventually Brewster decided on a warning, about how Ragnorak’s men might react to strangers. The gangsters were thieves, murderous thieves, so the rifle and expensive equipment might be too much of a temptation. If he was ignored, and the sniper and crew disappeared, Brewster thought the warning would cover him. Raggy was smart enough to make sure he wasn’t implicated. Brewster braced himself, and concentrated on making sure his real feelings didn’t show in his voice.






Chapter 15

24th 10 p.m.: Full Disclosure TV:
By ten p.m. on the twenty-fourth, the BBC News at Ten had more viewers than at any time since the Crash. From just north of the Glasgow–Edinburgh border to the south coast naval bases, and even Gibraltar, they were all watching the same news, near enough live. It was even being relayed to the enclosed cities, where those in charge of the transmitters had strict instructions. Once the Soldier Boy section was over, they would switch to the usual doctored news—and repeats of previous Soldier Boy revelations.
A small squad near each city were responsible for relaying the Soldier Boy news segments, as they had been since six a.m. the previous day. A very secret operation, as the hardwire into the city centre wasn’t common knowledge. The teams didn’t need any technical knowledge—they had receivers that retransmitted the live programme down the wire. A five-minute delay, and a team of censors, made sure that if a ‘guest’ went off the script, it never reached the screens.
The Cabal hadn’t met to watch the news, but arranged to meet in the morning to discuss the effect, and tweak the campaign where necessary. If necessary, there was another campaign being organised, using allies like the Barbies. Atrocities linked to various gangs would turn Birmingham from brave rebels to a pit of depravity, led by the murderous maniac Soldier Boy.
The Cabal were all tuned in early, impatiently waiting for the first items to finish, as were the rest of the audience. The idea was to make sure everyone had time to get settled, with all their attention on the screen.
The cameras focussed on the newsreader, who looked suitably grave. “We have received more news about the Soldier Boy atrocities. This time we have film, so you can see and hear exactly what he told the gangsters he sent to attack Southampton Hospital.”
Instead of cutting to an interview, the cameras remained on his face, and he looked to the side, puzzled. He put a hand to his ear, then looked up, startled, before raising both hands. A soldier with his face covered walked into view, his rifle aimed at the newsreader, and gestured. As the man moved aside, an unarmed Army officer walked up to replace him.
~~
“Stay here. You should hear this.” The lieutenant colonel turned to face the cameras. “The BBC has been broadcasting a propaganda campaign against one man. Since he isn’t the guilty party, I am here to set the record straight.” He smiled, briefly. “Right now, some very important people are trying to stop this transmission. There were four people in a room over there,” he gestured briefly, “whose job it is to do just that. A soldier is making sure they don’t.”
Looking straight into the cameras, he made a circle with his hand. “Camera crews, swivel to show the studio. Your employers will realise you had no choice.” As the cameras panned, they showed that the desk was just a set. Views switched from camera to camera, showing armed soldiers, all with scarves or balaclavas covering their faces, and their unit badges obscured or missing. Another shot showed a set of screens and people, all guarded by soldiers, as were the staff on the reception desk.
A camera finally settled on the officer, the only soldier with his face bared. “This is not a mutiny. Once this is over, those soldiers will go back to their units. I will be arrested and stand trial, because I was partly responsible for the atrocities. It started when Soldier Boy brought a thousand refugees out of London.”
The view cut to lorries loading old and injured civilians, and some wounded men and women in uniforms. “I arranged for additional weaponry, and some personnel, to help him capture Evesham Work Camp. There he liberated nearly a thousand men, women, and children, civilians imprisoned and forced to work in the fields.” This time the scene was a column of people walking out through a set of gates, past armed men and women dressed in a wide variety of ways.
~~
The officer braced himself, standing to attention. “I am Lieutenant Colonel Austen, Commanding Officer, Second Battalion, the Royal Anglian Regiment. What happened next is my fault. When I was told that Soldier Boy intended breaking prisoners out of Evesham Work Camp, I saw an opportunity.” He quickly explained that the news about the death camps was spreading, and officers were worried about keeping the soldiers under control.
The ashfield pictures included in the presentation, and the death camp explanation, would be a big shock to viewers in eastern England. The lieutenant colonel explained that many soldiers, and those trapped in cities, had already seen them, and the government knew. “We are still waiting for the government to explain how this could happen, and who was responsible. At the time, I saw a chance to divert the government’s armed irregulars, known as the Specials, and the European mercenaries used against the Reivers in Scotland, and the Londoners in Gatwick.”
He sighed, and the strain was clear on his face. “Soldier Boy meant to turn loose anyone who wouldn’t obey a civilised set of rules, but didn’t want them raiding Birmingham. He wanted the RAF, and armed forces, chasing them around the countryside while Birmingham declared independence. The diversion, and striking quickly, meant he succeeded in doing so. His fighters even defeated the six hundred Specials meant to stop him. My mistake was interfering with the diversion. I asked him to send any people he didn’t want, the wilder elements, to Southampton.”
Raising his head, Lt. Col. Austen looked into the camera and straightened again. “I had assumed the Specials were capable of defending themselves against a virtually unarmed mob. That caused one day of murder, rape, and terror, for which I consider myself responsible. I was NOT responsible for the preceding year.”
~~
Across the country, audiences watched, mesmerised, as Lt. Col. Austen paused, and took a drink of water. “What you have not been told is that Southampton, and the hospital, were run by the Specials, private contractors recruited from prisons. Their injured went there, and the rest used what was left of the city for relaxation on leave. What we, the Army, didn’t realise was what type of relaxation. The nurses, and other women, were subjected to a year of constant abuse.”
The screen cut to real views of the Army assault, and the injured women and bodies, and then interviews. These women didn’t break down. They described ‘Special Leave’ and the reign of terror in painful detail, furious that nobody had stopped it. Other women told how they’d been approached to join British Army brothels, but then they ended up in Southampton. Every single witness offered to speak to the BBC, on camera, and give the full story of their last year.
The presentation was brief, as everyone knew the government would be trying to cut the broadcast. It would take time. The studio couldn’t be bombed, as the surrounding town, Peterborough, was full of peaceful, loyal citizens. Raising enough soldiers to take the studio by force wouldn’t be easy, with hundreds of armed soldiers in defensive positions in the surrounding streets. 
Government messengers were already heading for the cities, to contact the squads streaming the broadcast into the enclosed cities. The arrangement had been kept secret, controlled from the studio building, with passwords that would be inserted into the broadcast when it was time to cut the feed. Now the studio was closed down, so the men had to be presented with an authorisation or superior they would recognise.
The only way to stop the rest of the transmission was to blow up the network of masts relaying the signals, and that needed the highest authority.
~~
TV screens all over the country flipped back to the lieutenant colonel, who was sat drinking water again. He stood up and cleared his throat. “That brings us to the accusation that Soldier Boy sent the attackers to Southampton. He did, but it was my idea, and I assured him they would all be killed when they arrived. The Specials had machine guns behind sandbags, and armoured cars, and would be fighting mostly unarmed irregulars. They should have slaughtered their attackers.”
The deep sigh shuddered through him. “Their failure was due to their incompetence, but I am responsible for the attack. You were shown a man telling a horde of lunatics to attack the hospital, and were told it was Soldier Boy. This is a film of the actual meeting, all of it, and you will note he never asked for loot, or mentioned a hospital. Soldier Boy expected them to die without entering either Southampton or Bournemouth.”
Even Harold was surprised, but not by the recording as he’d seen one. What caught him out was that it had been passed to the Army. Like the other version, the phone had recorded the loudspeakers. The mic in his hand relayed what anyone nearby said, right through to telling them to turn loose any prisoners, and Patty’s threats. It ended with the discussion about searching the gangsters’ huts, and the probable result.
The next part was a real shock, a recording of what Soldier Boy said in Evesham hospital. They’d even got the argument between Doctor Alison and Doctor Grady, so his concerned colleagues might have questions. The lieutenant colonel was quick to point out the nurses were volunteering, and helping to dismantle the equipment. He suggested sending a BBC camera team to Birmingham, where they could see the hospital and interview the staff.
He also reminded everyone that Harold had turned his prisoners, the guards and hospital staff, free so they wouldn’t be attacked. That was followed by a view of the crowd, in their underwear, setting off on their trek. While Harold was worrying, and chasing tunnels, someone in Birmingham had been making sure these films reached the right people. The slow pan showed how few women there were, that most people were unharmed, and the stretcher cases had been treated.
~~
As soon as it finished, Lt. Col. Austen gestured to the side. “Now you’ve heard it all, and Soldier Boy told them to take hostages and advised against abuse. That’s when he didn’t think they’d get the chance. If he’d thought those gangs would succeed, he’d have killed them. I am surrendering myself to the Redcaps, military police, and will face a court martial. Whether I am imprisoned or executed, I can never atone for that one day of deaths and abuse.”
His eyes swept across those present, but his words were for the audience. “There are others who should also stand trial, those responsible for a whole year of abuse. I can only hope the government will see fit to identify and prosecute them, and all the Specials guilty of murder and rape. There should be an enquiry to find out who all those supposed witnesses really are, and who falsified the films, but I doubt that will happen.” The lieutenant colonel turned left, and military police put on handcuffs and escorted him away.
As he left, the cameras turned to show the other soldiers leaving. The cameras outside cut in, to show soldiers climbing into vehicles with obscured identification, and forming a convoy. One camera focussed on a strange trailer, carrying a big blocky something with TAN DRAIG stencilled on the side. The newsreader came back to his desk, and apologised for the interruption, but then the broadcast cut off.
~~
The Cabal had managed to get their phones connected, a party line so they could consult, but were helpless as they watched the drama play out. Some were willing to risk bombing the studio, but others talked them down. None of them wanted a gun battle in the streets, not least because whoever they sent might lose. The suggestion about blowing up masts was turned down with very little discussion—the BBC was an essential tool for controlling the population.
The only bright note was that most of the streaming into cities was stopped, but they’d all seen some of it, most of it in some cases. Grace, predictably, wanted the loyal RAF to bomb the soldiers as they left. That had some support, until Joshua explained that Tan Draeg was a laser, and identified at least two Stormers with SAMs, anti-aircraft missiles.
There was no point in bringing the meeting forward. They’d all made arrangement to be there tomorrow, and by then, agents might have some idea of the reaction. None of them thought it would be good.
~~~
25th
2 a.m.: Knowing the Enemy:
One reaction to the TV confession was totally unexpected, something none of those involved had even considered. A messenger, one of the Birmingham border guards, interrupted what was almost a party.
Despite his lack of sleep, Harold had been wide awake, enjoying the sheer relief. The rest of the revellers were replaying parts of the lieutenant colonel’s confession, and cheering. When the messenger explained that someone snuck up on him, and handed him the phone, Harold sobered immediately. The face on the phone was a relief, but the message meant breaking up the celebration.
Now it was two a.m., and Harold was crouched in a building in a deserted village, three miles outside the Birmingham perimeter. Harold knew there were eight hot spots a mile southeast, ex-passengers from an Army Mastiff. The Mastiff drove slowly down the main street, and stopped. The unarmed driver got out, leaving the cab open to show it was empty, and walked to the rear. He opened the rear door, then stood with his face lit up, waiting.
The face was the same as the one on the phone, Sergeant Irving from the London perimeter, which was the only reason Harold was here. There was no other sound or movement, so Harold stood up, straightened his plated jacket, and walked forward. He circled around a little as he did, so he got a good look at the crew compartment, and there was just one man in there.
There were no visible weapons, but there could be an armoury tucked away out of sight. Even so, if he’d come this far, Harold had to go through with it, so he joined the sergeant. Irving smiled briefly, climbed in, and beckoned, so Harold followed. He hesitated when Irving gestured for him to close the door, but with it open he was a nicely illuminated target.
From the look of him, Sgt. Irving wasn’t keen on being here. The third man was an Oberstabsfeldwebel, a sergeant major in German Army uniform, but as yet neither of the others could see his face. He was perusing a phone, which he eventually turned off.
“I will not say welcome.” The German spoke good English, despite the accent. He raised his hand, hesitated, then pulled down the cloth covering his face. “We saw the BBC. I am here for the truth, so that we may know our enemies.”
That made no sense to Harold. “Me, while you keep attacking Londoners. Or if your masters decide they want Birmingham back, but then you won’t be shooting unarmed civvies.” He smiled, or bared his teeth. “We’ll shoot down your planes, blow up your tanks, and then I’ve got enough rifles and ammo to make you wish you’d stayed in bloody Germany.”
Sergeant Irving moved a little and opened his mouth, but the German got in first. “Is that why you sent your killers after our women and children?”
“The assholes from Evesham?” Harold shrugged. “I didn’t want them here, and it would have cost a lot of bullets and maybe casualties to kill them. Someone suggested two good targets, places where someone else would waste the bullets killing them, and it would also keep the assholes attacking London occupied. It wasn’t my fault you didn’t stop them. Maybe you should have left some machine guns to protect your families, or a couple of tanks, instead of using them to kill families in London?”
~~
“Wait, both of you!” Irving came halfway to his feet, one hand out across the middle of the vehicle. The German was as far inside as possible, on the left, and Harold was barely inside on the right, but they were still too close. Both Harold and the German were glaring at each other, so it was probably a good thing they were all unarmed.
Irving scowled at Harold. “Shit, I thought you were a reasonable type.” A quick flick of the head indicated the Oberstabsfeldwebel. “His people said they’d send someone for a discussion, not a bloody brawl.”
Both men glanced at him, then went back to watching each other. “Oberstabsfeldwebel, you saw the news on TV. I can confirm that this man was asked to send any undesirables to Southampton and Bournemouth, and was assured they would be killed on arrival. Mr. Miller, there was a terrible miscalculation. They overran Southampton Hospital, and some of them reached Bournemouth, and the families.”
Harold turned to the sergeant, still furious. “I know that now! It was all over the bloody TV, in full glorious bloody technicolour! Miscalculation? What happened to the road blocks, the bloody machine guns? The bloody RAF? I sent two thousand total shitheads off to die. You knew where they were going, so why didn’t someone stop them, bomb the bastards?” The German didn’t speak, but now he was glaring at both the Englishmen.
Both stayed silent as Sgt. Irving explained, as well as he could. He repeated what Lieutenant Colonel Austen had said, and Harold confirmed the extra help. Both of them listened to what had actually happened, and the reasons the Army and One Para were too late. When Irving explained the hostages, and what he knew of the negotiations, the unnamed German interrupted.
“Many family escape, but nobody would tell us how many are captive, or hurt, or how to free them. Then they join us, but all our wives and children are still hostages.” For the first time he wasn’t glaring when he turned to Harold. “Your government offer a trade, safety for our families if we use our weapons and skills to help them. The families were attacked in Schottland, so we insist on a safer place.”
~~
There was a short diversion as the Englishmen were told about the Reiver attack, the rockets. It took longer than expected, as neither had enough background, Harold less than the sergeant. The German finally got back to his explanation. “We are told Bournemouth very safe, long way from anyone who attack, too far for rockets.”
When the German looked straight at Harold, his face was set, but now he was angry at someone else. “When we are only allowed forty guards, no heavy weapons, we know our families still hostages, but safe. If trouble came, reinforcements are only thirty kilometres away, in Southampton. Then you send the lorries, and we find out. Not enough soldiers, and they are wounded, not fighters.”
Sgt. Irving jumped in before Harold blew up again, bringing the Oberstabsfeldwebel’s attention back to him. “There was a proper garrison, but by that time the gangs had already killed them. We tried to send help, once we knew, but the Army units around London had damaged their transport, deliberately, to provide a reason they weren’t following orders. Here and now, I can admit that not all of the damage was officially sanctioned, and some was excessive, so no one person was responsible. Lieutenant Colonel Austen insists that the man in charge must accept responsibility, so he has accepted the blame.”
His eyes dropped to the floor. “One Para would have been there in time, but they had to repair their own planes. We, the Army, apologise, and will make sure the enquiry continues. Lieutenant Colonel Austen will pay with his life if that’s the way the court martial decide.”
That sobered everyone, but Harold was still horrified, and mystified. “Why have I been asked to a secret meeting to hear all this?”
~~
This time there was no edge when the German spoke to Harold. “There was talk, of maybe help, but first I need to see this, your face when we talk of the attack. Now I know. You will fight us if you must, but you do not attack children.” He nodded to Irving. “Your Army have another idea, better than the last one I hope?”
Sgt. Irving hesitated, looking from one to the other, then took a deep breath. “This wasn’t my idea, but I agree with the principle. The Army would like to help, to make sure the mercenary families are never that vulnerable again, as some recompense. We can’t do so directly, as we are being watched very carefully.”
He concentrated on Harold. “The mercenary families have more of their own personnel as guards now, but they are still vulnerable from the air.”
Leaning forward, Irving lowered his voice, though nobody else should be able to hear them. “The paras mislaid a few NLAWs and Javelins to deal with armour, but you’ve got radars and missiles, the latest SAMs. If you parted with some, then the Army would arrange delivery of a better radar, one you could sit on a high building to cover all of Birmingham. The system includes radio detection to pick up any small drones, and two sub-stations to help locate them.”
~~
The solution was easy as far as Harold could see, and didn’t risk Birmingham. “I can’t spare a radar or there will be a gap, enough for drones. Same with missiles. I’ve barely got enough because I gave you some, and took a lot into London. Give the mercenaries the radar system, and mislay a few Martlets or Starstreaks.”
An embarrassed glance at the Oberstabsfeldwebel meant that Sergeant Irving hadn’t explained all this to the German. “We can’t. Any Army transport heading towards the southwest is stopped and turned back. We haven’t got anyone high enough to write orders that will override the blanket ban.”
He hesitated, then gave them the rest. “We can get a radar system to Birmingham, if it comes in from a support unit, or maybe an airfield. There isn’t as much paranoia about radars yet. Missiles are a red-hot item, and any stocks are being watched.”
“But I’m supposed to get radar and missiles to the mercenaries?” Harold glanced at the German, and felt a twinge of conscience. He crushed it—these people were part of the reason the government had been able to set up the death camps. “There are a lot of government types watching Birmingham, so your best bet is to find SAMs elsewhere. There must be some?”
“All of them are on bases, and there aren’t enough to sneak a few out.” Irving looked from one to the other, trying to come up with an answer. “The storage has been physically checked, and there are no Starstreaks, and very few other SAMs. Even the RAF’s air-to-air missiles, including older types like Sidewinders, have disappeared. Nobody noticed, because we weren’t worried about being attacked from the air, or air combat.” Then the stores system crashed, but Irving kept that quiet.
“Du hast Drohnen?” The German had straightened, and looked hopeful. “Drone, you have drone, like Switchblade, Predator? Enough can target plane, keep away?” He concentrated on Irving.
~~
If anything, Irving looked more embarrassed, and even less happy. “No drones either. The Army used a lot of attack drones during the Crash. When we wanted replenishment, there weren’t any, the stuff sent to Ukraine hadn’t been replaced. There were some recon drones, but then we lost too many of them in Scotland, or your lot did, so we’re using civvy jobs most of the time.”
He glanced at Harold, and shrugged. “Drones wouldn’t really help. If the RAF attack, their planes have emitters that scramble drones, or Teine Dràgoin, lasers to shoot them down. The military drones are hardened against electronic warfare, but the lasers will still kill them.”
Irving looked at the floor, and his hand clenched into a fist. “I wish we knew where the bloody SAMs went. The ones you brought were handy, and someone hid two containers full of MANPADS when they were withdrawn, but they’re spread thin. If too many of the RAF decide to back the government, we’ll be in trouble.”
Harold looked towards the front as the German cleared his throat, loudly. The man hesitated, and obviously didn’t want to speak directly to Harold, but then he did. “Where did you get SAMs? Maybe we find more?”
~~
That seemed like a good idea, but Harold had no idea where they’d come from. “Sorry, we captured a lorry and there they were. I’ve no idea…” His voice trailed off, as he remembered a couple of comments from the Secure Transport Solutions guys.
“Was?”
“What?” Both men spoke over each other.
He wasn’t keen on the idea, but now Harold had to tell them. “We kept the Secure Transport Solutions guys, the lorry drivers, prisoner for a few days, then let them go just before I turned up in London. I remember someone asking why the city centre needed anti-aircraft missiles. They reckoned their mob, Secure Transport, had been delivering them to all the city centres, lots of different sorts.”
“The city centres? Did you find out why?” Irving looked puzzled, but Harold couldn’t help him.
“No idea.” The German looked disappointed, and Harold felt guilty, even though he hadn’t done anything wrong. It was hard to stay mad at the soldier, because Harold knew some of the things he’d done to keep friends and family safe. “Nobody spent too much time wondering. It didn’t matter, and we had enough troubles of our own. Though now you know, the Army could send a convoy into a city and liberate them.”
That wasn’t going to fly, and Harold knew it. It was Irving who said the obvious. “It would mean passing through the perimeter guards, and then persuading the city centre to part with them. We’d be reported, and I doubt we’d get authorisation. There’s only one city centre that can be reached without warning, without passing through the perimeter, and the Army can’t do it.” He locked eyes with Harold. “Birmingham.”
“We will do it.” Harold’s eyes switched as the German spoke up. “We have fifteen Marinekommando, Kommando Spezialkräfte. Special force.” He straightened, more formal. “I am Oberstabsfeldwebel Lucas Aber. I ask, for the sake of our children, that you allow us into your city.”
~~
Now the guy had made the first move, Harold didn’t have it in him to be an arse about it. “Harold, but some people call me Soldier Boy. In another life I was Corporal Miller. How long will it take your people to get here?”
Harold glanced at Irving, briefly, wondering how much he knew about the local situation. “We can smuggle you through the guards around the perimeter, but the city centre will be harder. From the supplies going in, there are a lot of contractors in there, and they’ll be well armed, so you’ll need more than fifteen.”
Lucas looked at Irving first, so maybe he hadn’t told the Army everything. “They are here, now. We do not know how this would work, the result, so they watch.”
Irving looked startled, and then guilty. “Ah, well, I didn’t come alone. There are a few soldiers, but they’ll keep back unless there’s trouble. I was worried about the perimeter guards finding us.” Both men looked at Harold.
He grinned at them, because neither of them had really thought it through. “But neither of you brought drones, or I’d have been told. The perimeter guards don’t use drones or we shoot at them, which means we can use ours, and I know where the crew for this thing are. I hope your friends behave, because I brought friends as well, long-range friends.”
Irving laughed, and Lucas smiled, then Irving’s face straightened. “Maybe we should all contact our friends and explain. It would be embarrassing if they started shooting each other.”
“And messy.” Harold pointed upwards. “We attached grenades to some of the civvy surveillance drones. The guys who rigged it reckon if they bump on the ground, the grenade will be armed, and should fall free. If it doesn’t fall free, the drone will chase the target until the grenade goes off. Then the perimeter guards would definitely be interested.” Both the other men winced.
~~
All three men got out, separated a little, and flashed torches into the darkness. As they climbed back in, the tension had reduced. Lucas and Harold could talk without scowling, or using Irving as a mediator, and he soon excused himself. Politically, it might be best if the Army didn’t actually know what was going to happen.
He promised to organise the radar and radio system, and would let Harold know when the lorry reached the artillery base. Harold should let the contact know how to get it into Birmingham. Since the Army was being so helpful, Harold asked for six black bags, preferably from the regiment if there was a contact.
When Irving didn’t say no, Harold was relieved, as he didn’t fancy trying to guess measurements and boot sizes. He’d no idea what some people’s proper names were, but an SAS contact would soon find out. Ferdy was technically still serving with the Channel Tunnel Defence Unit, but Harold explained the other five were for Stones, Fakit, Chips, Static and Dobbin, who were all probably considered dead. A moment’s thought and he added Tez. A set of SAS kit would come in handy somewhere.
~~
When Irving left, along with his Mastiff, Harold turned to find that Lucas was smiling, just a little. “Spezieller Flugdienst? S. A. S. You know them?”
Harold rocked his hand back and forth. “A little, some are friends.” He looked around, then pointed at the nearby trees. “We should stand there, in case the wrong drone or a plane comes over, up high.”
The German nodded, and once they were out of sight, took out a small radio and held it up. “To bring our friends, no mistakes.” When Harold nodded, he spoke quietly, separate single words. Harold thought some might be French, or just code. He smiled as he took out his own radio, and gave the numbers that meant rally on him, and friends. The “spoilsport” from Patty wasn’t code, but it confirmed the right person was answering.
Harold didn’t need to identify himself, or confirm he wasn’t being pressured—he looked up and beckoned. A few moments later a small black quadcopter dropped down, aimed the camera at Lucas, and went back up out of sight. The German looked startled, and Harold remembered Lucas had been wearing a scarf, just like Stones now he thought about it.
He tried not to smile over the next ten minutes, as various people appeared out of the shadows. Some, both locals and Germans, got too close for comfort if he hadn’t been expecting them. There was an almost double-take when Stones and Ferdy arrived, and they soon had their heads together with Lucas.
Four of the Demons were wearing Mercedes-style loose, dark clothing, and the rest had covered any shiny metal. They’d hidden the thermal blankets before revealing themselves, and the Germans must have had something similar. There was cloth wrapped around most of the weapons on both sides, and both sides brought long-barrelled rifles. Umeko let Harold know the Germans didn’t show up on the drones until they began to move.
The two parties looked like stray dogs eyeing up another pack, but nobody made an aggressive move. The Germans seemed startled by the number of women, while Harold half-expected the two Barbies to ask the soldiers to spar, or wrestle. The first real move came from one of the Germans, when he spotted the CheyTac, and asked to see it. He was obviously used to handling rifles, but asking about how it performed hit a language barrier.
That seemed to break the ice, as a better linguist helped him. The two groups moved closer together, mingling a little, while Harold and Lucas concentrated on how to get into the city centre. Lucas wanted the missiles as fast as possible, so he didn’t want to wait until he could get more help, which only left one option. Harold agreed to ask for volunteers for a raid, then they left the planning until they were inside Birmingham.
~~
To speed that up, Harold had transport, though he’d have to make sure the soldiers hid before they approached the perimeter. Harold sent the code for the vans and pickups, and as he came back, heard one of the Germans asking about a Rambo. They understood the name, and produced several knives, smaller ones.
Two of them were trying a Rambo, and explaining they were too big, or maybe clumsy, when Patty laughed and pointed at Harold. “Harold has a bigger knife, and he’s a real expert. If he ever starts swinging his sword, get out of the way.” She handed Harold his weapons belt, and his stick.
“Schwert, a sword?” That idea attracted two of the Germans, so Harold handed his over. Patty proffered her sabre, but it wasn’t a proper Säbel, sabre. The attempts to explain the difference foundered, even when two people demonstrated, but everyone involved was smiling. Harold noticed Asif inspecting a long-barrelled rifle with a suppressor, and several others were bonding over various weapons.
The Germans hid in the vehicles as requested, but Harold noticed the curious looks as his convoy drove through the checkpoint. There were going to be some questions, and he didn’t really have answers. He couldn’t understand why the government hadn’t sealed him in, but wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.
Though questions, and planning, weren’t Harold’s job once he was inside Birmingham. He went off to look for volunteers, as did most of the escort, though Stones stayed to start plotting. Harold could be useful finding information and people, but he was sure the German and UK special forces were a lot better at planning a raid.
One thing he had to fit in was sleep, so he was relieved when Dobbin let him know everyone was taking a break. The raid would be tomorrow night, or tonight when he checked the time, to give them a whole day for preparation.
~~~
25th 6 a.m.: Dig for Victory:
Soldier Boy was up early, as were a remarkable number of people. The arrival had already spread further than he would have liked, so he spent some time reminding various friends about spies. It was declaring independence that did it, and then forcing the city centre to lower the balloon.
The whole population had lived under the shadow of the cameras for five years, and as their spirits rose, some forgot there were still spies among them. Not many now, not after the number caught or killed since Rees, the General’s fixer, had confessed. Now Harold had to remind people that one spy could be too many. He was reassured to find that the new arrivals were an open secret, but exactly who they were, and their mission, was still restricted to a relatively small circle.
He was soon drawn into planning the raid, but realising why didn’t help his mood. Harold was the sole survivor of the patrol that watched the lorries drive through Hampton in Arden. Blue had been the other survivor, and was also in the group that captured the Secure Transport Solutions convoy, but she died in Evesham.
The story of the convoy was well-known, as it supplied the Starstreak missiles, and several people had come to the obvious conclusion. The convoy must use a rail tunnel to reach the centre of Birmingham, a weakness even if there was a checkpoint. Various gangs had a good idea where some of Dealer’s hidden access points were, but they were within sight of city centre strongpoints.
Harold’s first visit to Hampton in Arden had been with Mercedes and her sneaky-squad, which didn’t help his mood during his third visit. Not exactly a visit, more of a drive-by in the back of an old Peugeot estate, to show Dobbin the exact spot. The map was clear enough, but the planners wanted first-hand observation, especially of the actual entrance.
Instead of a cautious sneak through three miles of enemy territory, the car drove past the SainsMorr Mart north of the Geek Freeks, and turned down what had been a country lane. No checkpoints or hiding—the entrance was firmly inside the new boundaries. Half a mile ahead was the excuse for the activity around here, a logging party cutting down several mature trees.
~~
That gave Harold and Dobbin a reason to walk about, while the trees kept them hidden, and both wore wide-brimmed hats and work clothing. The first sight wasn’t promising, as there was a wall blocking off a complete span under the motorway. Turning away, Dobbin looked down, and used a stick to sketch. “No buildings, so the approach is open and confined to that cutting.”
He stabbed between the two lines meant to be the elevated motorway. “Behind that brick and concrete, there is a huge hidden space under the road, like those arches near your place. There could be a bloody tank in there.” He scuffed the marks away with his foot. “That means room to stop the lorries and search them, so we can’t capture them and fill them with fighters.”
Within minutes, the car was heading back to the Mart. This time they drove along the inside of the bypass, to see where the line came out—and nearly missed it. “It must be under those gardens.” Harold looked at his map, an old paper one, and glanced over his shoulder as he realised. “This must be an old map, before the houses were built, unless the gardens were extended.”
His finger ran along the line, further into Birmingham. “According to this, the line runs through between the buildings, mostly above ground, though the roads go over it so it is in a cutting. I wonder when it turned into a tunnel?”
Dobbin took the map and looked at it for a moment. “We need people checking the whole length, especially the stations. Drones, we want pictures from above, but without obviously following the route. If the line was only at the bottom of a cutting, the roof can’t be very deep.”
~~
As the information trickled in, the planners were both puzzled and encouraged. There weren’t a lot of paper maps, but they spanned nearly forty years, and chronicled the concealment. The line had been gradually hidden over a number of years, deliberately as there was no practical reason for roofing the cutting.
Above-ground the strip of shallow soil had been disguised, becoming rows of garages, car parks, green spaces, the back or front gardens of new construction, and allotments. It wasn’t obvious, even from the air, until the railway was drawn in. The line connected all the randomly shaped places with no substantial buildings, in a curve leading right to New Street Station, in the heart of Birmingham.
For the first time, those involved realised how long someone must have been planning enclosing the cities. Long before many of those present were born, someone knew they would one day need a secret route into the heart of Birmingham—it was a chilling thought. Conversely, that hidden route was also a weakness, and was going to take a raiding party right past the defences.
Small parties were soon digging, utilising the sheds, garages, and one-storey extensions used to disguise the tunnel. Others were trying to clear a way into the railway stations. The actual railway wasn’t a secret, it was just hidden from sight. The stations were sealed, with concrete binding the rubble in the accesses once the top layer was moved.
Knowing that the tunnel was deliberate led to some serious investigation, with drones and maps. There were more roads and railway lines that disappeared underground, though many were common knowledge. What nobody had realised was how many were now sealed off, far enough inside so it wasn’t obvious. There was a complex of hidden spaces under the city centre, isolated from the rest.
Access might not be easy, until someone suggested drains. Some of the pipes were huge, and they couldn’t have all been sealed off or there’d be flooding. That idea led on to canals that went into tunnels, and more investigations. The first diggers reported back, and they’d found the railway tunnel roof. A team began chipping and scraping away at it, very gently.






Chapter 16

25th 8 a.m.: Cabal: Another Fine Mess:
The Birmingham plotters had barely begun to dig for tunnels, when there were nine strong reactions to Lieutenant Colonel Austen’s confession. They were confined to one subterranean room, though the result of those reactions would spread country-wide. Initially, once Owen brought them to order, the Cabal looked at each other, the walls, or paperwork. Some were simply too angry to trust themselves to speak, while others had no idea how to deal with the confession, and accusations.
The first to break the silence, in a quiet, calm, firm voice, was a surprise. “I understand we may not be able to put them on public trial, but whoever oversaw the recruitment of the Southampton medical staff must be shot. Or hanged, though I favour burning at the stake.” The rest stared at Henry.
His face white, but determined, Henry continued. “The same applies to whoever commanded the Specials there. Not the person on site, their superior. Those women were medical staff, not criminals, though even the criminals, the recreational staff, deserved better than that! Those doctors and nurses had studied and worked to care for the sick, and someone deliberately chose them and sent them into that hell.”
“Henry…”
Henry barely moved his head towards his chairman and leader. “No, Owen, there is no reason, no circumstance that can excuse the deliberate debasement of these people. They are some of the most caring and valuable members of society, people we had allegedly saved from the disaster after the Crash. Now, even those who survived are scarred, mentally and physically, and there must be atonement.”
Now his head moved, to face Grace, but she didn’t get a chance to speak. “The other women, the recreational staff, were recruited from your camps, Grace. They might have committed crimes, shoplifting or something similar, but you saw the witnesses. They were not gang members, killers. They were not animals, or savages, they were young women who volunteered for an unpleasant duty to mitigate their circumstances.”
As Grace dropped her eyes, he moved on to Ivy. “If they were arrested at a Mart, Ivy, simply for being in the same room when the scanners caught a shoplifter, they may have been completely innocent. When I told you your Mart guards were too lazy to find the guilty party, you said you would deal with it. If you didn’t, you may be directly responsible for some of those innocent women being brutalised and murdered.”
She went to answer, but Henry cut her off. None of them had seen him like this, but by now they’d realised he was absolutely furious. “Don’t worry, Ivy, I’m not suggesting we shoot you, but any Mart guard who ignored your suggestion should definitely be at the front of the London attack. Those young women were treated worse than the women in the most savage and lawless gangs in the cities, and before anyone argues, remember I saw the reports from agents.”
When Henry turned towards him, Joshua looked wary, but not guilty or embarrassed. “Joshua, I would appreciate you, Victor, and Faraz checking the conditions in military brothels. I am certain that in the majority of cases, the women are being treated with dignity, but this sort of example might be spreading.”
Joshua nodded, sharp and determined. “I will, Henry. I agree that whoever is responsible for deliberately choosing the medical staff must die. Quickly, before they can cause further trouble. Then we will let the right people know, so they realise there are limits.”
His eyes swept around the table, and tiny head movements from Gerard, Faraz, Boris, Owen, and, reluctantly, Victor, agreed with him. Owen banged his gavel. “Gerard, deal with it as soon as this meeting is over. Will that be all, Henry?” There was no sarcasm. Owen realised that Henry was right, and had cut to the heart of the problem—this time the victims were completely innocent. No amount of shading truths could avoid that.
“Yes thank you. I’m sorry for jumping in like that, but it had to be said.” Henry had started to blush, and now he looked embarrassed. “I must ask to be excused from the rest of the meeting. I think one of us should visit those women, get a first-hand account. I thought if I organised reporters and camera crews from the BBC, I can tag along, anonymous.” He sighed, his shoulders slumping. “Even if we never broadcast the interviews, just telling someone official might help them.”
“An excellent idea.” Gerard came to his feet. “I’ll come with you to organise some discreet security, and I can send agents after the guilty parties. We wouldn’t want them running for the hills, or a city.”
The look over his shoulder, towards his seat, told them he’d be back.
~~
As soon as the door closed, Grace took her chance. “Sniper, or a road accident. Or an agent, a woman, in among the victims with a knife. That would paint them in a different—”
The gavel cracked down, and Owen’s voice was almost as sharp. “No! What Henry did was outline the real problem, very public innocent victims. If he chose to use it to target you and Ivy, it was only payback for the number of times you targeted him. Ivy, did Henry ask you to stop the wholesale arrests?”
“Yes, but…”
“But you didn’t bother because it was Henry, and you don’t take him seriously.” Owen pinned her with a glare. “He has highlighted a problem in that approach, even if it was for the wrong reasons. Random arrests don’t provide us with strong workers for the farms. It wouldn’t be hard for the guards to arrest the right type, so his accusation is valid, it is laziness. Sending a few off to the front lines in London will encourage the rest.”
As Ivy subsided, fuming, Owen moved on to Joshua, but his tone modified. “Has he got a point, Joshua? Are conditions in the Army brothels deteriorating?”
Shaking his head, Joshua made a note. “I don’t believe so, but we should all check. I’m more concerned about conditions in the Specials’ barracks in Edinburgh, Middlesborough, and Liverpool. None of them have their own hospital, one reason for setting up Southampton, and they are in cities that haven’t been cleared. They won’t be as blatant, but we should make sure we clean house before someone starts looking.” He darted a glance at the door.
“Not just Henry; there will be other interested parties, some of them military.” Boris gestured at the door. “The hospital was set up so that anything Specials said while being treated stayed secret. Whatever idiot decided that pandering to sexual fantasies was more important than a secure hospital really does deserve a personal bonfire.” He paused as the door opened and Gerard rejoined them. “Just in time, Gerard. We have to come up with a way to mitigate the rest of this mess, though I’m not hopeful.”
~~”
As Gerard sat, Ivy remembered something. “What about a diversion? Soldier Boy with a hole through his head? When will that sniper get there, Gerard?”
“Tomorrow afternoon.” Gerard shook his head, then glanced at Owen. “I don’t think we should advertise it, not now. After the collapse of an obvious smear campaign, killing him will look like sour grapes, and will just polish his bloody halo. We should consider calling it off.”
“No!” “Never!” “I want him dead, dead, dead!” “He killed hundreds of Specials.” “Better dead than leading a mutiny.” “Kill the bastard.”
As the shouting died down, two calmer voices came through. One was Gerard, who had leant back from the stabbing fingers and glares. “I only said consider it.”
The other was Joshua. “Gerard is right, killing him will create a martyr for rebels. Unfortunately, not killing him might lead to a much worse scenario.” He paused as his words registered, and the rest turned towards him. “My nightmare is Soldier Boy turning up on the London perimeter, among the Second Battalion, Royal Anglian Regiment. I’m reliably informed that Lieutenant Colonel Austen is a popular commander, so if he told them their officer shouldn’t be in jail, the government should?”
One of those who had been thinking rather than shouting, Boris, cleared his throat. “The whole battalion might follow him to Birmingham, or through the wire into London, and the best-case scenario would be a flood of soldiers from various units deserting. The worst case, however, is if he led the whole brigade around the perimeter, rousing the rest of the Army. Our only loyal regiment is in the pocket, and would be trapped and slaughtered.”
Owen had remained silent, but now he looked straight at Gerard. “Kill him. Tell that sniper team, or their officer, that the mission will continue until he is dead. I don’t care if she has to run up to him with a grenade down her shirt, the White Lady will kill him or the entire team will be sanctioned.” He hit the table with his gavel, hard enough to dent it. “Go and send the message, now. If she isn’t already on the way, put a rocket under them.”
~~
Gerard wasn’t gone long, and in the interim, none of the others spoke. They were all thinking of personal consequences if Soldier Boy lived or died, and how their departments could deal with them.
As Gerard sat down, Owen tapped his gavel, gently. “I would like to put the Soldier Boy problem to one side for now, until we know one way or another. We have other serious problems we must deal with.”
Gerard spoke up before anyone else had a chance. “Just one last word. The White Lady was still at the sniper facility, being prepared. I told them to get her on the road, and into Birmingham, and to take the first opportunity. The officer told me that tomorrow evening will provide them with a clear target, and assured me they had cut the usual preparation time to the minimum. He didn’t want to leave her in the field if the target changed his plans, but I explained alternatives, and they will stay until the job is done.”
She was still scowling, but Grace was recovering, enough to pick up on an earlier discussion. “If the Marts will only be sending fit prisoners, we can get rid of some dead wood. Do you want me to dump the inmates that aren’t productive back in the cities, or process them?”
Owen didn’t quite roll his eyes. “No processing just now, Grace, not until everyone who just saw that broadcast is sure that we’ve shut the facilities. That includes very publicly trying and shooting the culprit. Does anyone have a candidate yet?”
The shaking heads and glum looks weren’t a surprise, so Owen spread out the papers in front of him. “I made some notes, and we must move quickly to deal with some of the other revelations. The people who made or altered footage, schooled witnesses, or altered evidence, must be arrested, tried, and executed, with suitable trial footage. Then there are the witnesses who deliberately lied, like the good doctor, and the actresses. I am undecided about the innocent witnesses, the ones who were misrepresented.”
Reaching towards her own notes, Grace scowled at Henry’s empty chair. “Play safe. Some people might keep pushing, and we don’t want those witnesses saying what they were told, or which parts of their evidence were omitted.”
Gerard was nodding as she spoke. “No need to kill them all, which would be an obvious sign of a coverup. Arrest them as possible conspirators, and send them to Grace. The ones we want to be sure of can be offered a deal, then after they’ve confessed and been sentenced, they’ll go back to the camps. The random violence there is well documented, and accidents happen.”
He looked up, towards Grace. “You can lose the innocents among the inmates, but make sure they have protection. A look at how some of the unprotected inmates are treated, and they’ll know what to say if we need them again for an enquiry.” Grace had been frowning, but her face cleared and she nodded.
The Cabal began to relax, but not too much. Their role was becoming more obvious, and no matter how hard they scrambled, the process couldn’t be stopped. The name Cabal was out there, but as yet nobody knew exactly what that meant. The truth would get out sooner rather than later, and by then they had to have dealt with the cities at least. Right now, the priority was to divert or mollify the Army.
~~~
25th
10 a.m.: The White Lady: On the Road:
The single lorry was travelling up the A46 north of Warwick, the same road Harold’s convoy came down on the way to Evesham. Lone lorries were unusual, but not unique, though this one was very different inside. The thirty-foot back had a four-by-seven-foot area sectioned off, with a door. The rest contained a rack and lockers for weapons and spare kit, and a single shower and toilet unit, and seating, some of which became bunks.
The tinted windows in the larger area were one-way, and almost invisible from outside, but the smaller area was sealed in complete darkness. Seven men lounged in the larger area, soldiers, but inside the small room was one bed, with a woman laid on it. One of the two corporals looked up at a muffled scream. “Is that normal?”
“Sort-of, Phillips, but not in here.” Sergeant Kurgan glanced towards the cubicle door. “We gave her the mission less than forty-eight hours ago, so all the screaming is normal. The difference is that she’s usually tucked up in the castle, in her sound-proofed room, for four days. By the time we get on the road, it’s all settled into her head, and we’re easing off on the VR. We like to make sure she gets some proper sleep, to sharpen her up for the shoot.”
One of the soldiers cracked a can—soft drinks only. “We barely hear her. I don’t fancy sleeping in here if she’s going to be like this for the next two nights.”
“One.” Sergeant Kurgan gestured to a folder on the small table. “We’ve rushed the prep because we’ve got to rush the hit. Someone high up has got them twisted, and fuckwit told them we’d get the job done tomorrow. I was hoping to spin it out, hit the guy a day or two late, but the asshole got a call this morning. He’s promised we’ll get it done on time, and reckons we’re all dead if we don’t.”
All of the soldiers straightened, alarmed, and the veteran corporal asked what they were all thinking. “Was he serious?”
“Fifty-fifty.” That wasn’t going to be enough, so a frowning Sergeant Kurgan explained. “Someone high up is really pushing for this, and gave him another nudge this morning. The threat might just be the dickhead’s way of pushing us. The problem is, he’s not rational over this one. There’s something personal. Him and the target butted heads years ago, and the target won, so this is payback.”
“No pressure then.” Corporal Urwin, the veteran, checked a file. “We’re already ahead of the chart. We’ll have to compress it more, bring her down at the last minute, then maybe give her uppers to get her sharp for the hit.”
“Rather you than me.” The lance corporal glanced towards the dark room as another scream came through the insulation. “Are you sure she won’t flip? I remember a couple of the early ones.”
Kurgan thought before he answered, then shook his head. “The shrinks are dead sure they fixed that, but just in case, Corporal Urwin has a syringe. Jab, goodnight, sleeping like a baby. I just hope there’s no delay. The conditioning gets her hyped up for the kill, so she gets twitchy if she has to wait.”
He shook his head, because it was still weird to watch her attitude change. “Not on the job. It all disappears once she’s in the hide, set up. She turns all calm and focussed, total cold-blooded efficiency. It lasts until she gets her shot, hours sometimes, ready to go, without getting bored or excited. Then bang, and they go down or blow up.”
~~
Everyone paused at a particularly loud shriek, then Corporal Phillips, the newcomer, cut in. “What about after the hit? If all the programming is for the shoot, how do we keep control?”
“No need.” Six of the seven men laughed or smiled at the seventh, as Kurgan continued. “There’s a moment after the shot, when the obsession cuts off. It makes her a bit dizzy, but then it passes. On the way back to the truck she’s more or less rational, nearly normal, and really focussed on getting clear. Comes in handy if we hit trouble.”
The veteran corporal, Urwin, muttered, “Too bloody true,” and the extraction team laughed. “Though once we’re clear, we give her a jab to stop her thinking too much. I hope this rebel business doesn’t stop us leaving straight after.”
The muffled voice was shouting something now, but the padded walls meant nobody could hear the words. The new corporal, Phillips, flinched. “Shite, can’t you knock her out?”
One of the four privates hooked a thumb towards the noise. “She’s knocked out now. After the hit we need her awake, but not too awake. We usually dress her up in floaty robes and a long white wig, and go back out the next night. She scares a few locals with the White Lady voodoo stuff, points out she might be back. After that then yeah, sleepy-time until we reach home, then off to la-la land.”
“Except when we rouse her enough for a session on the range. You ought to watch that at least once, and then you won’t want to annoy her, or the other five.” This private leant forward to look at the new corporal. “Just hope she gets him first try. We wait by the wire when you go in, but you have to stay with her. Ask the sergeant about Bradford.”
The glare bounced off the soldier, and Sergeant Kurgan sighed. “Some gang boss armoured an old RV, layers of steel that stopped an Army bullet, and it took three days to get a clear shot. She was pacing around the camp the second night, muttering to herself, when your predecessor told her to calm down. He told her it could take a couple of days.”
He sniggered, though at the time he’d debated shooting her. “She grabbed him by the throat, stuck a pistol barrel in his eye, and told him she was killing something tomorrow so he’d better find the target.”
~~
Corporal Phillips looked around, but nobody said a word. “Well, what happened?”
Nobody answered at first, but then Urwin smiled. “We found the bastard, and got within twelve hundred yards, but it was moving. I was in the hide, spotting for her, and I daren’t tell her to leave it. One through the fuel tank, then when he staggered out of the bonfire, she nailed him. No need to check the pulse when fourteen-point-five mil hits centre mass.”
Everyone turned to look at the weapon in question, hung on the wall in padded clamps. The Spidex Alligator was Ukrainian, an anti-materiel weapon firing fourteen-point-five-mil bullets, and the right one would go through the side of the older personnel carriers at just under a mile. “The specs reckon there’s twelve tons of force when it hits, so even if some arse is wearing a bloody great steel plate on his chest, it would crush his ribs.”
This private pulled a big brass case on a chain from inside his battledress. “Put one of your rounds next to that. There’s an incendiary version as well, and a lead one for people, to save the good stuff.”
~~
In the sergeant’s humble opinion, that bullet was bloody ridiculous for a sniper rifle, as was the size and weight of the weapon. The genius behind the whole sniper scheme had provided it, and the White Lady was the only one who was any good with it. Allegedly, but maybe the others were deliberately crap so they could have the normal-sized rifles.
The sergeant figured it was pure bloody-mindedness—she put up with the inconvenience and bruises so she could hurt the monsters. The weapon tended to be sent to smash stuff, but the conditioning meant she had to be primed to kill at least one bloke. Though if that was the mission, to kill one man, the bloody thing sure as hell delivered. He’d been tempted once or twice, and one day the sergeant knew he’d dump it, swear he had no option. Then they’d give her a proper sniper rifle, and his life would be a lot easier, and safer.
He decided on one way to make this one safer. “No pissing about with robes and the whole White Lady visitation shite this time. The whole of bloody Birmingham will be after us, so as soon as we exfil, she goes to sleep and we go home.” From the smiles all around, that was how the rest felt as well.
He stood up and headed for the small door. “Now shut up while I check on her, and adjust the dose down a bit.” They all sat in silence—it had been dinned into them that one wrong word during indoctrination could screw it all up. Another two or three hours and they’d be able to get out, stretch their legs, and shout if they wanted.
~~~
25th: Bigger, Deeper, Louder:
Inside Birmingham, the numbers of people now investigating tunnels, even if they weren’t sure why, meant that the local spies must have noticed. Nobody could figure out what to do, except try to hide exactly what they were going to do. “Diversion.” Patty looked up from a map. “Sorry, I just thought that if the spies report one thing?” She held out a fist, then opened it. As she did, she slid a knife out of her boot, easy as she was sitting. “Surprise!”
Several people were laughing, but not at the idea. Patty was the epitome of surprise, and it had been a long time before most people realised she carried two extra pistols, or could use a rifle. She still tended to have an extra tucked away, which meant her boyfriend, Vulcan, got a lot of teasing about where he might have cut himself.
Someone who wasn’t laughing suddenly smiled. “Another attack?” Stones glanced at Lucas. “If we can find people willing to pretend to attack the city centre, that will explain the spy reports. The shooting will cover any noise we make.” He looked around. “Can you find enough people to look like a viable assault force, people willing to shoot at the guards?”
“I can find enough people to actually attack them, not pretend.” Ruhika, the diminutive shooter, was sometimes called Aneka Myrtyua, Many Deaths, by the other Bengalis. At the moment she wasn’t wearing all the weapons that prompted the name, and looked embarrassed by the attention, then defiant. “It’s true.”
She turned to the locals, looking for support. “We know the spies used to set up fights between enclaves, then that, er, cripes balloon filmed it, like it filmed everything else. I can just imagine the, the cripes sitting with their feet up, watching us die in their own real-life Sim City. Half the fighters in Birmingham would turn up for a chance to show them how it feels on the other end.”
By now most of the people in the room were agreeing, while the newcomers looked shocked, then thoughtful. Several of the veterans from London, and both the UK and mercenary special forces, exchanged long looks. That was followed by almost imperceptible nods, then they all looked at one man.
Stones shrugged, then eased up to Harold, but kept his voice down. “Is she serious? This lot would attack fortifications, just to get some foreigners a few missiles?”
Harold frowned, then shook his head. “No chance.” He looked around, at the people talking about the spies and fixers, and the deaths. “But they’d do it for revenge, for all the times the balloon spied on us and told a spy, and then an enemy, and their friends died. The only thing that’s stopped us is the cost, how many people will die.”
He watched his friends as more and more finished talking, and looked to him. Harold could see it in their faces, they wanted to do it, but at what price? “If there’s a proper plan, something that keeps down the casualties, we’ll do it. Not for Lucas, for ourselves.”
Stones looked worried, but then his face cleared. “Silly as it seems, taking the whole place might cost less casualties than a raid and a diversion. That’s providing we can use everything you’ve got, missiles, explosives, and heavy weapons. We could do with more missiles or some sort of artillery.”
Harold relaxed, as much as he was likely to do. “We’ve got a sort of a cross, a big firework that can be lofted, or aimed straight at the target. You saw them with the Juggernaut. Those catapults chuck explosives the best part of half a mile if you want artillery.”
“I didn’t really see what a lot of those machines did.” Stones shook his head, but he had a faint smile. “It looked like a medieval siege with steel instead of wood, and then all hell broke loose.”
There was a cure for that, and shortly afterwards, Stones and Lucas were watching things blow up. Both were really interested in the size, speed, and accuracy of the steel bars, and the variety of loads launched by trebuchets and catapults. The different ways the SIMs rockets could be launched, and various warheads, sparked some serious discussions back at mission control.
~~
With that change in emphasis came an expansion of the investigation. Instead of looking at a way to sneak a few inside, or quietly overwhelm a guard post, the attackers needed access for large numbers. The obvious first objective was the rail tunnel, but there had to be more.
Dealer used both tunnels and surface exits from the city centre, but the entrances were covered by strongpoints, and there must be guards inside. The best anyone had managed was a glimpse inside a couple, which just showed tunnels sloping down. The planners reverted to breaking in through a tunnel roof, quietly, preferably where there were no defences.
Alternatively, they could drop down just behind or on top of a guard post. That would sound the alarm, and attract a response, so they’d need reinforcements, fast. The simple solution was to capture the guard post at an exit, with reinforcements right outside the doors—if they could find the right spot.
There were plenty of maps showing where the rail and road tunnels ran under Birmingham, so by the time the White Lady was on the road, the first tunnels had been located. The excavations were inside buildings where possible, so a spy plane up high, or more probably a sneaky scroat on the ground, wouldn’t know what was happening.
A microphone was attached to each tunnel or pipe roof as it was exposed, and someone sat and listened. If there was an hour of silence, a hole would be drilled, very carefully, and a camera on a fibre-optic would check the void. The breakthrough would be made under a groundsheet, so no light showed.
All the plans relied on one thing—overwhelming the garrison. That meant several breaches, and getting a lot of fighters inside before any response was organised. That was more feasible when the planners realised they didn’t have to use the roof or the door.
Some teams were checking tunnels, canals, and drains that weren’t blocked, listening where they ran close to the sealed voids. Holes would be drilled if the two tunnels came close enough to each other, another potential access point—and a big hole would allow a large number of fighters to charge through. Those who kept an eye on stocks warned Harold this had better work. A lot of reserves, explosives and ammunition, were going to be used up.
More were committed when someone realised a simple fact. If the city centre was attacked, then Dealer’s tunnels weren’t safe. Catapults dropping rocks and explosives would keep the strongpoints busy, then the real attack could go in though the entrance and under them.
~~
The first pleasant surprise was that the roof of the rail tunnel wasn’t very thick, as it wasn’t carrying much weight. Where the rail line came into the open, the ends had been collapsed, but there had to be a clear route. Cameras located the diversions, a short tunnel disguised as landscaping or a nearby building. That must have been easier than digging a proper tunnel all the way, but couldn’t have been easy to build in secret. Though despite all the planning, and secrecy, someone made a mistake.
Cameras on fibre-optics checked, and eventually a hole was made for a laser measurement, quickly filled in. The checkpoint door was thirty yards outside the wire. Maybe the checkpoint had been built when the railway was buried, then whoever set up the wire had to adapt after the destruction on the surface—but the reason didn’t matter. The mercenaries could go in through the roof, as long as they could set charges without the perimeter cameras seeing them.
With only five years of untended bushes and grass for cover, that seemed unlikely, until the local farmers volunteered a solution. About fifty of them set into clearing that part of the strip for farming. Under cover of the vans, barrows, bonfires, and a horde of people digging, a section of tunnel roof was exposed. Microphones confirmed they were in the right spot, and explosives were set.
~~
There was still a chance of driving in. The Marts were negotiating a supply convoy for the city centre, which Harold agreed. Both Stones and Lucas suggested a surreptitious changeover, and cramming the lorries with fighters. If the lorries were ambushed halfway across Birmingham, that would avoid the checkpoint under the motorway, then it was a case of stopping any alarm fast enough.
Late afternoon, the Marts informed the negotiators one lorry would arrive late evening, but the rest would wait for tomorrow. One lorry couldn’t carry enough fighters, so the plan was abandoned. Others had never stopped working on the original idea: several break-ins and then storm the tunnels. Gradually the large-scale map showed that under Birmingham City Centre, a series of tunnels of different types had been connected.
The sections had been sealed off by collapsing the ends, and now the fibre-optics revealed new connections between sections. Some openings looked new, ragged brick or concrete, but others had steel doors that looked as if they were built in, then presumably hidden.
The glaring anomaly was that the tunnels didn’t all stay inside the surface perimeter wire. That shouldn’t matter, as the balloon surveillance would have spotted the build-up for an attack, and the Apache would break it up. By eight in the evening, five initial locations were chosen, and rings of charges were set. In other places, a drain or canal ran close enough to a target tunnel.
The number of locations kept increasing as the investigations progressed, as more and more people wanted to join the assault on the city centre. Too many people to hide the attack, but a relatively small number were searching for tunnels, and keeping the real objective a secret. The public emphasis was on clearing out the last government forces, with a full-on assault. As the smaller group of planners pointed out, that would accomplish the original aim anyway.
The mercenaries split up, as they insisted on being first through the breaches. Only in three places, as the breaching teams would be five strong, so Stones and his friends tried to claim the fourth spot. They had to settle for following the initial entry, as there was fierce competition for the bragging rights.
The Girl Club, Hangaku’s Yakuzas, the Zoo, and the Professors all contributed to the last two breaches. The Girl Club and Yakuza combination would open the doors for the rest of the Girl Club, the Demons, and Hangaku’s fighters. Elsewhere the likes of the Barbarians, Sutton Park and Bruce’s mob contributed to the follow-up invasions, bringing the numbers up past a thousand fighters.
Elsewhere, scores of fighters from all across the city would be heading into tunnels and pipes. They would wait for their signals, then blow walls, loosing hundreds more fighters behind the garrison’s initial defences. There were too many strangers, fighters from different enclaves, for Felton’s soldiers to risk wearing Army uniforms.
~~
Harold wasn’t allowed to take part, and when Emmy explained, he had to accept. Soldier Boy had to live, to inspire other enclaves and hundreds of squaddies. That meant he had to stay safe while his friends went into danger, the exact opposite of how he felt. His friends knew that, and that he might join them anyway, and a steady trickle of them told him not to.
He couldn’t rest, so as the fighters moved into position, and practiced for the alleged assault, Harold found something useful to do—luring spies. After Patty made her suggestion, the preparations had become more obvious. The fighters practiced charging and clearing out defences, never realising the ‘bunkers’ would be tunnels.
All the planners agreed that spies would try to follow Harold, as they would assume he was planning the operation. He moved from group to group, talking to the fighters and telling them that this time they’d get rid of the balloon forever. His routes, however, were planned to go through bottlenecks, places a spy couldn’t circle around without losing him.
Hidden watchers photographed everyone who came through, and by comparing, identified at least three spies. Others followed them, making sure, which revealed one way of passing messages. The spy used a catapult, and fired a metal cylinder towards the defenders. Two others were seen contacting the city centre using torches.
None of them were stopped—the planning didn’t quite rely on them reporting, but it helped. Two other spies spotted their followers, and died, quickly. One was traced when he used his radio too often, but was left to run, to try and catch any contacts. Tonight’s operation would clean up Birmingham in more ways than one.
As the shadows lengthened, the city centre defenders spotted flashes of body heat. The gatherings were genuine, and couldn’t be hidden. Hundreds of fighters were gathering for a full-scale assault, rockets and gunfire followed by a charge across the wire. The attackers could see similar signs, as the city centre defenders prepared.
As the light failed, the majority of the defenders settled into their strongpoints, locked and loaded, rather than in their barracks underground. Now the attackers sent squads to sweep the area near the wire, to make sure there were no patrols, or forward pickets. A scout in the wrong place might report when all those assault troops started repositioning.
That would be a surprise for the fighters as well, all except the initial break-in teams.
~~
25th 2 p.m.: The White Lady: Into the Bullpit:
As the lorry slowed, and turned off the road to Birmingham, Kurgan went into the small room. Moving quietly and carefully, he removed the VR headgear, and gave the White Lady a jab to knock her right out. Once her breathing settled and she quietened, he left her, and found the rest at the windows, pointing.
Kurgan headed for the back door. “Phillips, on guard. Nobody gets in here. If a senior officer insists, slow them up until I get here.” He grinned as he opened the door. “If he’s a Special, shoot him, in the foot if he’s an officer.”
He began to walk through the door, but he froze, speechless. Not because of the Special, waiting for him, it was the view—and the smell. From the remains of a wire fence, and the charred buildings, someone had hit the local Specials, hard. From the smell, a lot of them had burned. “What the hell happened?”
The private flinched and looked back, and now Kurgan realised there was no smoke, but nobody was searching the wreckage. “When did it happen, and why isn’t there any S&R?”
“Five days ago, middle of the night.” The Special looked back and flinched again. “There aren’t many bodies in there, and nobody to spare to look for them. Soldier Boy.” He paused, and took a deep breath. “Soldier Boy killed the emergency response force, nearly three hundred, just up the road. He did the same to the other response force west of the city, another three hundred. There aren’t enough of us to man the perimeter, so we’ve pulled back a mile. We’re still bringing in the bodies from the ambush, working when we’re off duty.”
~~
As the Special spoke, Kurgan came outside and looked around. There was a row of tents to one side, and on the other side, one big tent with a sign: morgue. Now he realised the source of the burned-flesh smell. A soot-stained lorry pulled up, and men began moving blackened body bags into the morgue. Cleaner body bags, still with some stains, were coming out and being taken into a refrigerated truck.
That needed too much explanation for the time he’d got. “I need an officer, sharpish.” The man hesitated, and Kurgan was tempted to slap him. “Who’s in charge?”
“The sergeants.” He must have recognised the look, and maybe the imminent violence, as the Special clarified. “The officers all died, one here and the rest in the ambush. The NCOs are trying to sort it out, but there aren’t many, and we haven’t had any reinforcements. What do you actually want? If it’s to do with the perimeter, you need to talk to the Marts, the negotiators.”
Kurgan took a deep breath and calmed the hell down. He’d no idea why someone hadn’t sent reinforcements and officers, unless they were worried about losing another three hundred. None of that made any difference, unless it stopped him getting into the city.
He spotted a man with three stripes, and moved to intercept him. “Sergeant, sorry to interrupt, but I should be joining a convoy into the city centre.”
The sergeant shot a harassed look towards the lorry. “Maybe. We got permission from the residents, but now there’s a rumour they’ll be attacking the city centre tonight. The lorry drivers aren’t keen, so they’re waiting for definite news.”
“Permission?” Kurgan was officially lost, completely baffled.
The NCO gestured towards Birmingham. “There’s a clear mile between us and the residents, and if you go onto it, you might be shot. Maybe not, I really have no idea how they decide. The drivers think they might have agreed to let the lorries through to catch them tonight. Now, unless you’ve brought an armoured division, I’ll get on with guarding half a city with eighty-nine men, mostly Mart guards.”
~~
Normally, Kurgan would have chopped down a Special talking to him like that, but the guy had enough troubles. “Okay, and thanks. Where’s the coms?” He followed the pointing hand to a tent with a big mast outside. Ten minutes later he came out with a face like thunder, looking for something to punch.
The next visit was to the convoy, parked in a line with no sign of moving. The drivers were out of the cabs, relaxing with a cuppa or dozing, but Kurgan eventually found the officer in charge. He was in an armoured car, which wasn’t going any further. Self-defence in case Soldier Boy took a fancy to it, to make up the set.
The lorries wouldn’t be going unless the city centre sent the all-clear down the landline. Kurgan could come with them, but had to be ready to move fast. If the convoy left it would be with minimum notice, and they’d be moving as fast as possible. The drivers themselves didn’t seem as worried, and explained the strongpoint on the perimeter. If there was a real problem, they’d fort up there. Some even reckoned it didn’t matter if they were captured, they could do with a holiday.
By the time he reached his lorry, Kurgan was half-convinced the world had gone crazy. As he came in, something showed because they all braced, ready. “Calm down, change of plan, maybe.” He explained six hundred dead, a one-mile clear zone, and the possible attack.
Both corporals relaxed. “So the hit is off, yeah?”
“No, the arse insists we go into Birmingham as if nothing happened.” The sergeant took a deep breath, and let it go. “The residents have given permission for lorries to enter the city, but right now the convoy aren’t keen. If they decide against it, we’ll have to go alone. With permission of course, but not all the way to the middle.”
~~
He explained the strongpoint, and the landline, and Corporal Urwin went to use the line. He would get the city centre to send pictures of the hit location, while the rest got out the maps. The whole approach had to be re-plotted, over three times as far, and from the opposite direction. The lorry was moved to where they could see the convoy, in case it set off, but far enough away so nobody heard the noise. It was shouting rather than screaming now, as the mission settled into her head.
By the time Urwin came back, there was a possible approach. The maps the sniper squads used include utility and drainage tunnels, which would get them past the perimeter, but the rest still needed refining. The big unknown was where the people were likely to be, and the city centre hadn’t been much help.
The rebels had insisted the balloon came down, and were shooting at any drones. They were only using rifles and shotguns, but they could plot them with radar and were getting better. Snipers were shooting soldiers in retaliation for every ‘trespasser,’ so the city centre had stopped sending them.
Urwin was bloody furious. The city centre had told him he couldn’t use his own drone, or the locals would shoot a soldier. Everyone else was pleased when he had to shut up, completely, while Kurgan dropped the White Lady’s medication another notch. After that his complaints were quieter, and could be ignored.
At four, the convoy abandoned the delivery for the night, and Sergeant Kurgan called Captain Symonns. No change; the mission had to go ahead. At six, a single lorry started out across no-man’s land. The Specials swore that if it had permission, it wouldn’t be shot at or captured, but the passengers weren’t as confident.
When the gates to the perimeter strongpoint closed behind them, they heaved a sigh of relief—too soon. The soldiers were heading back to base at eight, before full dark, to join the defence—spies had confirmed an assault. Kurgan agreed with the local lieutenant, the rebels would hit this strongpoint as well.
~~
Kurgan spent the next two hours bringing the White Lady the rest of the way back to consciousness, far enough for her to put on her uniform. They all turned away to give her privacy so she could shower first. She was still too dopey, much worse than usual, and might drop her towel or leave her dressing gown open. If she was alert enough to notice if someone was watching, none of them wanted her angry.
When the garrison’s lorry and their soldiers set off along the railway lines, Kurgan gave the White Lady the last jab, a booster, and left her to recover. The next hour was spent checking the mission, packs, and weapons, and getting kitted out. When the White Lady came out and put on her pack and helmet, the sergeant gave her low-light goggles, and led her out of the lorry.
One of the back-up lifted a manhole, and then passed the weapons and packs down to Phillips. The Alligator went down last, then Urwin went partway and stopped. Sergeant Kurgan looked at the view through the spycams up on the outside walls, and all the little warm spots closing in. “Head for the Specials on the perimeter. Come back for us in twenty-four hours, if possible. If not, wait for a call.” They both looked up towards the signal booster.
The lance corporal glanced at the White Lady, then spoke very quietly. “Good luck. Once he goes down, dump that bloody gun and run like hell.”
The sergeant nodded, then with Urwin steadying her from below, helped the White Lady down the ladder into the sewer. A dry sewer, thank God, so there wasn’t much stench as he replaced the cover. Above him he heard the lorry leave, without closing the doors if they’d done as he suggested.
Ten miles to go, at night, in a strange city, with a war just starting, escorting a drugged-up sniper, and dragging a bloody cannon. Sometimes, Sergeant Kurgan wished he’d pretended not to see the bullet Isla kept back, just long enough for her to pull the trigger.
~~~
25th 7 p.m.: A Special Sacrifice:
As the fighters in Birmingham began moving into position for a full-scale attack, and Sergeant Kurgan arranged his entry, Colonel Brewster asked his liaison, or handler, a simple question. “How many recruits are we going to let Ragnorak keep? He won’t want them taken to use for a suicide charge, and he’d have a point.”
The answer was a real shock. “After that bloody lieutenant colonel said his piece on prime-time TV, we have to do something spectacular, and fast. The top brass have decided the best solution is to sacrifice more Specials, a lot more than they’d meant to. I’ve been told the optimum number is over two thousand, including all those already facing the Londoners. There’s a growing consensus that after the way Soldier Boy slaughtered them, twice, the current Specials aren’t worth saving.”
Brewster opened his mouth, but a harsh laugh at the other end of the line cut him off. “The German mercenaries call the Specials Sonderangebote, which means special offer, because we need three or four for one real soldier. At that rate of exchange, Ragnorak’s battalion can replace the perimeter guards around five cities.”
There was a pause, then the second laugh had more humour. “Not really, or not yet, and we’ll keep the work camp and Mart guards, and the motorway checkpoints. Encourage Ragnorak to send more people into Nottingham, Sheffield, Hull, and Bradford-Leeds to recruit. If he can get enough, he really will be taking over perimeter security around more cities. He won’t have enough men to start with, which is an incentive to recruit the more problematic residents. Then once he’s got enough, we’ll move some of his fighters to another city, keep him on his toes.”
There was a stunned silence as the colonel thought of questions, then realised he knew the answers. There would already be barracks, food, and machine guns in the guard posts. The new occupants could practice their shooting in their new homes, which would help keep the population wary. “Numbers? If he’s going to be encouraged to recruit, how many more can Ragnorak sign up?”
“You’ve already figured it out, haven’t you?” The handler didn’t wait for a reply. “As many as he can, but he might not get enough in a week. A thousand might do it, keep the residents penned in while he recruits more. He’d get a promotion as a reward, and I suppose we’d have to bump you up a rank.”
Before Brewster had recovered enough to ask if that was a genuine offer, the liaison had switched subjects. “Get him to take over around Birmingham as fast as possible, tomorrow if you can. That won’t free up many Specials, but it will back off the pressure from the top. They really are pushing.”
~~
There was a brief silence, presumably for a reaction. Brewster realised he was going to be ignored, but he had to try. “I’ll push the recruitment, but we shouldn’t go too fast. If we aren’t careful, one of the cities might launch a breakout, or declare independence.”
The resigned sigh accepted the point. “Compared to a mutiny, that’s probably not a bad option, and Birmingham is probably the only one that is well enough organised. We’ll organise the switch so the more ambitious residents don’t realise, or not fast enough.”
The handler’s voice firmed up as he came back to the planned operation. “As Ragnorak reaches the right number, we can ship out all the Specials around a city. We’ll have the buses ready, and load the lot within an hour, before any of them realise they’re all going. He can have his better trained fighters sat in lorries in the same car parks, ready to move straight in. We’ll let the Specials keep their automatics, to follow the sacrificial assault, so they won’t realise they’re going in first until the last minute. Warn Ragnorak, he can’t let any Specials know that he’ll be guarding any more than Birmingham.”
“Thank you so much.” The colonel made sure his sigh was loud enough to be heard. “He is not going to be happy about facing Soldier Boy again, especially as he’ll be outnumbered and outgunned.”
“A good reason to recruit.” The handler wasn’t interested in Ragnorak’s feelings. “Austen threw a ferret into the chicken coop, and everyone is scrambling to recover. There were plans, but they needed time, and now there isn’t any. The idea is to tell everyone all the Specials who visited Southampton, and the guards from the death camps, died in the assault. Specials from the Scottish border will be replacing the forward guard posts around London, so it might work. Now go and sell it to our new pin-up—without telling him why.”
Brewster rang off, without pointing out Ragnorak had already figured out too much of it. For the first time he wondered how much trouble the UK Cabal were in. He wasn’t worried—the Master Cabal would send reinforcements if necessary. That would be embarrassing, and probably mean that all the British Army but the Cabal-loyal units would be wiped out. Despite their different views, Colonel Brewster hoped he could avoid that—he knew too many of the Army officers personally.
~~
Instead of arranging a meeting, Brewster went to visit Ragnorak. He was agreeably surprised by the men in uniform at the gate, and in the towers, but soon realised they were the best, on show. As his car crossed the parade ground, he could see that many were still in plated jackets, though they were in squads, and seemed to be under control.
Ragnorak was living in a mobile home, with no sign of women or booze, which was promising. The initial suggestion got the reaction the colonel more or less expected. “It’s a toss-up if we’d be safer attacking London. Sir.”
Colonel Brewster was beginning to understand how to treat Ragnorak, and Army formal didn’t work. “That’s still an option? Soldier Boy has agreed to a new perimeter, and so far he’s kept any actual agreement. His negotiators did say that they’d respond to any shooting.”
Instead of an immediate reaction, Ragnorak thought about it. “I’ve heard that about him, that he keeps his word. He didn’t lie to us, just missed out the machine guns. Okay, if there’s a clear agreement. Then if we both stick to it, my soldiers can seal the perimeter, more or less. There will be leakage.”
A casual gesture dismissed that. “We just want to make sure he doesn’t make another tour of the country, or decide to interfere in London. A thousand of his fighters hitting the lines from behind would be a disaster, especially if his Army buddies stepped aside. You’ll be moving in tomorrow.”
Brewster grinned at the sudden sharp look. “Set up a shooting range, organise the troops properly, but don’t stop sending out recruiters. You’d best hope Soldier Boy behaves, because you’ll be busy.” He debated for a moment, then thought the news might help. “He might have a few less fighters by the time you get there. He’s thinking of attacking the city centre, but they’re ready for him, which will thin out those fighters you worry about.”
The following conversation wasn’t even close to formal, and included some colourful language on both sides. Once Ragnorak understood what he was supposed to do, he had one important question. “Do I have to move in so quickly? He isn’t going to run off to attack London without your spies seeing a build-up, and if he’s going to lose men, that will delay him. Two days minimum, four if possible, and I might have enough men trained to use these rifles to make a difference, make him think twice.”
They went back and forth, but Ragnorak had a point. That also meant that if the sniper killed Soldier Boy, or even if she missed, Ragnorak wouldn’t get the backlash. Brewster called his liaison to make the case, while Ragnorak tried to work out how to boost his recruitment drive.






Chapter 17

25th–26th 10 p.m.: Knock, Knock, Bang, Bang:
Official nightfall was at nine-thirty, but it took another thirty minutes for everyone to report they were ready. Harold had abandoned his spy-tempting at nine, so he was in the control centre when the last box was ticked. At ten p.m., all around the perimeter of the city centre, fireworks climbed into the night sky.
Within seconds, gunfire and rockets were lashing the city centre defences, but the defenders were dug in, ready. They replied, and for a couple of minutes the two forces blazed away at each other. When the shooting eased off a little, the defenders braced, expecting the charge.
Instead, flaming missiles soared over nearby buildings and crashed down. Some were rocks, smashing into the defences and in some cases through them, but others exploded, spreading nails or liquid fire. High-speed steel bars followed, arriving out of the pitch dark with no warning heat. Many hit sandbags or concrete, but others punched through any weak points, and they were narrow enough to go through loopholes.
More flaming missiles arrived, and more of these burst into flame. Most of the time it burned harmlessly in front of the defenders, or on top of hardened shelters. The main problem was that it blinded the night-sights. The occasional flickers of heat, and glimpses of people, had to be maniacs with machetes moving into position.
Instead, apart from shooters to pin the defenders, most of them were redeploying as fast as they could run. Many of them were still arriving at their new positions, and being briefed, when two words went out on the short-range radios, and red flares soared into the sky. “Blow them!” Wires were connected, or switches closed.
Five rings of explosives punched five holes, and as the circles of tunnel roof dropped, grenades followed. The shrapnel was still rattling when five teams slid down ropes. In four cases they stopped just short of the floor, shooting everyone still moving as they released their harnesses.
The other five mercenaries landed hard, because a flatbed lorry had parked under the hole. That team ended up with two ankle and knee sprains, one ankle dislocation, and a broken leg—but they’d all shot their targets.
In each case the next five were already sliding down ropes. They killed any cameras, and made sure the defenders were dead. The next five administered first aid where necessary. They were followed by a steady flow of fighters, five at a time, with hand-drawn maps showing nearby defences.
The intruders were already behind some of the defenders, and four entrances were quickly cleared. Waiting outside were the machete maniacs that were allegedly going to charge the wire. By now they were really wound up and set off at a run, blazing away with automatics.
~~
The strongpoints near all six of Dealer’s known exits were hit, with fire, rocks, and shooters suppressing any attempt to reply. The guards on the actual routes were subjected to high-speed steel bars, snipers, and a few SIMs rockets. At five entrances, nothing else happened.
At the sixth, the explosions and flame disguised the engine noise, and then a guard spotted the thirty tons of steel hurtling towards the doors. Not the Barbie lorry, which was going in through one of the captured entrances to clear barricades. This was a lorry from Evesham, loaded with rock and steel, and the front was a huge pointed ram.
Teams had been welding all day, adding layer after layer of wood and steel, all coming to a point. Eight tiny holes, and fibre-optic cables to the cab, gave the driver a look at the road ahead, though he wasn’t going to be swerving. The tyres were all foam-filled, with additional steel wheels and skids set into the bottom of the ram, so it skimmed the floor. The point started at ground level, angled back to shed rubble or defences up and sideways.
The door was never meant to stop a ram-raid, but until they saw what came through them, the defenders had confidence in the secondary barricade. Steel plate, dropped from the roof and set into grooves in the walls and ground, would stop most things. The pick-up truck with a twenty-millimetre autocannon, firing over the steel wall, should stop most things getting far enough to try.
Neither even slowed up the motorised missile. The steel bent in the middle as it tore out of the grooves, and became an extra layer on the ram, though it blinded the lower cameras. The upper ones saw the pickup thrown down the tunnel, shedding weapons, bodies, and bodywork until the ram caught up.
~~
The troops on the next barricade, at the bottom of the slope, used up two missiles and a lot of ammunition very quickly. None of it made any difference. The remains of the battered pickup truck struck the reinforced concrete and flipped over the top, scattering debris and defenders.
The point on the mass of steel behind them hit, and stopped! It was crushed, straightened, and bent under, bouncing the front upwards, but all that weight and momentum kept coming. The wheels and transmission tore loose, leaving the rest of the ironwork, engine, lorry bed, scrap steel, and rock to shear off the top three feet of the barrier—and keep coming.
The shattered concrete acted like a giant shotgun, tearing into those lucky enough to have dodged the disintegrating pickup. Ten yards later the mass of twisted steel hit solid rock, and the load blew the cab apart as it came through. The remains of the cab, driver, defences, and defenders blasted out sideways, and scoured the area clear of life. Behind the shattered lorry, the twisted remains of the undercarriage were draped over the stump of a concrete wall, mixed with bent reinforcing bars.
The debris wasn’t blocking the road, which turned through the tunnel wall just before it reached the barrier. If some of the usual gangster cars had followed Dealer, the weapons behind the concrete would have shot them off his tail. Now there was nothing to stop the GOFS and Barbies following Raphael the armoured turtle—straight into the heart of the complex. Behind them the wildest members of the Bargees, Baggies, Benny’s Boys, Goths, Hot Rods, SIMs, and a dozen other gangs spread out, tearing into the surprised support personnel and response units.
~~
Elsewhere, where there were secondary defences to overcome, the people coming down the ropes carried cylinders. While the first to enter exchanged enough fire to pin the defenders, the tubes were placed on tripods. The front line of attackers rolled aside or ducked, between twenty and thirty rockets hurtled down the tunnel, and the attackers charged into the smoke and chaos.
The surprise, and then the sheer volume of explosives and gunfire, overran the outer defences, the entrances were opened, and then Soldier Boy’s army rampaged through the tunnel complex. Over half had no real target, just kill any soldiers they could find, so time after time temporary defences were hit from behind. The defenders had a plan, and three layers of defences, but the manpower for all but the first was on the surface.
There were emergency response teams, but some were already under attack. Forces were pulled from areas not under attack, but too many were cut off or attacked before they reached the fight. Elsewhere the defenders tried to withdraw, but were outflanked or ran into another attacking force.
The survivors tried for fighting withdrawals, but more holes were blown, and more attackers poured in. The checkpoints were meant to stop a gang with rifles and machetes, but now they were swamped with automatic gunfire, explosives, and then scores of well-armed fighters. A garrison designed to stop gangs never had a chance against an army.
Sometimes walls disintegrated and attackers came through from canals and drains, cutting off whole sections. Armoured vehicles with big blades swept through bottlenecks and checkpoints, pushing sandbags and lighter vehicles aside. The defenders fought savagely, but once their attackers closed, they had neither the weapons nor the skills.
The outcome wasn’t in doubt—with their defences breached, and heavily outnumbered, the garrison couldn’t win. Some realised fast enough to surrender, while others reacted by trying to extract a price in blood. A few had done the math earlier, and knew they didn’t have a chance against a concerted attack—but they didn’t always surrender fast enough.
Right from the first explosion and incursion, loudspeakers on the borders, and lowered into tunnels, gave the defenders a way to live. Harold’s voice offered quarter, and warned them over a thousand fighters had broken into the tunnels. He was totally serious, and that number hit hard.
Once enough positions were overrun, or reporting they were cut off or pinned down, a lot depended on the officers. Defenders above ground tried to pull back, but they were still pinned. Catapults and bolt throwers kept hammering at defences, while shooters targeted any attempt to reposition—and none of them were conserving ammunition.
~~
The messages coming into the control centre varied wildly. Harold kept offering quarter, but he couldn’t help hearing parts of the battle. A group of Barbarians had been hit, and were calling for medics, some of the Germans needed a medic, and several groups were bogged down in firefights, unable to advance.
Harold’s first impulse was to go and help, but this time was different. This was an army, and he had his job, but a look around showed it wasn’t working. The faces on coms were serious, unhappy, and he had too many friends in the assault, or duelling across the wire, pinning units in place.
Then came the first ray of light, the first officers calling for a general truce. It wasn’t a ceasefire or a surrender, but in some places it stopped the killing. Harold told the rest of the defenders—your friends have had enough. Another group, a sergeant in a strongpoint, asked for a ceasefire and a medic, and Harold agreed. He reminded the other soldiers there was a full hospital where their wounded could be saved.
Now more officers and NCOs were asking for a truce, or a parley, but sometimes the attackers insisted on total surrender, and the shooting continued. Ferdy reported he’d linked up with other special forces and they’d reached the magazine, but a sergeant was threatening to blow it. A rush of officers offered a truce and parley, then a major asked for a ceasefire in place, and Harold accepted. The firing died back, and as Harold and the major both told their forces to stop shooting, hold in place, the last fighting fizzled out.
It wasn’t surrender, not yet, but the major wanted to negotiate with the nearest unit commanders. Three agreed to meet him, face to face, and the major signed off. Harold put his microphone down, took a deep breath, turned around, and asked, “How many?”
~~
Rob, there in his wheelchair because he couldn’t fight, glanced at a pad. “Twenty-seven dead in New Street Station, but it could be more. Mainly Bitch’s nutcases because they charged a machine gun.”
Harold was still wondering if that was just that skirmish, or the total losses in the huge railway station, when Susan lowered her earphones. “Another two at Dealer entrance three, including Merrick, the lorry driver. That’s seven altogether, and four injured, all on the way to hospital.” The driver had volunteered, expecting to die because they’d no idea what was in that tunnel.
“Eight at tunnel breach three.” Harold spun around because that was Stones. Unaware, June rubbed at her blind eye and continued. “There were more defenders nearby, maybe a shift change, and one used a missile. It blew up the rockets that had just been lowered down the hole. The breaching party threw grenades, to drive the defence deeper until the outer doors were open.”
Rob swivelled his wheelchair back to his desk, all business again. “Over thirty need the hospital, most of them from the same Barbarian idiots. There will be more once everyone reports, most of them probably already heading for a medic.”
Celeste from the Professors, still wearing her gown, was looking at her own notes. “We lost seven and over twenty wounded so far. The scouting must have missed some guards or cameras, and some of the guards we knew about were very quick off the mark. Even so, the first positions were overrun before their command could react, which left others surrounded, so initial casualties were light.”
At the far side of the room, Gofannon looked and sounded a little embarrassed. “Bitch’s Barbarians, and some of the Barbies and Bruce’s nutcases, didn’t reckon truces so in some places they kept going. Elsewhere, our people, and whoever was in charge of contractors in that spot, agreed to a local ceasefire. There may have been another few casualties before some attacks stopped.”
~~
“Bitch shot one.” When Harold’s head snapped around, Maryam held up her hand. “One of her own, and I think her women might have clubbed a few, but she stopped the rest. She’s busy now, making sure they don’t keep something with a transmitter.” Several people muttered that the Barbarians weren’t the only ones.
Harold was more interested in one particular weapon. “Did we get the SAMs?”
The man in one corner had been a surprise when he turned up. Leo’s hip had been smashed by a bullet, and it had been a long slow road to being able to use a wheelchair. Now he was sat with headphones and a pad. “We’ve reached the approaches to the armoury, but it’s a standoff. There are armed contractors in there, and they won’t let anyone in until the major authorises it. At least they’ve stopped threatening to blow it all up. Experts are on the way, to check what’s in there once the surrender is sorted out.”
He glanced back down at the pad. “The rest of the Germans and your SAS, plus some ex-military from London, and one of our radar teams.”
Rob interrupted, holding up his pad. “Make sure nobody relaxes. Many of the defenders elsewhere are still armed, and a good few of them are mixed with our people. Some of the defences are still intact, never breached, especially above-ground. Cease-fire, not surrender, as the officers in charge want to surrender to you, Harold. They don’t trust the rest to keep to a deal.”
~~
Gofannon’s short laugh didn’t have much humour. “It’s not a bad reputation to have, Harold, and it probably means you’ve got a job for life.”
“In that case you’d better get going.” Rob looked up at Harold’s head, then at his hands. “You’ll need your fancy hat.”
“Not this time.” Harold didn’t like the damn thing, and this time he had an excuse. “There are enough pictures of me around for the major to recognise me. Even if he doesn’t, wearing a sniper magnet on a battlefield is a really bad idea.”
Gofannon filled the awkward silence. “Right, in that case your chariot should be here soon, the armoured one.” He shrugged, and managed a half-smile. “That should slow the snipers up.”
~~
There was also a surprise, a grubby, bruised Umeko. She must have known what she looked like. “Running around in tunnels, especially when people are blowing lumps out of them, is more terrifying than exciting. Some of our lot were more enthusiastic than accurate, and stuff bounces everywhere when it hits steel or stone.”
She patted the steering wheel. “I came back so you had an experienced driver, someone who knows how this thing handles.”
Patty was neither dirty nor bruised, though she was dressed for war and had been shooting, pinning down the surface strongpoints. She opened the back door and gestured for Harold to get in. “I can’t grip well enough for a rope, and I’m not a machete maniac, but I’m the right person for this job.”
She’d added one of the police automatics and a sawn-off shotgun to her usual collection of blades and firearms. Harold saw an automatic laid on the back seat, a CQB, and Patty confirmed his suspicions. “Stones said you needed something to stop anyone getting ambitious. He said if you lost your rag, it would be easier to clean up after that than a sword.”
Umeko looked inquisitive, but Harold shook his head. “Later, maybe. How are we getting into the tunnels?”
“VIP route.” Umeko had a huge grin, so she liked the idea. “Right through the exclusion zone to the town hall. Some of the contractors will have weapons, but nothing that will put a hole in this. There are some of our people with them, also armed, just in case.”
As Umeko set off, Harold picked up the stubby automatic. He checked it over, and suppressed a sudden pang. This would have been the perfect occasion, and weapon, for the Mercedes version of a gangster’s Moll. Instead, he looked out of the window, and hoped the major really did mean to surrender.
~~
As his limo crossed the city, Harold saw some of the improvements from when he left on Silent Running. He’d been busy with organising and fighting since he got back, so he’d never seen the differences, all the little miracles the residents had performed while he was away. The Juggernaut was big and obvious, but this was the stuff that made life more tolerable for the majority, the people some gangsters called plebs, peasants, or serfs. When he mentioned it, Umeko and Patty agreed—they’d been too busy as well.
The most obvious difference was the spread of crops. The Juggernaut had stopped the raids, so instead of being close to the walls for protection, any suitable patch was planted up. Umeko had seen the rafts towed up a canal by Zoo cattle, but the other two hadn’t, and wondered how common it was. All three fell silent as they approached the wire.
Ever since the Army had massacred the rioters, four and a half years ago, the area around the city centre had been forbidden territory. If a single bullet passed the wire, the response was overwhelming firepower or the Apache. Now a section of wire, and a low berm of bricks across a road, had been removed to leave a clear path.
Harold wondered if the Londoners with yellow sashes over their uniforms, stood with the contractors, were there to reassure him or them. The contractors tried to look through the windows, but they weren’t obvious, and remained at attention. The Londoners smiled, and saluted, and one had a Union Flag on a pole.
~~
That was a theme on the short drive to the town hall. The contractors, most of them armed, stayed at attention while trying to see who was in the car. The armed men and women with them were dressed in a wide variety of ways, and either saluted, waved, or in some cases blew kisses. They all had a Union Flag, even if it was only a small plastic triangle from bunting.
From the way the two sides were mixed, the fight was over. If it started again, it would be bloody, but the gangs were already in among the opposition—and would revert to sharp steel. There would be a central area where there were only defenders, but the rest would die very quickly. Harold felt a little better about the negotiation, because the contractors’ officers must know that.
He’d expected to go inside, but the short line of uniformed figures stood across the main entrance to the town hall. Harold looked up at the broken windows, soot stains, and gaps in the roof, and wondered how much of the interior had survived. There were sandbagged positions either side of the four officers, but the machine guns were reversed, the butts outside the protection, and the soldiers were standing at attention.
As the Humvee turned in, Harold saw Tank, Big Bess, and Raphael. There was nobody manning the Tank’s rocket launcher, and no muzzles sticking out of loopholes, but they made him feel safer. Patty and Umeko got out first, and opened his door. There wasn’t much noise, just a faint murmur, and as Harold stood up, he could see where it came from.
~~
The surrounding streets weren’t full, but that was the first impression. A second look and there was only a small group from each enclave, some distinctive and some blending in, but they added up to a lot of people. He saw Bitch push to the front of her group, and then so did Prof, Mahaan, and others he recognised. Ken got out of Big Bess, and Vulcan dropped out of Raphael’s hatch, then Emmy climbed out of Tank.
Harold actually stiffened when a voice called the soldiers to attention, but it wasn’t a contractor. Eight fighters marched into position, four each side of Harold’s group, the same as the crews behind the sandbags. A glance showed that each one was from a different unit, including Bitch’s Vixen, the German Oberstabsfeldwebel, and now-definitely-Lieutenant Felton, but none from those in the three vehicles.
That wasn’t quite true, as one extra figure joined Harold to make up his four—Gemma. That made sense, to him at least, as he should have one of those who stayed behind. Gem had been fairly withdrawn when he left, and had stayed to protect the Girl Club. She’d blossomed since, becoming a leader of the remaining fighters, even if she’d never claimed the place.
The rest of the escort meant there had been some ferocious organising while Harold had been relaxing in his car. They would have agreed on a procedure, so it was a pity he hadn’t been told. A murmuring, and Patty’s hand to her ear, was instructions, and they were remarkably brief. Unfortunately, that was because the terms hadn’t been agreed, or even discussed, until Soldier Boy was here.
The first part was easy—Harold’s party marched forward until they were four feet from the officers. The four officers introduced themselves—two first lieutenants, a captain, and Major Ruislip. The major stressed they were members of Stonehold Military Auxiliaries, working for the British Army. They were not government contractors, Specials.
Harold could tell. Not only did the soldiers look military, rather than crooks in uniform, but he’d never seen a woman among the Specials. He introduced everyone on his side, on the grounds they all counted as a lieutenant at least, using gang names as he didn’t have an alternative for some of them.
From the officer’s reaction, he already knew who most of them were, and the likes of Vixen worried him. He was surprised and baffled by the inclusion of Oberstabsfeldwebel Lucas Aber, and almost asked about Felton, maybe because she’d taken the yellow sash off her British Army uniform.
~~
The major gestured to the building behind them. “After the fire, and the roof collapse, we never tried to repair the town hall, so there isn’t room for many witnesses in there. I would prefer as many as possible, so that your irregulars know exactly what has been agreed.”
The words rang out over loudspeakers, which had been off until now. There would be some sort of tannoy system in the tunnels, and Harold was certain these speakers were connected. Nearly everyone in the city centre, on either side, would hear every word, which might calm down the likes of the Barbarians.
The glance up was automatic, but Harold had already wondered about the conditions inside. “If we arrive at an agreement, they’ll keep it.” Honestly prompted the next part. “Though I’ll want as simple an agreement as possible, to cut down on interpretation.”
The curt nod agreed—interpretation was a bad idea. “My soldiers are in an untenable position, but could still inflict significant casualties, and cause considerable destruction. To save lives on both sides, I am willing to order my soldiers to lay down their arms, but I will need guarantees.”
He was at attention but stiffened a little more, and Harold could hear the tension in his voice. “I have been told you will abide by the accepted rules of engagement, and treat captives as prisoners of war. That will include medical treatment.”
Harold nodded, then remembered they were making sure everyone understood. “Yes, providing the personnel are military forces, not Specials. I captured Secure Transport Solutions personnel with some lorries, but released them as soon as that wouldn’t cause me any problems.”
The major couldn’t help showing a hint of his surprise, and there was a sharp intake of breath from an officer. “I was told, but sometimes rumours and truth are difficult to separate.” The officer paused for a moment, and Harold got the impression he’d gone off his script. “Under what conditions would you be willing to release us?”
~~
That caught Harold out, but now he understood the reactions. He thought fast. He didn’t really want to set up a prison camp, and was absolutely certain the Cabal wouldn’t trade prisoners, which left only one answer. “If you give up everything—weapons, vehicles, food, and any paperwork—then I will release you immediately. I will want the Apache, if you are in a position to surrender it.”
He’d just remembered the chopper at the end, and a tightening of the officer’s face meant it could be a problem. “The crew wish to fly it out, or they will destroy it. They will not give you something that may kill a large number of military personnel.”
That made sense, but Harold wanted the chopper, if only for spares and its fuel and ammunition. He thought it through, then made the offer. “If they take it, an Apache could kill a lot of my personnel. As long as the fuel and ammunition are intact, the crew can render it inoperable. Not blown up or burned, just incapable of flying without RAF spares and expertise.”
That wasn’t going to fly, or not fly. “Spares for your Apache, so that it can kill more military personnel?”
“No.” Harold thought about how to phrase it, and ran it through his head first. “Our Apache has not killed anyone I consider military. Providing we can agree on everything else, I will agree to never target military personnel with our Apache, unless they attack Birmingham. That does not include Specials.”
“Excuse me.” Harold and Ruislip both turned to Patty. She tapped her earbud. “If your aircrew reach for that detonator, they will die. There are three snipers on them, one ex-Army and the other two are good enough.”
The major looked at Harold, and probably saw he was shocked as well, then looked back at Patty. “That would break the truce.”
~~
“Maybe not.” Harold had remembered the Apache crew would be RAF. “Do they answer to you? If not, then they aren’t part of the cease-fire.”
All four officers looked worried, and exchanged glances, and Ruislip thought before answering. “Not exactly, but they aren’t quite a separate unit.” He couldn’t help an involuntary glance in the direction of the helicopter. “Technically, we were separate parts of the same command. We had someone who was referred to as an advisor, but we were ordered to obey his instructions.” The wry smile had to be at the way most of those facing him moved a hand towards a weapon.
There was definite emphasis on the had part, which could only mean one thing. “When did he leave?” Harold remembered the original question. “And who did that leave in charge?”
The major glanced cautiously at Vixen, who had cursed when she realised the advisor was gone. “Somewhere between the first alarm, and realising a cease-fire was the only chance of any of my people surviving, Mr. Torrent and his two technicians disappeared. A runner entered Torrent’s quarters when he didn’t respond to knocking. A wardrobe had been moved, revealing a tunnel.”
Pausing for a moment, the officer looked along Harold’s party, his face grim. “That was when I asked for a truce, a cease-fire. I was relieved, as I believe he would have insisted on us fighting to the end.”
He paused again, then continued his explanation. “The tunnel was just big enough for a man on foot, and led to another, larger one, with no other connection to our network. With no sign which way he went, my personnel came back when they heard the cease-fire. Since then, the staff dealing with the balloon and transmissions, Stonehold personnel, reported their two supervisors have also disappeared.”
He braced; his voice suddenly more formal. “There has been no time to settle a chain of command, and no precedent. I would hope you could include the RAF personnel with mine.”
Harold’s answer was at least partly for his own people, especially anyone in touch with those snipers. “We won’t shoot them out of hand, but we haven’t settled terms. If they try to destroy an asset, they are breaking the truce.” For long moments they locked eyes, then a short nod accepted the point. “If you contact the aircrew, there won’t be an incident. We will accept some compromise over the Apache.”
~~
The major turned to a lieutenant, but turned off the speakers. “Explain to them, please, and the options, and stress that I would rather lose equipment than lives.” He turned back to Harold, and the loudspeakers were live again. “Can you guarantee us safe passage through the Specials on the perimeter? There is friction between them and Army contractors like ourselves, and we will be unarmed.”
He almost reassured the man, then Harold realised he couldn’t be certain. “I’ll negotiate with them, and I’m almost certain I can get agreement.” Glancing west, he remembered he’d agreed to squander a missile to stop any calls for help. If it had hit the target, the aerials set up when the balloon was winched down were scrap. “If we drop our scrambling, and let you send up a small balloon with an aerial, you can contact your employers to come and meet you.”
A shout interrupted before the major could answer, and when they both turned, it was Ferdy. Harold beckoned, and explained what he was, or had been. They waited until he arrived, and Harold smiled as Ferdy’s arm twitched, but didn’t salute. “Sorry to interrupt, sirs. I have some information regarding the way surrendered prisoners may be treated when they are freed. Maybe with the sound off?”
Neither Harold or Major Ruislip agreed, so Ferdy told them about the Channel Tunnel Defence Unit, and the reasons some of them were there. He didn’t admit to letting Harold go, just to losing their officer and not completing the mission. The news about Harold’s previous prisoners, and the summary execution, were an obvious warning, but Ferdy didn’t spell it out.
Once Ferdy returned to the crowd, the major glanced at his captain, but he just shrugged, as did the remaining lieutenant. The major seemed uncertain when he returned to the negotiation. “That may alter what we decide is our best alternative. Can you guarantee that we will be treated as prisoners of war?”
~~
He thought about it properly, and Harold would have to be careful who he put on guard. Most people didn’t dislike the city centre contractors as much as they did the Specials, but that varied depending on location. The Specials were loathed by any enclave near the perimeter, as they and the Mart guards killed randomly, without provocation, and Specials called artillery or choppers at the slightest excuse.
The gangs around the city centre had usually lost people when they got too close—or pushed their luck. The reaction from the soldiers and Apache was always overwhelming, totally out of proportion, but if they weren’t provoked, they left everyone alone.
“Yes, but your accommodation might be less than perfect.” The major opened his mouth to object, but Harold got there first. “It will be as good or better than most housing in Birmingham. We will give you tools to improve it, and plumbers or electricians if necessary. The food will be the same as ours, basic, but unless you have coupons to buy from a Mart, you’ll help to grow it.”
He smiled at the cautious look. “Not forced labour. Same rules as our own people, same hours, same rations, or we won’t have enough.”
The lieutenant returned, and the major moved back to talk quietly. Harold tried to read her face, and couldn’t, but then the major told him. “The crews understand they don’t have much leverage, but are worried about you repairing the Apache.”
A relieved Harold had a solution, he hoped. “Our pilots will confer, and agree on a way to avoid that. The minimum, then if the RAF get it back, they won’t have to rebuild it.”
There was a long pause as the major looked at the other officers, and then they all nodded. He sighed, and indicated upwards. “In that case, I suggest we go up onto the balcony. That way everyone, including my own troops, can see that I’m not being forced to give the order.” When Harold looked up, then around for a ladder, Ruislip smiled. “There is still access from inside, but watch your step.”
~~
Patty took a step forward, then so did Umeko. “We will check the access first.” She meant for a trap, and the major no doubt understood, but she was being diplomatic.
The officers parted to give the pair access, inspecting their weaponry as they passed, warily as Umeko had also brought a sawn-off and a police automatic. A few minutes later, Umeko looked out through the doorway. “Clear, boss.” She meant clear of people, not rubble, as a good part of the roof had fallen in, as had parts of the internal balcony.
Once up there, Harold moved to one side, leaving the exit clear. He really hoped there wasn’t a fanatic out there, a contractor willing to die for the government or the Cabal. Patty was scanning rooftops with binoculars, while both Umeko and Gemma moved him behind a pillar, then covered the angles. He’d have to be visible for the ceremony, but there was no point being rash.
The four officers came out, and their holsters were empty. Instead, they’d all put on belts with what looked like genuine old swords, antiques. There had been several museums in Birmingham before the Crash, but any remaining weapons had been looted, except in here.
~~
Major Ruislip moved to the front of the balcony, and came to attention. “Attention, all Stonehold Military Auxiliaries. The local military commander, Soldier Boy, has agreed terms for an honourable surrender. Immediately after the ceremony, all officers and other ranks will disarm, and be escorted to the town hall. I have been assured that you will not be harmed, and wounded will receive treatment.”
He performed a flawless about turn, marched three steps, stopped, and turned to face Harold. The other officers came forward in turn, handing their swords to Gemma, Umeko, and Patty. Harold was impressed by the three women taking it seriously—he half-expected a joke or laugh. Once the officers were back in line, Major Ruislip stepped forward, his sword held across both hands.
When Harold took it, he bowed, and stepped back. Harold had no idea where the major had come up with the ceremony, but thought of one tradition that might help. He wanted the gangs to remember these soldiers were different to their usual opponents, and should be treated with some respect.
Stepping up to the front of the balcony, Harold once again hoped there were no snipers. “Everyone remember, these soldiers negotiated their surrender, so they are prisoners of war. Collect their weapons, but let them keep their bayonet, Honours of War.”
He paused, and made a point of looking around to take in everyone watching. “That means they surrendered to save pointless deaths on both sides, not because they had no option, so no taking the piss or roughing them up. Sort out bandages or a stretcher for any that need it, on either side, and let’s get the serious cases to hospital. It’s over, Birmingham is free.” He raised the sword, and the cheering started.
~~
Half an hour later, Harold knew he had over two hundred reasonably fit prisoners, and at least thirty-two hospital cases. There were more of his own people in hospital, but a lot less dead. He’d visit as soon as possible, but right now he had to sort out a prison camp. There was already something near enough, if he made a concession.
Julius’s soldiers had kept the agreement, leading the Juggernaut into battle again and again, spending their lives to save others. They lived in barracks, in sight of the Genoese enclave, but not a part of it. The soldiers and civvies mixed while working in the fields, and those with families had limited visiting rights, but maybe they’d earned something better. If he allowed them back into the enclave, to their old homes and barracks, the old barracks would make a good prison.
Harold worked it through in his head, and both the logic and practicalities were sound. The new prisoners could see that the previous ones had been treated decently, and the Genoese would know any weak points to stop any escapes. One thing stopped him short. The deal with the Genoese had been down to him, personally, but he didn’t rule Birmingham so there’d have to be a vote.
Or not, apparently. “My treaty was with you, and you accepted the surrender.” Catherine glanced at Vixen and smirked. “You could put them in one of the enclaves next to us, but some of the jailors might raid the sleeping quarters.” She laughed at Vixen’s disgusted look, then sobered when she turned back to Harold.
“What she said.” Leape shrugged, then smiled. “Fresh meat? The raids from our lot might be friendlier.” A round of jokes about who might make room for some fresh talent, and the impromptu meeting settled. Several other leaders spoke up, but only to leave it up to Harold, then they all looked at each other.
~~
Stones broke the awkward silence. “Tessa told me that once I came through the wire, I’d signed up for Soft Lad’s army. Armies don’t vote, and from what was just said, if they did, they’ve voted to let you decide.”
Harold still had a major worry. “There are more civvies than fighters, and they should have a say.”
“Not really.” Mahaan gestured to take in the group. “We’re at war, so the usual rules don’t apply. Birmingham is under martial law for the foreseeable future. Some of us might have different ideas, but what you said makes sense, and deals with the problem. Except having the Genoese as guards, maybe?”
He’d already thought of that, so Harold had the answer. “Not sole guards, but they’ll be living right there, next to the camp. Other enclaves can send a squad to keep an eye on things, take turns. They’ll police each other, stop any persecution.”
The meeting started to break up, no military discipline here, and a bright-eyed Nikki was waiting with a small deputation. “Come on then, where are these missiles? Do we get first dibs?” There were at least a score of others peeling out of the crowd, so Harold gave in—not at all influenced by wanting to see them himself.
Though first he made sure the right people supervised the prisoners. Fighters would escort small parties to collect a change of clothes and personal items, while their officers made a list of survivors. The prisoners would be given time to clean up, have a drink, and come to terms with their captivity. By then Harold, and Major Ruislip, should be back to supervise the move. 
~~
25th–26th Mutually Assured Survival:
Major Ruislip was coming with Harold by request—Oberstabsfeldwebel Lucas’s request. He wanted to ask some questions that shouldn’t be broadcast over a loudspeaker. They’d be more private than expected, as the major insisted on leaving everyone but Lucas and Soldier Boy outside the double doors leading to the armoury.
Vulcan was already in there, but he didn’t get a chance to speak. The German mercenary gestured to a pair of metal doors with a number pad, one of four identical pairs. “Your soldiers say there are missiles. They cannot open this, say only you can.”
“Not this one.” Ruislip pointed down the tunnel to the three similar doors. “I can open those, the stores, armoury, and magazine, the munitions. So can my officers, and two sergeants. Only the advisor, Mr. Torrent, could open this one. We had deliveries of SAMs, which had to be kept separate.”
It had been bugging him since finding the Starstreaks, and now Harold had the right person. “Why? Until the Apache turned up, all the aircraft were your allies.”
The major looked just as puzzled. “I have no idea. I wanted to issue some, to deal with your Apache if necessary, but I was told they couldn’t be wasted. Our Apache and machine guns are all we need, allegedly. If these are ever needed, there will be personnel to deploy them.” His hand almost touched the pad. “I would rather be somewhere else if you are going to try to open this.”
Everyone made an involuntary movement away from the door, then Vulcan gestured to the others. “Those opened without any trouble.”
“With the right codes.” Once again, Ruislip gestured towards the pad. “There are precautions, explosives. Those on the other three rooms are only anti-personnel, or the armoury and magazine would destroy the adjacent rooms, and everything above them.”
That would be the centre of the base, including the barracks! The major smiled briefly at the shocked looks. “It was deliberate. Initially, most personnel considered that a better fate than being captured by the mobs and gangs.”
Harold recovered enough to make a quick decision. “In that case we loot the base, and get everyone out of here, before we start emptying these rooms.”
~~
Lucas, the German mercenary, looked disappointed, but Vulcan agreed. A short laugh from Ruislip stopped any argument. “No need, not unless you open this door. As we watched your Juggernaut progress, I, and other officers, decided that our personnel should have a choice, fight to the death or surrender. The casings and electrics are still there, but we removed the original explosives in the other three rooms. There are anti-personnel devices to stop raiders gaining access.”
“This room?” Lucas knew the answer, but was hoping he was wrong.
“Will take longer.” There was a suggestion of a sneer as Major Ruislip told them why. “Mister Torrent wasn’t our first advisor. He replaced the old one just after the first deliveries of SAMs, so he never saw these rooms before we put in shelving. The rooms were connected by steel doors, which are still there. It might take an hour to clear the way, then you should be very careful. I don’t know what is on the shelves the other side.”
“Why?” Vulcan wasn’t the only suspicious face. “You should be leaving us to try and get through the door, hoping we make a mistake.”
The major’s smile was uncertain, and he looked guilty. “We are cut off here, and Stonehold personnel are confined to our barracks complex on leave. We rely on the BBC and official communiques for our news, but when we have deliveries, the escort talk. The way that Birmingham fell apart, the violence, the sheer savagery, was shocking. Now we’ve been hearing it might have been deliberate.”
He hesitated, then pushed on. “Mister Torrent kept most of the surveillance footage from the balloons, but we could see the changes, how there was less violence. Some of us spoke to people who had first-hand experience of what was happening in the enclaves, which confirmed the observations.”
“Dealer.”
Ignoring Harold, Ruislip turned to Lucas. “From his occasional comments, Torrent seemed to think that the foreign mercenaries were temporary, that the government wouldn’t need you once the Londoners were defeated. He admitted the population of Birmingham, and the other enclosed cities, all had to die, but didn’t think it was a problem. I told him the Army wouldn’t attack peaceful enclaves in the cities, and he said dealing with that was his job, not mine.”
With another sigh, he looked at each of them, and braced. “Some of us contractors, and not just in Birmingham, are starting to wonder if we might end up in the same situation, no longer needed. Pictures of what we were assured were not death camps, despite the skulls, were not encouraging. Until then we didn’t really believe Torrent about everyone in Birmingham dying. We are still coming to terms with last night’s television confession, but didn’t have time for any decisions before you attacked.”
He locked eyes with Harold. “Perhaps it would be best if I was taken back to my unit, so there is no suggestion I gave away any secrets. Then either the speed of your advance caught us before we could lock up, or you have the people to deal with our precautions. I would hope nobody found out those explosives are missing?”
~~
Harold nodded, and glanced at Lucas and Vulcan. “I’m sure we’ll come up with something. Is there anyone you worry about? Either spies, or we managed to extract someone’s family to avoid unpleasantness.”
From the small movement and widened eyes, that came as a shock. “No, thank you. If someone was, er, extracted, then it would look suspicious. Others in our married quarters might be punished.” He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, there may be those with other masters. Without our radios, or visiting convoys, and locked in a prison camp, any attempt to report should be obvious.”
Lucas saluted, then put out his hand. “Our thanks. You may have save our families. If is necessary, we will help yours.” He shrugged, and nodded towards Harold. “We all help each other, then Lynton, London, and Birmingham all stay safe, free.”
Turning to Harold, Lucas glanced towards Vulcan. “We say, ‘I see a trap,’ so everyone must stay out. Then my comrades, and your friend like Stones, will take, remove them. Everyone expect we know how.” He didn’t look anxious, but Lucas’s English was being affected by something. Maybe the thought of getting protection for the mercenary families, so the sooner the better.
Harold smiled because Lucas was right—nobody would be surprised if special forces noticed a trap, and knew how to dismantle it. “In that case I’ll take the major back to his soldiers, and arrange his new accommodation.”
He tried not to laugh on the way back to the surface, because Lucas was right. Everyone else accepted the story without hesitation. Transport for any missiles was easy—Harold had brought a convoy of vehicles of various sizes from Evesham. He asked some people to make sure Lucas knew what was available, once he came out, then went to look for the Genoese.
~~
Finding the Genoese was easy, as they had supplied a substantial part of the firepower pinning down the above-ground defenders. Harold collected all the senior NCOs—they had no officers—and told them straight. “You can all move back into the enclave, into your old barracks or homes, but there is a catch.”
The NCOs looked at each other, then one sergeant stepped forward. “How big a catch? Sir?” Harold won a private bet—it was the same sergeant he’d spoken to when sealing off the five extinct gangs.
Pointing in the general direction of their barracks, Harold kept his face straight. “You have an hour to move out, and block any ways you used to sneak in and out.” He saw the cautious looks, but reassured them. “I’m sure there are some, if only to meet wives or girlfriends, but I don’t care. The catch is that you will provide guards for our new prisoners, who will live in your current barracks.”
The nodding heads were seeing the sense in that, but some were still wary. “Does this mean we’ve served our time, sir?”
They’d heard how close Harold came to shooting them all, so no-one really believed that. It wasn’t a huge surprise when Harold shook his head. “No. I suppose you could consider this a sort of parole, for good behaviour. Not the usual because you still serve your sentences, but leading the Juggernaut meant more fighting than we originally expected. You have earned some sort of recognition, and trust.”
The sergeant’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. “And it solves a problem for you, sir.”
“True, and you can solve another at the same time.” He gestured to take them all in. “We know the Army is run by sergeants, but this is unwieldy.” Harold looked at the spokes-sergeant with a slight smile. “I’m sure you already have a system. Make it official, appoint officers and form a unit answering to one man, who will receive orders.”
Harold raked his eyes across them. “Though I can solve both problems other ways, if you don’t like this option? Squads from various enclaves will help, to make sure nobody treats the prisoners badly or is careless with security.” The sergeant nodded, seeing the sense of that, but Harold thought of something else. “No profiteering when selling luxuries.”
That caught the NCO by surprise, enough for it to show for a moment. “Luxuries, sir?”
Harold nodded, raising his eyes to look at the rest. “These soldiers will have coupons. They might receive more, their pay, and if so, they are allowed to spend them. Either to buy food, or if they work the fields to grow their food, the same as anyone else, to buy extras. I can live with a five percent markup for bringing goods from the Mart, or an enclave, but that’s all. Or I’ll set up an official store.”
The sharp salute underlined the sergeant’s certainty. “Five percent sir, or we’ll deal with it.”
“Good. Don’t forget to trade the coupons for Birmingham Exclusive Exchange Receipts.” He left it a beat, then Harold grinned. “We’ll want the coupons to buy goods for the Marts, so we’ll exchange yours for our own currency. There isn’t a name yet, but I’m sure that most of the fighters will call them beer coupons, so I’m voting for B.E.E.R.”
~~
As he walked away, and the laughing NCOs split up, Patty nudged Harold. “A lot of people are going to hate you for that. I bet they’ve dreamt up some really fancy names, all including freedom or something similar, and now you’ve called our new currency Beer.”
“Not really.” Harold glanced back. “I just wanted to leave them with a laugh. The Coven and the rest will find something better.”
“Want to bet?” Patty held out a hand. “Five Beer says that will be the name. Though I haven’t got any at the moment, so I might have to revert to traditional ways of earning extra. I could stand on street corners with a short skirt, and if anyone gets near enough, wave this machine gun and ask for a charity donation?”
He wasn’t a giggler, but Patty’s version of collecting for charity caught him out. Harold managed to stop after a few moments, but the smile persisted. “Nobody has any Beer, or whatever, so they can’t donate and I can’t bet.”
“So you’ll have to stand on street corners to pay off your debts, but I’m not sure about the skirt.” Patty wiggled her eyebrows and they both started laughing. Not for long—there was too much serious cripes to deal with. Even so, now and then, one or the other would wiggle their eyebrows, then they’d both try not to laugh.
The most important cripes was deciding the fate of the missiles. Once the door was open, and he had some idea of what there was, Harold made a quick decision, then got out of the way. The same applied to the prisoners. Harold conceded the contractors could sleep in their barracks, once they’d been searched, which gave the Genoese time to organise.
That dealt with the serious cripes, then Harold was taken home. It wasn’t voluntary—he fell asleep in the Humvee so Umeko took him to his doorstep. He wouldn’t be the only one. A long day digging, then an assault, meant most of the Birmingham contingent were dead on their feet.
Wrapped up in their own problems, nobody in Birmingham gave any thought to what had been happening elsewhere, or even inside their city.






Chapter 18

25th–26th
The White Lady: Library
The White Lady squinted and shook her head. She had a headache, which the low-vision goggles weren’t helping, but she needed to be sharp, focussed for the shoot. Just one shot this time, though if she wasn’t going to destroy something, she could kill more. There would be another four shots in the magazine, and even if they tried to hide, she could get two or three more monsters. That would make sure the gang broke up.
She shook her head, again, then flinched. “Your head hurts?” She nodded, and the sergeant passed her two tablets. As she washed them down with water, the corporal came back down the drainage pipe, and they all stopped.
He glanced back and held up a hand, keeping his voice down. “The exit is just ahead, but there are a couple of civvy types wandering about in the rubble. I’d shoot them, but those pansies told us not to kill anyone. Garrison? They’re bloody terrified the big bad Sol… gangsters will kill them if they misbehave.”
Corporal Urwin had been on enough missions to know he shouldn’t mention the target’s name, if they had one. Some shite about them all being called the monster. It was this mission, too rushed and going in half-blind, that was getting to him. Anywhere but London, the balloon or a drone or helicopter would get him new, clean overheads.
Not here—the bloody balloon was down, and staying there. He asked about the Apache and it was grounded. Not really, but its next mission would be its last, and everyone he spoke to on the landline thought it would be tonight. Going in blind was bad enough, but now it would be in the middle of a war.
It might not have made Corporal Urwin feel any better, but Sergeant Kurgan was more worried, and probably more pissed off. The locals actually had their own drones, and snipers. Not many drones, but there had to be one following the bloody boss about, watching his back. Nobody else would send a sniper into a mess like this, but Captain bloody Symonns insisted the mission went ahead. Maybe someone really had threatened to shoot him if it failed?
~~
Corporal Urwin’s voice disturbed thoughts of the captain and a grenade in the bog. The sergeant pitched his voice to reach, just, he hoped. “Wait. We’ve plenty of time, the rest of the night and all day. Until we meet the local spook, we won’t know the details, so we can’t set up anyway.”
Twenty minutes later the couple wandered off. They seemed to be just walking in the starlight, holding hands, which was downright spooky. Young women in the cities were locked up tight at night, safe from predators. Except in Birmingham, apparently. With no real idea of the local setup, and the urgency, none of the team were confident about this mission.
The route to the rendezvous should have been a short stroll, less than two miles from the wire, but now the locals had an army sat in the way, poised to attack. Coming the other way, from the perimeter, turned the two miles into ten, across ground they hadn’t got any current intel for.
Kurgan would have changed the rendezvous, kept well away from that mess, but he couldn’t contact the local spy. He could, but the signal would bring him to the library. He decided that with an attack going on, the drone wouldn’t be noticed, or not if it stayed low and close. Just being able to peek around the next corner would be a big help.
As three of them crept through the night, and one trudged and occasionally stumbled, the whole scenario became more surreal. Gardens stuck in odd places with no guards, the number of cleared roads with occasional cars and cycles, it was all wrong. Instead of slipping through the abandoned ruins between enclaves, there were people everywhere.
~~
Maybe it seemed weirder because the White Lady wasn’t acting right. She should be sharp, alert, set on the mission, but she was walking like a zombie. Despite that, they made good progress for the first two hours. Good for sneaking—they’d have been nearly there if they could march down the road.
As the four of them crept on, it wasn’t the occasional vehicles that were dangerous, or groups heading here and there, some on bicycles. The stray pedestrians were the problem, too quiet and they didn’t all use lights. To add to the fun, a raft floated past, loaded with something. It was totally silent, so if there’d been a passenger?
They followed the canal for a while, watching both ways, and another one came past. One came the other way, upstream, and that one was being towed. Kurgan watched the man leading a cow with a hump, roped to the rowboat loaded with something. The guy glanced towards the city centre a couple of times, but didn’t notice the hidden group.
Corporal Phillips was feeling decidedly put upon. As the newbie he was lumbered with the rifle, and with watching out for herself, and now he had to watch for bloody rafts. The White Lady worried him most, holding her head and occasionally staggering, but he daren’t help her.
Phillips was muttering quietly to himself, cursing his damn luck, when the sergeant and the White Lady stopped. Urwin, up ahead with the drone, was crouched in a doorway, and now he beckoned, urgently. As the four of them hid, flares rose into the sky, and a familiar sound echoed off the buildings.
The rebels were attacking, and they weren’t pissing about. The small group crouched lower as civilians ran onto a nearby road junction, looking towards the fire and fury. They should have been worried, but they were cheering and laughing. The city centre garrison were confident they’d throw the rebels back, but the locals seemed just as confident they wouldn’t.
“Pull back, go around them.” Urwin eased back around a wall, and shaded his torch to read the map. He pointed, and moved off, and the rest joined him. The White Lady tripped and ran into the sergeant, then he heard a clink, metal on brick. When he looked back, Phillips had a hand up, sorry, then he pointed at the gun.
It was padded, but the bloody thing was over six feet long, and it was the corporal’s first time sneaking about with it. Kurgan shrugged, and carried on. Behind him the White Lady leant against a wall for a minute, then staggered on. She wandered off course a little, but Phillips had no intention of trying to guide her.
~~
Moments later, Sarge’s low call gave him something else to worry about. “Here, quick.”
The four of them crouched in a deserted house, waiting for six armed people to jog past, heading somewhere in a hurry. Not towards the fight, a bad sign for the garrison. Once the locals were clear, Corporal Phillips tapped the sergeant’s sleeve. “Sarge, herself is wandering all over. It’s like she’s pissed, and I think her head is hurting.”
“Shite.” Sergeant Kurgan inspected her, and lifted the night vision goggles. Her eyes were screwed tight shut. “Head still hurt?” She nodded, carefully. “We’ll break for fifteen minutes, but then we have to keep going. I’ll give you a jab once we get there. Are you sure you can make it?”
The White Lady nodded, so he steered her further into the building. “Everyone take fifteen. I’m going upstairs, to try to get a proper look at the way ahead. We might have to wait while the attack fails, and everything settles down.”
~~
The stairs creaked, but the house was empty, and had been for a long time—there were weeds growing in the carpet. Kurgan reached a bedroom window, and for a moment stared, open-mouthed. To the northwest a ball of fire floated up into sight, curved over, and plunged down. There was a flash, mostly hidden by buildings, and he heard the dull thud of an explosion.
He recovered enough to wonder what the hell that was, then another four soared into view. They all seemed to drop in the same place, and this time the target area kept glowing—and it wasn’t the only place. The rebels sure as hell weren’t beaten yet, and Kurgan was bloody pleased he wasn’t under that whatever.
Checking all the windows gave him a possible route—there were enough dark areas in roughly the right direction. One area, off to the right of the route, was ablaze with electric lights, and he saw the flashing lights of ambulances. A hospital? Usually, he only needed information on the area around the target, but this time a wider view might have helped.
As he watched, the firing died back, much too quickly, and Kurgan wondered who had won. For the first time, he really thought about the target. Soldier Boy wasn’t a monster, he already knew that, he’d just annoyed the government enough to go on the list. Now Kurgan was realising he wasn’t the usual gang leader either. This whole city was working together, peacefully, and no one man or gang could do that.
~~
It couldn’t be conquest, or there’d be guards everywhere, and the civvies would be frightened. The usual idea of sending a sniper was kill the head, and then the gang fell apart, all trying to be the boss, but that wouldn’t happen this time. The guy must have a team, a good team, the sort of people who would elect another leader and keep going.
If he thought there was a snowball’s chance in hell of the bastard agreeing, he’d have contacted Symonns, to call it off. The more he thought about it, the more Kurgan was sure a delay wouldn’t matter—Birmingham would stay free whether the target lived or died. Right now, the best result was Soldier Boy killed in the fighting, but Kurgan didn’t think he’d be that lucky.
Someone nearby started cheering, and other voices took it up. The locals used the usual cheap handhelds, so Kurgan pulled his out, and listened in. The earlier jamming was gone, and someone reckoned the city centre had surrendered. As he worked through the nine channels, eight were saying the same. Channel nine was calling ambulances or asking for medics.
A woman on channel four reckoned Harold was meeting the officer commanding the garrison, to sort out the terms. As he listened to a few more, it was clear that Harold and Soldier Boy were the same guy, so he’d survived. By now Kurgan could see groups out in the street, cheering and laughing, so maybe he’d extend the break.
When he crept downstairs, the White Lady barely stirred. He quickly explained to the other two and they settled down, with Phillips and Urwin trying to nap. The partying didn’t last long, but the little radio explained. The garrison had handed over their weapons, but it would all be sorted out properly tomorrow.
~~
Forty minutes later, Sergeant Kurgan put a hand on the White Lady’s shoulder, and shook it gently. “I’m awake. Can’t sleep. Monster.”
He understood what she meant, though it shouldn’t be keeping her awake, not on the actual mission. The sergeant had no idea how to clear the programming, sharpen it up, not without more time, so he ignored it. “Time to go. We’ll be meeting a local spy, then later on today you can shoot him. Another half-hour, okay?”
She nodded and opened her eyes, squinting. “No goggles. Sick.”
The view through them could be weird, and Kurgan had pulled her off the drugs much too fast. He’d been using the rig up to the last moment, trying to hammer the mission in, but maybe he’d tried too hard. “Keep your eyes shut and we’ll take it slow. Hang onto my belt.” When Kurgan stood and turned, he felt a tug, and motioned for Urwin to move out.
There were still too many civvies about, mixed with some soldiers, but they were easy to avoid as they were all still cheering and singing. If the team hadn’t been carrying the Snipex, Kurgan thought they might have got away with strolling down the road—as long as they cheered now and then.
It still took a lot longer than he’d expected, because of the White Lady. She was reeling and staggering, at least partly because she had her eyes shut most of the time. Even so, she never asked them to stop.
Kurgan called a halt twice, to give her a break, so it was close to dawn when they finally reached the University Library, and crept inside.
~~
At least the rendezvous was exactly as described, but there was still a lot wrong with it. Corporal Urwin had spotted the main problem. He waited until the White Lady was fast off, and pulled the sergeant aside. “Christ, Sarge, what part of no landmarks did the twat not understand?”
The sergeant looked out of the smoke-blackened hole that had been a window. “You mean the bloody lions on every building, or the number of times they have University of Birmingham in bloody great letters on the side? I don’t know if anyone told the spook about landmarks. Thank Christ the buildings are all burned out, and the smoke has stained the outsides.”
“But they’re blurred, not hidden, so she’ll still see them.” Corporal Urwin was on edge, for a very good reason. As soon as they’d left the tunnel, the White Lady had asked for her pistol. They might think they knew what would happen if she cracked, but it wasn’t a certainty. He glanced towards where she slept, remembering her face as she double-tapped the assholes charging in with machetes. No emotion, moving from target to target like a sodding machine.
From the way Sergeant Kurgan was looking about, he didn’t like that idea either. “We might be lucky, she might not have lived anywhere near the University, but I’d rather not risk it. Once we leave, I don’t care what the route should be, we get away from these buildings. Try to keep the ones with words or lions to the sides or behind, out of her line of sight. If it comes to it, stand in the bloody way.”
He looked around again, then his shoulders dropped. “Sod it. This time, we might abandon the bloody rifle after the shoot, swear blind there were too many coming after us. We’ll never make ten miles carrying the damn thing, not with the whole city looking for a shooter. We might have to leave her as well, if she won’t leave the gun or retreat. Maybe we can carry her?” He mimed injecting someone. “As long as the target drops, I don’t think the captain will care if none of us make it.”
That got a sharp look from the corporal. “Maybe he should have explosive diarrhoea?”
Kurgan tapped one of his grenades. “Bang in the bog? Maybe, we’ll see.” The corporal wasn’t happy with maybe, so the sergeant explained. “It’s a shithole posting, so we could get someone worse. If two officers are careless in the crapper, questions will be asked. Maybe we could give a nutter an extra bullet, and aim them that way?”
“Another Isla?” Glancing at his watch, Urwin waited another seventeen seconds and thumbed a switch, briefly. “I hope the arse answers soon. The signals don’t matter much, normally, because of the local jamming. Now I feel like I’m dancing naked in the middle of the street, waving bloody sparklers.” Five minutes later, after the next signal, the spook sent a double-tone back. Urwin took first watch while the rest slept.
~~
He took the opportunity to set up the repeater. From an upstairs window it should reach the repeater at the boundary, so he could contact the rest of the team if need be. He banished any worries about the rebels stopping the lorry—he had enough problems right now. Urwin glanced at his rifle. Weapons around any cities had emitters, but his, the other three, and the Snipex, had their own distinct identifier.
The repeaters were to make sure the signals got through, then if they didn’t come back after a mission, shite would descend. Since that meant he was dead or a captive, and the arse that did it had the rifles, Urwin was good with that—he’d seen what some inventive bastards did to captives.
The thing was, he’d realised that if he wasn’t near the rifle, tough titty, the shells would miss him. He’d taken the tracer from his rifle and stuck it in his pocket, and so had the other two. The White Lady had an extra one, in her forearm. Nobody wanted her captured, and telling everyone how she knew which monsters to kill. She knew about it, because when she was awake for practice, she was a sharp bitch, and spotted the scar. Pragmatic sharp bitch—she just said it was better than being captured.
As he kept watch, Urwin thought about this mission, and the sergeant was right. That bloody Alligator was a liability. Not too bad if they stuck to shooting shit up from a long way away, fuel tanks and ammo, that sort of stuff, but the twats insisted she shot people. That was a lot bloody harder, and meant getting nearer. If the sergeant didn’t leave the rifle, he’d dump it during the exfil. Nobody was likely to go back for it.
~~
Urwin was fast asleep when, two hours later, the spook arrived. Phillips roused the sergeant, and Kurgan moved well away from herself. He didn’t want her waking up and seeing a guy in a plated jacket. It could be even worse here—she might know the asshole.
A quick look at the closeups of the target, on a phone, and Sergeant Kurgan shoved it in his pocket. The video made sure she was focussed on that helmet, so no point confusing her with a face. “Will he still be there? I thought he’d be sorting out the surrender.”
The spy scowled and nodded. “The surrender is sorted, and the prisoners will be moving out later. The meeting was to sort out a few problems with enclaves, food and stuff. Now he’ll use it to explain what happened, and what difference it will make.”
Sergeant Kurgan didn’t care if he was teaching them Morris dancing. “How long will we get?”
The spook pointed to a sketched plan. “A Humvee with the Union Jack will draw up somewhere about here. Don’t shoot, it’s armoured.” The sergeant smirked but kept quiet. “He’ll get out and walk to the steps, up them, and in through the door. After the meeting he’ll come out, walk down the steps, and get back in the car, in the back. There are two bodyguards, who walk behind and to each side.”
~~
A quick check, and the scale meant the walk wouldn’t take long. “No meet and greet, press the flesh, pose for the fans?”
The spook shook his head. “No, Harold doesn’t like that stuff. I told you, it’s a meeting to sort out problems for the enclaves. They change the place every time, so I might not find the next one.”
“Harold? Good friend of yours?”
The spook looked embarrassed. “Not quite, but I’ve met him and he’s a good guy. If there was any way out, I wouldn’t do this, but they’ve got my nuts in a vice.”
That put Sarge on his guard. “How do I know you won’t drop us in the shite? Oops sorry, Soldier Boy spotted them, so sad?”
The man spat, deliberately close to the sergeant’s boot. “I wish, but I’ve been told. He dies, or some people I care for will have a very bad time, so be really careful. There will be a drone overhead, a civvy job but it’ll spot body heat, and so will the guards and some of the snipers. Some of the shooters have confirmed one-mile kills, and one is ex-Army, a Gurkha with his old Army rifle and ammo.”
~~
“Shite!” Sergeant Kurgan looked again, and really, really wished he could walk away. “This is a bit tight. When would we get another chance?” There was a long silence, and when he looked, the spook wasn’t happy. “Well?”
The big sigh was surrender. “I was told he had to be wearing that helmet, but your shooter will recognise him from those photos. I can tell you where to wait, and sooner or later you’d get a shot. If you’d come before the perimeter guards pissed off, you could have shot him from outside the wire. No chance now, there are work crews repairing buildings, taking the old wire down, and clearing the fields. There are ruins within fourteen hundred yards, but it could take two or three days.”
The spook would have no idea why Sarge shook his head—if she had to wait two or three days, the White Lady would shoot all of them and go looking. Maybe he could jab her, knock her out for a few days, then try again? “When will he be wearing the hat again? It matters, never mind why.”
“Propaganda.” The spook spat again. “I’ve no idea. Thing is, they’re looking for spies now, so I can’t keep running off into the ruins to meet up. I can let my handler know if I get another certainty, and he’ll let you know?” He suddenly smiled. “You haven’t seen the hide yet, for the shooter. You said up to fifteen hundred yards, and this place is just over thirteen hundred.”
It took a couple of sketches, and a lot of description, but Sergeant Kurgan had to admit it seemed feasible. He still wasn’t convinced—a spook wasn’t a shooter. Or maybe this one was? He had really good gear, clean and well maintained, so he wasn’t the usual scruffy oik pretending to be a nobody. “Pick us up at midday and we’ll look. If we can’t get a clean kill, we’ll pull back and try again.”
That was the usual method, but this time it might be worth taking a chance. Maybe shoot through another body if he was hidden? Or put a couple of shots into that armoured Humvee? The Alligator was designed for hardened targets, and he always brought a magazine with armour-piercing, so if she aimed at the window? Kurgan raised a hand in an absentminded farewell, distracted by his own doubts.
~~
As he went back to his bedroll, he glanced up at the repeater. It wasn’t needed for a locator—those were designed to penetrate the jamming, so the big guns or choppers could zero in. The bullshit was to avoid the real reason, the code he sent every three hours until an hour before the hit. Then it was every ten minutes, with a confirmation code for the kill.
Sergeant Kurgan was told that it was so a diversion could be launched if it went pear-shaped, but thought that was bullshit as well. The repeaters were to make sure someone got a clear read on the White Lady’s implant through the jamming, so it probably sent life signs as well. Dead sniper, incoming artillery or plane, boom, no trophy Alligator or White Lady.
The answer was to make sure the sniper didn’t die. He worked through the pictures and married them to the sketch, then roused Urwin to do the same.
~~~
26th 4 a.m.: Auf Wiedersehen:
Harold didn’t sleep as long as he’d hoped; it was more of a nap. Hammering on the door got him up and dressed up in his Soldier Boy kit, then deposited next to a line of small lorries or large vans. The Germans hadn’t slept, and were ready to leave.
There was quite a crowd for four a.m., as most of the gang leaders turned up. Stones’ SAS, and volunteers from several gangs and contingents, hadn’t slept, which had made loading easier. Lucas was ready to go, but Birmingham wasn’t quite ready to let him leave.
A group of Barbies were complaining, which was keeping most people smiling. Some Germans understood well enough to promise to come back to spar, or wrestle, the next time they had leave. They claimed they were too tired now, and that might not be a joke.
The Germans all looked exhausted—especially the seven that were fit enough to help with opening the store, then identifying and removing missiles. They weren’t the only ones, but the others were locals and heading for bed in a few minutes. The rest of the gang leaders arrived, and the general hilarity and relaxation died back.
Lucas and his men had paid in blood for their prize, as two had died breaking into the tunnels, and another was wounded badly enough for a stretcher. He was in a lorry, after the hospital made sure he’d survive the trip home. The four who’d landed badly, on a lorry instead of the ground, were installed in cabs where they didn’t have to stand. Two others had slings, and most needed bandages as well as their cuts and bruises, as they’d been at the front right through the fight.
The numbers and types of missiles had led to mixed emotions. Jubilation, because there were a lot of missiles that could target an aircraft, but disappointment because there weren’t any other types. Both the Germans and Harold had been hoping for NLAWs or something similar, as neither party had many, but there wasn’t a single MANPAT in the store.
~~
Stonehold Military Auxiliaries had thirty, issued in case Harold armoured a vehicle enough to protect it from their heavy machine guns. Seven had been used by defenders, leaving eight NLAWS, six Javelins, and nine Martlets. Harold agreed to split the Javelins, as both locations might face tanks, and would need the heavier warhead and tandem charge. Harold’s soldiers were used to NLAWs, so he let the Germans take the Martlets.
Neither of them had enough to stop a real attack, but both hoped that they had enough to bluff. The opposite, however, was true of the anti-aircraft missiles. There were over four hundred, two hundred and thirty of them Sidewinders, older fire-and-forget infra-red homing missiles.
There were launchers, so the missiles could be used from the ground, but Harold’s Apache pilots warned him. The RAF would either evade, use flares, or shoot them down with lasers. The best bet was to give the pilots as little warning as possible, which meant letting them close in, and then use plenty. On the plus side, Birmingham kept over a hundred, so the Apache wouldn’t run out for a year or two.
Harold was really frustrated by the Martlets, blast and frag for aircraft when he needed the shaped warheads for armoured vehicles. He was mollified when his ex-Army experts pointed out they’d wreck soft vehicles and groups of attackers. Better still, they used the same launcher as the Starstreaks, so the extra launchers could go between them, and tighten up detection.
Lucas, however, was happy to take the Mistrals, a French system he had used, and Stingers, which the German Army preferred. Since he already had the Starstreaks, and the Germans had led the attack, Harold shared the missiles fifty-fifty. Birmingham was a big area, with the valuable targets hidden among the buildings, so no single air attack would be decisive.
The mercenary families, however, were concentrated, so one raid could mean carnage. Harold might have hesitated, but when he suggested it, quietly, his command team—and the gang leaders—all agreed.
~~
The number of volunteer fighters, then fighting and winning together, and sorting out the missiles, had changed attitudes on both sides. The locals and mercenaries had talked, exchanging histories, and settled on a common enemy. There were no reservations this time as Oberstabsfeldwebel Aber greeted Harold, and the other leaders. Lucas and his men shook hands all round, except with the Barbies. Their leaders, except Ken, insisted on kisses since there wasn’t time to wrestle.
Before Stones shook hands, he gave Lucas a weird-looking rifle. It looked as if half of it was suppressor. While the rest were still shaking or kissing, Harold had a quiet word. “How come you’re giving them a suppressed sniper rifle, Stones? We need stuff like that.”
Stones glanced back, then smiled. “Not that one, not at the ranges you’ll be shooting. It’s a VSSK Vykhlop, only good for about six hundred metres. It’s a fifty cal, but that M82 we brought has three times the range, and we’ve brought plenty of ammo.”
Once he was safely inside Harold’s house, Ferdy had ‘discovered’ a hundred rounds. He agreed it would cause difficulties at the Chunnel, if the troops had to find an excuse for losing or using them, but didn’t think it mattered. Ferdy reckoned the troops would run out of patience within weeks, and then Tozer and Appleby wouldn’t be bothering anyone.
Stones looked back at the Germans, again. “It’s subsonic, and very quiet, but there are only eight rounds and three empties, and I doubt you can get more. Those guys reckon they can, and if they’re sneaking around unofficially it’s probably more use to them.” The quick grin was a real flash of the old Stones. “They’ve promised not to shoot us, or Londoners, but I get the impression they want to try it out on some Specials.”
~~
Lucas came over to thank them again, then frowned. “Where is CQB?”
Harold realised he’d been unarmed at the meeting, and relatively so during the day. He hadn’t been in the attack, so the only time Lucas saw him fully dressed up and armed was at the surrender. He reached back over his shoulder to tap the barrel. “This is my usual rifle. I stole that one from Stones, but he stole it back.”
Right on cue, Stones clutched his carbine to him, as if he was protecting it. Those near enough to understand laughed at him, but then returned to their conversations. Lucas was looking at Harold, and especially his rifle, but Harold wasn’t sure why. He thought someone might have told the German about his shooting, and Lucas wondered why he didn’t have a sniper rifle.
The truth was that Harold wasn’t good enough for one. He’d been better than most locals just after the Crash, but he hadn’t practiced enough since. He’d taught the likes of Patty and Umeko, but they’d put in the hours and had left him behind. He wasn’t sure about Emmy, as he hadn’t seen her shoot lately, but Ru practiced with all her weapons.
The German soldier nodded once, as if he’d made a decision, then he looked around. A whistle and a wave summoned a man with a head bandage, who’d been stood by the last truck. When he arrived, he had a question in his eyes, and so did a lot of other people. The whistle had attracted other attention, so most of the crowd were watching.
Lucas said something in German, very fast, and the man glanced at Harold, then back to Lucas. “Ja, wie sehr?”
“Dreihundert?”
Harold could see Stones concentrating, so he was following the German, and he was surprised at first but then smiled. A quick look around and a few of the crowd, and all the Germans, were also smiling. Meanwhile Reinhard pulled the sling off and gave Lucas his small machine gun. “Is a good deal.” He pulled a magazine from a pouch, offered it, then paused. “Eine Minute.” He turned and headed back up the line of lorries.
~~
Harold looked at the weapon, then at Lucas, and Stones, but although they were both smiling, neither explained. Lucas waited long enough to be frustrating, then beckoned and headed towards the lorries, and most of the Birmingham leaders. “We do this here, properly.”
As the soldier came back with a small backpack, Lucas turned to the crowd, and raised his hand. “A moment, please.” He turned back to Harold, but spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “These lorries, the missiles, are a very good gift, important. We believe we should give something in return.” He offered Harold the small machine gun, and continued quieter. “Now Stones’ carbine is safe.”
He concentrated on the weapon, and Harold. “M P seven A one.” Lucas pronounced it very carefully, then looked for the reaction, but Harold had been a pay clerk.
Stones knew that, so he filled in the gaps. “German Special Forces, Harry. Be very careful where you point it. No safety, just pull the bit in front of the trigger first, like an H&K pistol.” He turned halfway to Lucas, including him. “Only a little bullet though, so you have to get close enough to touch them.”
The half-smile, and Lucas’s hand to heart and stricken look, meant that was a joke. Stones smiled and continued, louder because the crowd had closed in, curious. “The bullet is small, but it’s steel with a copper coat so it goes straight through Kevlar. No good over two hundred yards, but it works like a chainsaw for room clearance, nearly as messy as you with a sword.”
Harold shook his head, because he hadn’t captured anything, but Lucas spoke first—to the crowd. “We wish to thank everyone for this, life for our kinder, children. I think maybe I can help save one life. I hear you speak of Harold, Soldier Boy, and know his life matters to you. This gift may save him one day.”
His serious expression turned into a big grin and he crouched, with his hands as if he was holding the MP7. “Ambush!” He swivelled. “Brrrrrrrrrt! All dead!” He stood up straight as the crowd laughed, and shouted Brrrrrrt or Ratatatat, and winked at Harold. “Cheap way to buy missiles.”
~~
Harold had no idea how to answer, but never had to. The crowd swept over him, despite warnings that the damn thing was loaded, so he popped the magazine. He fended off the questions, and those wanting to try the gun out, and pointed. The Germans were quietly climbing aboard, neatly avoiding that awkward last moment.
The crowd finally realised, and were all facing the right way as the engines struck up. Harold, Stones, and several others saluted, some of them very amateur, though Felton had two ranks lining the way out of the car park. The rest waved and cheered, and it wasn’t just Barbies that shouted promises for next time.
A small lorry and a pickup pulled out to lead, two more pickups dropped in behind, and the convoy disappeared into the night. The Specials had been warned off a stretch of the perimeter, told that the locals were going scavenging in the villages. A wide stretch, so some of them might hear engines, but they wouldn’t see the vehicles.
The four ‘scavengers’ would come back later, with some loot, so nobody would be wondering who had left in the middle of the night. The raiders had meant to sneak back into Lynton with whatever they’d scored, but had changed their plans. They would drive all night, on motorways at first. The Army had provided a map of the roadblocks, and they’d divert around them.
Lucas was opting for speed, especially with the wounded man. From his attitude, any plane that spotted them would provide missile practice. They’d have to go through at least one roadblock nearer their destination, but with snipers it would be quiet, or the Martlets would be quick.
~~
Harold gave up trying to talk, and let everyone admire his new toy. As it was passed around, they all tried out the red dot, then the flashlight/laser/infrared. Harold complained the battery would be flat, but they were all laughing and joking and he couldn’t be serious. Stones had to speak sternly to a couple, repeating his warning that the laser could blind, maybe permanently, but generally they were all just having fun.
The batteries of several pairs of IR goggles and monoculars took a hammering, so they could see how the sights lit up a target. It was even better when they realised the people they were looking at couldn’t see the beam. Eventually the novelty of ‘killing’ unsuspecting friends wore off, and Harold reclaimed his new toy.
The small backpack held twenty- and forty-round magazines, three hundred rounds altogether, though Stones had a warning. If he didn’t have to change magazines, Harold could blow the lot away in twenty seconds. Short bursts, but the sights would tell him when he was on target, and close up he’d kill the guy behind them.
When Harold eventually headed home, there wasn’t much of the night left. Real home, as he’d moved back into Orchard Close, though he slept in the bedroom in the old gun workshop. Tessa had warned him he might get woken early now and then, but only if she was testing guns.
~~
Harold slept late, roused at ten-thirty by the Humvee hooting outside. His bodyguards treated him to a repeat of Patty and Umeko’s complaints the last time he wasn’t ready. This time three of them commented about the time he took showering and dressing, annoying as they were all sparkling clean and polished. Gemma really sparkled, as she had the band on her helmet.
They all wore the swords they’d been given during the surrender, so Harold went back for his. Only while dealing with the prisoners, officially, they assured him, which was where they were going. The Genoese had loaded them all on coaches and moved them, but Harold had to officially greet them. Gemma started teasing Harold about the number of swords, three since he had one in his stick, so the good mood persisted.
Harold was still smiling when he arrived at the prison camp, but the sight of all the uniforms sobered him. Patty opened his door, Harold got out, and two hundred and seventeen men and women contractors snapped to attention. So did the two hundred and forty-nine Genoese, now in neat blocks with suitably identified officers and NCOs. Harold noted that he’d been right—Sergeant Elkin was now Major Elkin, commanding officer.
At least Harold had proper Army training, so the salute was automatic. Weird while wearing a plated jacket, but his arm and reflexes didn’t care. Major Elkin went through the usual Army introduction, something Harold hadn’t seen from this angle, and then asked him to inspect the troops. That turned out to be a clever way to introduce the new Genoese officers to Harold, and let the prisoners know who they were.
Elkin also made sure they all understood who the three women were, Soldier Boy’s staff officers. Everyone filled in the bodyguard part, but now they’d jump to it if any of those three gave orders. Most of the Genoese and prisoners were finally dismissed, and all three sets of officers moved to a large room, an empty canteen.
~~
With formality dropped, Major Ruislip managed a quiet word with Harold. “That Major Elkin seems very capable for a newly promoted NCO?” The hint of a smile meant he suspected it wasn’t that simple. Harold explained the Genoese, including the name, and his suspicions about how they’d already been organised.
The first reaction was a surprise. “When they’ve served their five years, or sooner if you release them, can they move anywhere?” Harold waited, and Ruislip explained. “They would make excellent recruits, if Stonehold are still in a position to need them. Their discipline is already military, and they are veteran fighters.”
He’d never thought five years ahead, four now—Harold had always assumed he’d run out of luck eventually. “I always got the feeling Julius had some real ex-Army, enough to influence the rest. The single ones might go for it, but the others have families in the enclave, with friends, so maybe they’ll stay.”
He glanced around, and the other three surviving Stonehold officers were talking to his lieutenants and Genoese officers. “There are also some ex-military in the rest of Birmingham, and they might be interested if everything ever returns to normal. I’m fairly sure that’s a long way in the future, so right now we’d better sort out any problems. Have you been told about buying or earning food?”
“Yes, but I’d appreciate another run-through.” The major glanced sideways. “There was talk of buying luxuries, a black market.”
“Not quite.” Harold explained it was legal, and would be tightly controlled to prevent price inflation. “You can also buy services like seamstresses, baking, or ingredients, from enclaves, or a curtain to make a bunk more private. That depends on how many coupons you have.”
“How many Beers?” The major laughed at Harold’s face. “These men will always call them Beers regardless of the official name. The principle has been explained, but I’m not sure how or if we will get paid.” A quick discussion agreed that if Stonehold didn’t forward their pay, the prisoners could earn Beers helping in the fields.
From there the talk spread out to other aspects of being a prisoner. Mail was a surprise, though Catherine had explained the system Sylvester had found. Patty thought Birmingham should follow suit, maybe set up a place in each enclave for letters to be left, or collected. For now, the Mart negotiators would be asked if prisoners’ letters could be routed through the artillery.
~~
There were a surprising amount of little things that needed settling, as a ‘normal’ military environment and the isolated, battered lifestyle of enclaves tried to mesh. It was mid-afternoon when the Humvee drove away, but by then the prisoners seemed to have been reassured.
A late lunch, and then Harold did what he’d originally planned to do today—he went to the hospital. Hospitals, because both locations were crammed with wounded. He saw Doctor Alison, briefly, but she was too busy to talk. A nurse assured him they had the garrison’s medical supplies, and Stonehold’s three medics, which would be a big help.
The nurse was busy as well, so she shunted him into a room full of wounded who were awake, and left him to it. As he worked his way around the wards, Harold had a suspicion the three smiling women with him were doing most of the cheering up. He was surprised by Gemma, again, as she was joining in what was occasionally mild flirting. Command, or something else, had made a huge difference. He was even more intrigued when she visited the Stonehold patients, and kept smiling.
~~~
26th The White Lady: Alligator
There were too many fighters in Birmingham for Sergeant Kurgan’s peace of mind, and they didn’t stay bottled up in enclaves. Hiking anywhere would be dangerous, so he was relieved when the spy brought a van, and drove them to what he claimed was a safe house. The short row of houses had burned out, so there was no roof, but there was enough of the first floor surviving to give some shelter. The road was blocked by fallen masonry, while the view at the rear was a wilderness of broken buildings.
The contact glanced curiously towards the White Lady as the corporals helped her out, but Sergeant Kurgan stopped him getting a proper look. Her hair didn’t show under a helmet, and with the uniform, the rear view looked enough like a soldier. “He ate something that disagreed with him, but he’ll be fine after a sleep.” She was almost asleep on her feet, which dealt with her seeing anything she shouldn’t.
There’d been a bad moment when she looked out of a library window. The White Lady started frowning, and muttering about Joe, and old Joe. It had passed, and they’d made sure she went through the door and into the van without seeing the nearby buildings. Now the van was backed up to the front door, so the agent only got a glimpse.
The spy was more interested in taking someone to see the hide, then getting clear. The route twisted through a shambles of part-buildings, where the guide reckoned the Army had cornered a mob just after the Crash. It created plenty of cover, and wasn’t likely to attract casual visitors.
~~
As soon as the spy brought him back, and left, Sergeant Kurgan explained to his team. “It’s on the other edge of this lot, the broken buildings. The building was a concrete prefab, but shells or bombs knocked it down, leaving a heap of concrete slabs. There’s a first-floor room, or most of one, with a view of the target, but we’ll need the vacuum cleaners.”
“What?” Corporal Phillips looked at the other two, thinking it was a joke, but Corporal Urwin nodded.
“You’ve never seen that thing fire.” He jerked his hands apart. “The muzzle brake blasts out to both sides, so if there’s any dust, it kicks up a big cloud. It’s like a big arrow pointing to the source of the surprise bullet.” He rooted in his pack, and pulled out two devices. “They were used for cleaning cars, and these are the bigger versions, with spare batteries.”
“We sweep up first, so they only get what we miss.” Sergeant Kurgan brandished a hand brush. “Soft bristles, so we don’t raise a dust cloud. Look on the bright side, this one is on the first floor. Otherwise, we’d have to sweep the area in front, but that doesn’t happen often. We usually find somewhere with grass or clean tarmac in front, preferably off the ground, just because it’s a better view, of course.”
“Oh, yeah, for the view.” Corporal Urwin laughed, then glanced at the sketch. “That’s a point, how good is the view?”
The sergeant held his hands up, the palms at each side of his face. “Restricted, set back from the edge of the wrecked area, between two partial buildings. We can see the target area, but anyone to the sides won’t see us. Getting there will be a pain, so all four of us will be setting up, then Phillips will come back here with me.” He looked at the comatose figure in the corner. “Make a brew and I’ll give her a wake-up jab. Coffee and a walk will sharpen her up.”
~~
Forty minutes later, the four of them were housekeeping, careful to keep down as they crossed behind the partially blocked window. It was dark in here, but movement tended to catch the eye. Corporal Urwin had already inspected the target area, and had spotted four lookouts—two with binoculars and two with long rifles.
When two men came out of the target building and launched a small drone, he was grateful for the heap of broken concrete overhead. There was no chance of anything that size spotting their body heat. The four of them concentrated on sweeping the floor and any flat surfaces, then hoovering the dust from cracks and corners near the weapon. Once they’d done, Sergeant Kurgan placed two pairs of big ear defenders next to the Alligator, and four bottles with spray tops.
He grinned at the curious look from Phillips. “Water, to spray just before shooting, either side of the muzzle brake. It damps down the dust, because we can’t get it all in a shambles like this. The whole rifle barrel is inside the room, so they need really good ear defenders like those. Otherwise, it’ll deafen them, maybe literally. Come on, we’ll leave them to it.”
Phillips glanced towards the other two, but neither was paying attention. Urwin was crouched down with his binoculars, and a wind gauge on a long thin rod, writing in a notebook. The White Lady was next to him, engrossed as he explained what he was doing. After watching her set up her weapon, Phillips had to reassess the White Lady.
As soon as they started setting up the weapon, she’d come fully alert, the sharpest he’d ever seen her, and was really particular about getting all the dust. Then she’d started throwing orders about, insisting on moving some concrete so the Alligator was exactly where she wanted it. Even the sergeant hopped to it, possibly because she was totally focussed on getting the shot right, and obviously knew the weapon and her job. Now she was clear of drugs, or on the right ones, Corporal Phillips could see why the sergeant didn’t want anyone upsetting her.
As they made their way back to the burned-out house, Sergeant Kurgan glanced at his watch. “Now we bite our nails for just over two hours, then run like rabbits.”
“Run?” Phillips pointed down at the ground underfoot, loose brick. It wasn’t a path, just the low point where two collapsed walls met. Most of the route was like this, with two places where they had to scramble over low mounds.
Sergeant Kurgan smiled slightly—Phillips had a point. “Okay, walk carefully, as fast as we can without busting an ankle.” He debated telling Phillips the good news, but didn’t know him well enough to trust him to keep his big gob shut. “Urwin will give you a hand with the Alligator.” The veteran corporal had helped on the way there, as the combination of the length and weight made it too dangerous for one man on this footing.
Urwin wouldn’t be needed on the way back, because the Alligator was staying here, but Phillips didn’t need to know that ditching it was preplanned. The route had decided it—Kurgan wasn’t slowing up to get the damn thing over this lot. He’d send the signal for artillery as soon as he was clear, which should slow up anyone chasing him. Most places there’d be an incursion to recover the gun, but not here.
Glancing at the time, he sent the bullshit signal. Just the three-hour one—he wasn’t pissing about with the ten-minute bullshit until twenty minutes before the shoot.






Chapter 19

26th
Orchard Close: Electronic Ghosts:
Harold worked his way from ward to ward, talking to patients, but the three women left, one at a time. As Patty pointed out, some of them had real jobs, which was funny because technically, guarding him was her job. Once he’d done at the Priory, Harold moved up the road to the Circle Rehabilitation Hospital, which still had a lot of the facilities for people learning to live with physical damage.
Right now it was hosting a lot of the walking or hobbling wounded, which had been its original purpose. The difference was that these hadn’t healed yet, so all the wheelchairs, walkers, and crutches were in use. Harold was joking about his dancing, as a couple were trying to dance with crutches, when Nate rushed in.
He looked around, hesitated, then shrugged. “Harold, we’ve got a problem. I don’t know much, but Gem wants to see you sharpish. Everyone else, please don’t say anything, not yet.” As Harold put a hand on his radio, Nate shook his head. “No radios.”
“I hope it doesn’t take too long. I’ve got to get tarted up for that meeting.” Harold sat on the electric motorbike, and Nate accelerated away. The bike headed away from Orchard Close, roughly towards the meeting, which was annoying. Harold would have to come back for the fancy hat and shiny armour, so this had better not take long. It was even more annoying when Gem met them only a couple of streets away from the building.
~~
When he saw her grim face, Harold realised the problem might be at the meeting, but she sat on a low wall and beckoned. “You remember meeting the old geezers who came to operate the radar?” Harold nodded, but didn’t tweak her about the old geezer part. She hadn’t even said hello, so something serious was happening. Gem waved her arm around them. “And that we’ve all been looking for spies?” He nodded again.
Gem reached down behind the wall, and pulled out what might be an old TV aerial on a thin pole, wired to a mystery box of electrics with dials. “When we told them, the crinklies asked if we had a detector. Apparently, a couple of them used to chase around the countryside looking for a mystery signal, for fun.”
“They found one?” Harold half-rose, because the bastard would be on the move.
“Sit down a minute.” Gem held the thing up and rotated it. “They told us they were dead easy to make, which might be true for them, so we brought them lots of electrics from old shops and salvage. They bodged a few up, and we caught a few signals, but not necessarily spies. It wasn’t easy to narrow them down, work out what they were, and some were moving. Then you decided to stop the jamming.”
She smiled briefly as Harold opened his mouth. “We asked, and you told the soldiers in the city centre to take that bloody balloon down. Anyway, all the crews with the radars have one of these, and sometimes a couple of us take a drive around with one. We’re hoping to pick up a spy radio, if there are any left after yesterday. This morning two of these things got a hit, an electronic ghost, not one of the usual frequencies. Only a general direction and then it was gone, but they were ready next time.”
“Did you get them? Sorry.” Gem was leading up to something, but Harold wanted to skip the build-up.
“Bear with me.” She turned the aerial a little, then back. “We set up four of these, all aiming at about the same spot, but got nothing for ages. Then exactly three hours after the first hit, blip, clear as a bell, and this time we got bearings. Someone camped out in the old University Library overnight.” Gem glanced up at Nate.
His turn, apparently. “I was asked to check, with a squad, but they’d left. Several people, and they’d eaten and maybe slept there. Someone had pissed in a corner, still fairly fresh so they probably left right after the signal. They’d tidied up, buried the latrine, so the someone was hiding.”
He pointed at the device. “We went to ask the radar types if we could find a transmitter while it was off, but they said not. Then Mathias, he’s Gem’s boyfriend, asked if any infiltrators or spies would have Army rifles, with locators.” Gem stuck her tongue out so the boyfriend part was teasing, but she didn’t smile. “It took a couple of the oldies about ten minutes to adapt four seekers, and we found the signals. They were making more detectors when I was told to come and get you.” The scowl wasn’t happy about that.
~~
Both Nate and Harold looked at Gem, but she hesitated before speaking. “We got a fix, six signals, then they split into two groups. We’ve got eight detectors around them now, and hidden shooters around both places. We were going to move in, but needed proper sniper cover. Patty got eyes on one group, and told me to fetch you before we made a move, and to come up from this direction. She won’t say why.”
She stood up, put the gadget down, and set off through a derelict house. Harold and Nate followed, ducking across a garden when Gem did, until they went into a house with no roof. “Up the stairs, and crawl through to the front. Patty says keep really low.”
When he reached the top of the steps, Harold saw Patty’s feet—she must be laid behind her rifle. He slithered in, and she glanced back. “Hi Harold. I might be wrong, so I’m saying nothing. I’ll ease over, then I want you to look through the scope. Wait for the one with the white buzz-cut. Keep low, because there’s a bloody great cannon aimed this way.”
With that sort of warning, and the way Patty wriggled aside, Harold eeled his way forward very carefully. Patty’s rifle was jammed in place with some torn curtains, so he moved his head into place. He jerked a little when Patty whispered. “You might have to wait. Ignore the other one, wait for white-hair.”
The minutes ticked by, and Harold desperately wanted to ask, but Patty wasn’t going to say. He tried not to blink, which was stupid, then tried to relax, and that didn’t work. He was trying to ignore an itch on his leg when something moved. It moved again, then came into focus, and the first thing he saw was the white crew-cut.
The whoever raised themselves a little to look over a huge rifle, and Harold saw her face. He grunted, he couldn’t help it, while his brain tried to deny it, make it bad light or poor focus. No chance—he’d looked at that face too many times. “Mercedes.” It was barely a whisper, but Patty heard.
“Cripes!” He could hear her breathing heavily for a few moments, but Harold’s eye was riveted to the sights, watching Mercedes. Why was she there? “I was hoping I was wrong. That gun is aiming at the door, Harold. To kill you.”
“No, it can’t be.” Why would Mercedes shoot him? Maybe she thought he’d left her on purpose? But why like this? Where had she been? His breath caught as she turned her head and he saw the scar. Maybe whatever did that gave her a concussion, caused memory loss?
Harold’s head was going around and around, then Patty spoke again. “I’ve been trying to work it out. What if they caught her, drugged her? Like those snipers Isla told us about, the ones that are zombies?” She sighed, and Harold hardly heard the next words. “I can’t shoot her, Harold.”
Harold seized on the drugged part, that Mercedes didn’t know what she was doing. She looked terrible, her face thin and strained, intent but not angry, or drugged, or he didn’t think so. Maybe it was the drugs that made her look like that. “I’ll show myself.”
“No!” Patty grabbed his arm. “Keep down!” They both froze for a few moments, then she patted his arm. “I considered doing that, but even if I ducked, that thing will probably go right through this wall. I considered the Humvee, but it’s Army camo so it isn’t really distinctive.” She sighed again. “I wondered if we could wait her out, get her with a blunt when she comes out. She can’t stay in there forever.”
“No!” Mercedes had moved out of view, so Harold could turn towards Patty. “A blunt could kill her, or give her a concussion, a second concussion. That might leave her a vegetable. We just have to find something familiar, something she’ll recognise but it won’t matter if she shoots.”
Patty’s wry look admitted she didn’t have a clue. “If anyone can find something, you can. A personal joke, something like that, but it has to be visual?”
Harold tried, but concentrating was hard. He kept wanting to look at that small black hole in the concrete, wait for her to come back. Jokes, what jokes? Burrow? Bath? But Mercedes was the one who joked and teased about hopping and burrows, and what she didn’t wear, and where she hid knifes. “Knives?” He almost said underwear, but that really wouldn’t help.
It was embarrassing, but this was Patty, and she kept digging until she suddenly grinned. “Burrow? Cripes, you gave her a rabbit, for Christmas, and now you tell me she called your room the burrow? Was it white, the present?”
Harold was still struggling, confused, but he nodded, and Patty sniggered. “Come away from there. Nobody is going to shoot her, so let’s get more brains on the job.” She nudged him as he eased back. “You do realise I’m going to tease you about this forever?” If he got Mercedes back, Harold didn’t care.
There were seven brains in the end, and they finally had a sort of plan, and a fallback, several fallbacks. The last one, if Mercedes went for a gun, was a blunt, but nobody told Harold. He was sent off with Nate, on the motorbike, to bring the vital clues—while the rest finalised Plan Cripes.
~~~
26th 7 p.m.: The White Lady: White Rabbit:
The clock was ticking down, ten minutes from the alleged arrival time, when the White Lady and Urwin were startled by shooting. A quick peek and it wasn’t in their direction, so they kept watching. Several people were shooting off to the side of the hide, at a heap of rubble between here and the target. Others were pointing and shouting, but not directly this way. The firing died back, but a squad formed and swept forward, covered by snipers, to search the area.
It took a while, but they persevered, which was fair warning if the Alligator was spotted. About twenty minutes later, everyone they could see stopped and put up their guns. Urwin was on the binoculars, and puzzled. “They’re all laughing. Hang on, some are pointing.” He chuckled, and relaxed. “A bloody rabbit, a white rabbit. Someone must have caught a hint of heat or movement.”
The White Lady frowned. “A white rabbit?” Why was a white rabbit familiar? Or Old Joe? Who was Old Joe? “Let me see.”
“Here.” Urwin moved his ear defenders out of the way, and put the binoculars down. “It’s a huge thing, must be an escaped pet that’s been running free.”
As she picked up the binoculars, the White Lady kept looking at the ear defenders. White rabbits. Rabbit fur. “Heavy metal.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” She focussed, and just as Urwin said, there was a big white rabbit running about in the open. “Run rabbit, find somewhere safe. Hop back to your burrow.”
“Not likely, it’ll be in the pot tonight.” Urwin eased back and stood up. “We’re past time the target should be here. I reckon they’ll have cancelled the meeting when the shooting started.”
“We’ll wait. He might still come.” She needed more time to think about white rabbits. To remember something about white rabbits. Why they had to hop away to a safe place. The White Lady picked up the ear defenders again. Why would they be white? “Heavy metal.”
“What?” Urwin sounded wary now. The White Lady didn’t like having to wait for a shoot, and now that bloody rabbit had stirred her up. He hoped it was the rabbit, not some landmark. Urwin looked out of the window, but couldn’t see anything unusual—unless the target building was her local town hall or bloody library.
He glanced at her, and she’d picked up her own ear defenders, and was stroking them. Shit, he didn’t need this! “Okay, we’ll wait a bit. Half an hour?”
“Okay.” That was wrong as well, absent-minded. She sounded half-spaced, so maybe pissing about with her drugs, pushing it, had left some residue. He’d just be very careful to keep his rifle handy, and not turn his back. She watched the rabbit until it disappeared, then settled down to look at the ear defenders, and occasionally stroke them and mutter, very quietly.
~~
A half-hour later, the White Lady seemed to have recovered, more or less. Corporal Urwin persuaded her to leave the rifle, with a motion detector in case someone came into the hide. It would call Sarge’s receiver, warn them it had been found, which was a risk. Urwin didn’t care, and after a moment’s thought he wired up the extra. He wasn’t trying to lug that bloody thing over the rubble, both ways, and that should stop the local rabbits stealing it.
Urwin let her go ahead, and kept his rifle barrel almost aiming at her legs, casual-like. She’d gone a bit odd as they left, going on about it being a burrow, a safe place for the rabbit. Then she’d muttered about old Joe again. He’d ask Sarge to give her a jab as soon as she got back, then explain when she was asleep. If he had his way, she wouldn’t be carrying that Army rifle tomorrow.
The White Lady was looking at the ground, checking where she put her feet. They both were, but as they came around a partial wall, movement caught both their eyes. It took a moment to register—a big white rabbit was sat on a mound of broken bricks. It hopped off out of sight, and for a moment, Urwin thought she was going to go after it. She shook her head, and looked around, maybe for another one.
“Leave it.” No answer, but the White Lady set off again. Urwin hoped nothing else happened, because she was on edge, the rifle barrel jerking back and forth with every bloody breeze or bird. When they reached the safe house, she didn’t go in at first, turning to inspect their route as if she expected something.
~~
Sarge called, and she went in, but was still preoccupied so Urwin got in first. “No-show, Sarge. The shooting was a rabbit. Full alert, which might be why they called it off. It wound us up a bit, so I reckon the White Lady might like a sleep to relax.” Behind her back, he used his thumb and two fingers to mime an injection.
“Can’t sleep. I’ve got to think.” The White Lady would like to sleep, but then she’d dream of the monster. That wasn’t right, not on a mission. On a mission she only saw him in one place—in her sights. She’d been half out of it last night and most of today, drifting in and out of consciousness instead of concentrating, so she didn’t need more sleep.
The White Lady tried to make sense of it, why the rabbit meant something, and who was Old Joe, but concentrating was hard. She’d heard some comments, and knew it wasn’t just the goggles last night. They’d done something with her drugs, the wrong dose, or the wrong timing, and that had messed her up when she had a monster to kill.
She realised the new corporal, Phillips, had his rifle up, aiming at her, and brought hers up as well. Sarge pushed the soldier’s rifle down. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Look at her.” Phillips tried to bring his rifle back up, but the sergeant grabbed the barrel.
“Quit before one of us shoots you.” Turning to the White Lady, he looked at her rifle. “Point that someplace else.” Now he could see her face, Kurgan realised why Phillips was so worried. She was frowning, screwing up her eyes and definitely unhappy. “What’s the problem?”
That was easy to answer, easier than Old Joe. “A rabbit. They thought it was a sniper.” The White Lady shook her head, angry at herself for being confused, and at the rest of them for screwing up her drugs. “A white rabbit. They cancelled the meeting, no target.” She propped her rifle up by the door. “My head is all messed up. We have to find him, the monster, and then it will all be better.”
She was right—that was how the programming worked. “We will.” The sergeant’s voice was calm, but there was a bit of an edge as he continued. “Maybe a jab would help you relax, then we can get to work on it.”
“No!” The White Lady put a hand to her head—she was getting another headache. “No. I’ve got to think. To sort it all out. I’ve got to be sharp to shoot, to kill the monster.” Looking around, she headed for her bedroll. “I’ll just lie down and try to sort it all out. Who is Old Joe?”
“No idea.” Kurgan looked at Urwin, but he was watching the White Lady—and hadn’t put his rifle down. “Urwin?”
“No idea. Give her a jab and we’ll sort it out.” He glanced at the sergeant. “She’ll feel a lot sharper after a good sleep.”
“No sleep!” The White Lady spun around as she spoke, then put a hand on the wall to steady herself. As she did, she drew her pistol with the other, and aimed it at about knee height. “You’ve already screwed up my drugs so I can’t think straight. The rabbit is safe now, so I just need to sort out Old Joe and heavy metal. You find the monster, then I can shoot him, kill him.”
“Shite!” Urwin froze, barely breathing. He recognised the look from Edinburgh—the killing-machine look as she double-tapped charging assholes. Now she was looking at him like that—Urwin’s muscles tensed, but he’d never get his rifle up in time.
“Back off!” Kurgan hesitated because she was definitely wound up, but he didn’t think she’d kill Urwin just for the hell of it. She hadn’t broken the woo-woo, or she’d have come in shooting—or just killed Phillips out there and disappeared. For a moment they all held like that, then the White Lady looked towards Kurgan, and her pistol barrel lowered just a little.
~~
Corporal Phillips was still trying to pull his rifle free, but Sergeant Kurgan turned on him. “Let go, you stupid bastard. Pull that trigger and there’ll be a hundred assholes looking for us.” As Phillips let go, he turned back to the other two. “You pair as well. None of us like a delay, but the spy will find us another chance. Urwin, take this and put them all by the door.” He held out Phillips’ rifle.
There was only a hint of hesitation, then the White Lady holstered her pistol. Urwin dropped the muzzle of his rifle, and came to take the other one. “Maybe not at the door, Sarge. She can reach hers quick enough, but we might want ours near the bedrolls.”
Kurgan waved a hand, whatever, as he had all his attention on the White Lady. “You okay now? A jab might steady you down, let you sort it all out while you sleep?” The suspicion in the look was a shock—she’d always trusted him.
He wasn’t supposed to discuss how they got her ready, but Kurgan didn’t want her reclassifying him as the enemy! “You are right about altering your drugs, but we had to. The orders came down to kill him as fast as possible, before he killed more women and kids. He’s just wiped out the soldiers in the city centre, so now you’re the only one that can stop him.”
The slow nod accepted that, and he thought the suspicion faded, but now she was squinting again. “I’ll just lie here and work it out. I might sleep, but no drugs, then I can wake up if it gets bad.”
“We’ll all keep quiet.” A sharp look at the other two was an order: shut the hell up. Kurgan settled down again, near his rifle, and thumbed the button on the small blue transmitter. The sooner that bloody spy arrived, the better. On second thoughts, he should meet the guy outside, just in case she really did know him. He spent some time thinking about Old Joe and heavy metal, but he’d no idea what state her head was in so he gave up.
~~
Twenty minutes later he thumbed it for the fourth time, and the double-tone came back. He glanced at the White Lady and kept his voice down. “The spook has answered. It could take a couple of hours because the locals are all stirred up, so I’m going to take a nap. Keep him outside when he arrives. No shooting at shadows, right?”
Urwin nodded, then Phillips looked at his rifle, but the sergeant saw him. “Leave that alone. If there’s trouble, you can get it in seconds.” With that, Kurgan closed his eyes. He probably wouldn’t sleep, but he might doze, and he had a feeling he would have to be sharp when the spook arrived.
~~
None of the soldiers would have relaxed if they could have heard a whispered conversation. First, it was much too near to them, and second, it was between two women who both wanted to cut their throats. “I can do it. If I go in the end house, and climb up to the bedroom, most of the wall is missing. I can get onto the floor above them, leave the microphone there.”
Nikki was just as keen to hear what was being said, but didn’t want to risk it. “One creak, Jackie, or if your weight means some dust falls down, and there could be a gunfight. Then Harold’s wife might get hit.”
“Carver tonight, not Jackie, and her name is Mercedes. The one and only Killer Queen.” Though Jackie wasn’t wearing her plated gear now, she was dressed in dark clothes, sneaking clothes. “That’s why I want to hear, in case they realise. You won’t understand, but a lot of us, the Girl Club, owe Mercedes. She helped us get our shit together, after, and fixed that Reese.”
Nikki didn’t know the details, but there had been a lot of women wanting to come and help because they owed Mercedes, or Harold. The whole operation was being kept to a few very trusted people and the Girl Club, the least likely place to find a spy. Not just the mini-enclave, but the only man involved was Harold, and he was being kept clear.
Nikki would have smiled if it hadn’t been so serious, because Harold had been right. The crowd of young women clutching weapons were all good-looking, even if some were scarred. Right now, she concentrated on Jackie, and they reached a compromise.
After the argument, one of the men had raised his voice again, talking about meeting a spy outside. They’d wait until the spy had left, so he wouldn’t spot it, then put a microphone near the window. Jackie sneaked off to find a long roof lath, so she could push it the last three or four yards. Then if trouble started, they’d swamp the bastards—or Emmy, Umeko, Patty, and Bridie would shoot them. Patty’s .338 Lapua Magnum rounds should go clean through the wall, and the others might.
Nobody would follow the spy, or not at first because he’d be looking for it. There were women waiting further out, to watch which way he went, and then the next ring would do the same. By that time, they’d have an idea of direction, so women would be here and there, doing this and that, and watching where he went. With luck one of them would recognise him, or they’d follow him home.
Nikki checked she was hidden from any direction, in case the spy turned up, and waited. She was really curious about this Mercedes, Harold’s wife. She knew Mercedes had scars, hidden ones, but she’d obviously got past that and landed a bloke. Umeko had a fella before he was killed, and there were a couple of others in Orchard Close, so maybe one of them knew the magic bullet that killed the memories.
~~
Back in Orchard Close, Harold couldn’t rest, so Stones found a different sort of magic bullet, something that would take Harold’s full attention. He presented Soft Lad with the M82, and told him it was a present from Tez, and then told him why Tez didn’t bring it.
The Lost Lambs, Ferdy, and Harold couldn’t hold a proper wake for Tez, or not yet, because Harold had to stay sober. Once he’d had enough beer, Stones had his rant about the stupidity, about Tez dying right at the last moment, for no reason. They all knew at least part of it was guilt—Tez wasn’t the shooter’s target. There were some songs, some stories about Tez, and the trek, and tears—not all of them from Branka and Zrina.
Harold left when a messenger came for him. The spy had been and gone, and they knew who it was. Harold cursed, then agreed to let him run. If they didn’t get a clean chance at rescuing Mercedes tonight, they’d use the spy to lure the sniper team into a suitable spot.
He listened to the recording of when Mercedes got back, just snatches when someone spoke loud enough, or was near the window. She’d said she was confused, and mentioned the rabbit being safe, and Old Joe. Snatches of an argument proved she was drugged, and very confused, and the monster part meant she didn’t know who the target was.
The talk about Old Joe meant the old Mercedes was still in there, that the University had roused some memory. That’s what locals called the Joseph Chamberlain Clock Tower, a tall thin tower in the oldest part of the University. Definitely visible from the library, but the missing top must have confused Mercedes.
The heavy metal was odd, but maybe she’d seen another clue, one they hadn’t provided. There was an argument for waiting, and letting her see more rabbits or another clue, but then nobody could be sure they’d have everyone in a neat bundle. The hit would be tonight or in the morning, preferably as Mercedes was isolated so nobody else shot her.
She’d need the toilet sooner or later, and that would take her away from the rifles, and at least two of the men.
~~~
27th 0:30 a.m.: The White Lady: Wakeup Call:
Nikki barely breathed as she supported one end of the sheet of plywood. Carver had come up with a way of getting into the bedroom above—without alarming the targets. There were plenty of watchers and two drones with the optics to pick up body heat, so the two above knew exactly where the four below were laid or sat. Listening to voices, and marrying them to movement, identified the corporals and sergeant, so the fourth was Mercedes.
Carver stayed on the truncated brick wall dividing the buildings, and guided the plywood through, then Nikki joined her. A soft broom slowly, gently, cleaned any bits of rubble, even grit and dust, from a large patch of scorched and partially burned boards. The pair waited, again, but there was no reaction. Next, they carefully placed the flat sheet to spread their weight. Outside, everyone was poised, ready in case dust or a creak alarmed any of the targets, but so far, so good.
Spreading the load worked, as nothing creaked when the two of them crept out across floor. Counting the exposed flooring joists placed them almost above Mercedes, between her and the rest, and facing the sergeant. He would probably react fastest, and the attackers coming through the door and window should get the other two.
Carver settled down with her shotgun, and the real reason for risking this—a grenade. From here she could make sure it rolled as far from Mercedes as possible, and close to the sergeant and the one called Phillips. Nikki unslung the double-barrelled sawn-off—the odds had just moved firmly into Mercedes’ favour.
~~
Down below, the microphone outside the window, just behind Phillips, picked up the shift change. Urwin settled down while Phillips checked through the window, then eased across to check through the door. The passage from the closed front door was clear, as was the kitchen at the other end, and the closed back door.
As he returned to his place by the window, Phillips caught his foot on a pack, and froze. The White Lady roused, and muttered something, but settled down again. He wasn’t sure if she was actually asleep, or just dozing, or maybe awake and trying to sort out her shit—Urwin said he thought he’d heard Old Joe twice. Phillips sat down on a wooden chair, and wondered how long they’d have to wait for another shot.
The spy couldn’t be sure when the target would wear the helmet, which could screw up the whole mission. The drugs and VR were meant to fix her on the damn thing, with no hint of his face. They’d sent the asshole off to get some times and places. Phillips could guess why Sarge had been muttering into something—he’d tried to cancel and Symonns said no.
~~
The White Lady wasn’t quite awake, or asleep. She knew she could wake up, and that she didn’t want to sleep properly, but halfway like this was good. She could let the rabbits and heavy metal and Old Joe run through her mind, and try to work out why the ear defenders should be white.
She knew that meant something, something important, maybe where the rabbit was? Then as she worked around them again, she heard a noise, and someone moving. He stopped, and she heard him sit down, so it was one of the team. Good job he didn’t pick up the white rabbit……???
The White Lady shot upright; her eyes wide open. “Don’t pick up the rabbit! It’s a bomb!”
Phillips stood up, snatching up his rifle, and raised it. “Look out, she’s flip—” The words were cut off by sharp explosions outside, and something threw him across the room, spraying blood. Dust blasted out of the hole in the wall where Patty’s bullet had blown through, and a bullet through the window made sure.
As Kurgan struggled to wake up, he was showered when dust and gravel blew over him—metal in the wall had diverted the bullet. Urwin rolled and grabbed his rifle, then ducked away from a double explosion above them.
Plaster dust and gun smoke billowed, half-blinding the people in the room as torches lit up the window, and something hit the front door. Whatever landed on the floorboards bounced, then rolled towards the front window. Urwin’s eyes opened wide, and he tried to roll back away from it, wrapping his arms around his head. “Flash-bang!”
The White Lady was already expecting a rabbit-bomb, so she reacted immediately—dropping her pistol, she caught hold of her bedding and rolled into the corner. She’d been taught what to do for flash-bangs, tear gas, or smoke, so she pulled the sleeping bag up and over her head, and around her face. Turning away from the bomb, she wrapped her arms around her well-wrapped head, closed her eyes, and opened her mouth.
Kurgan was trying to do the same, but he was still half-asleep, and laid on his bedding, so he wrapped his arms around his head and shoved his face into the sleeping bag. He heard the front and back doors shattering, but there was nothing he could do about it. Then he lost his hearing, and enough light came through to leave spots before his eyes.
The shock pummelled him, stunning his brain, but pure self-preservation kept him moving. His limbs weren’t obeying properly, but he forced himself to roll back over, then it took three tries to grab his rifle. The grenade had set fire to something, and there was a glow on the ceiling. He was still fumbling for the trigger when he realised what it was, a hole in the ceiling and a light. Kurgan’s vision was still spotty, but that had to be a gun barrel sticking through—and aiming right at him.
Urwin still had his rifle, but as he shook his head and tried to get his bearings, he spun around and screamed. There was movement at the window, then a solid thump, and the scream cut off. The White Lady could see quite well, but it was like a silent movie, a scene from a silent hell as the flames flickered. The pistol was under her bedding somewhere, so she pulled the bayonet from her belt, and scrambled back so she was in the corner.
The room had four or five new people in it now, but none of it made sense. The light from the fire, and narrow beams from guns and heads, were confusing. Maybe part of the confusion was the intruders, all very obviously women. Not gangsters, there was no plated armour, and they were wielding iron bars and wooden clubs, though one had a crossbow. Their clothing added to the weird as they were dressed for a beach or party—skirts, shorts, crop-tops, boob tubes, and tight tees.
They were efficient though—two were stripping and cuffing the sergeant, while another stripped Urwin, but the other two were smiling and talking. She couldn’t hear them, but somehow she didn’t think they would hurt her. Then a tall black woman came in, and she recognised her, or her hair. Half cropped, half long with beads, and she was carrying…
“Look out, it’s a bomb!” Though now the White Lady felt embarrassed, because it was moving, it was a real rabbit. A woman in a mini and crop top held out an empty hand—for the bayonet? Someone else came in and the White Lady pushed against the wall and scrambled to her feet. It was a man!
Why were all the women, more of them now, smiling and trying to talk? The man was unarmed, and he held out something on a ribbon and smiled. She knew that smile, and then she realised what he was holding—a Valentine’s heart.
The White Lady felt as if her head was coming apart, and it was forcing something out, a word.
~~
As Harold reached out towards Mercedes, her face screwed up in pain and she put out a hand, bracing herself on the wall. Then her mouth opened, she took a step forward, and said one word; “’Arold.” The bayonet was tumbling and Mercedes was falling, collapsing while Harold and Gemma lunged forwards, desperately trying to catch her.
They were both too late, but Ava saved the day—because she didn’t try to catch Mercedes. Instead, she dived for the floor, and Mercedes landed on top of her. Harold turned Mercedes, and tried to pick her up, but others stopped him. “Patricia is here, let her look.”
Harold sat Mercedes up and leant her against him, his eyes drinking in the sight. She had lost weight, and there were dark patches under her eyes, but she was alive! He pulled out the hanky he’d stuck in a pocket. “Water, someone.” Patty knew why and splashed some on the cloth, and he wiped the dust from Mercedes’ face. “Still a diamond.” His eyes blurred, and he reluctantly let them put her on a stretcher, and take her outside.
Before following, Harold scrubbed his eyes clear and turned to the prisoner. Leaning in very close he shouted, because the guy would still be deaf. “You did this to my wife, and now you’re damn well going to fix it!” He stood up and looked around. “Take really good care of him, because he’ll know how to cure her.”
Ava kicked the tied and handcuffed figure on the floor. “And this one. Don’t worry Harold, we’ll explain. We won’t damage them, but they’ll be really keen to tell you anything you want to know.”
“They can start on what this shit is.” Patty held up a box with a red cross, but instead of bandages, it had padded partitions with vials and hypodermics. “We heard him offer her a jab. I’ll send it to the hospital, so they can figure out what it is.”
“Thanks.” Harold grinned, because it was sinking in. “Thank you, everyone. You did it, you got Mercedes back without a scratch.” He turned and headed out of the door, so he didn’t see the worried faces behind him.
~~
“Not a scratch?” Ava looked around and gestured towards her ear. “They cut off her ear! Christ knows what else they did.”
Gemma was picking up Mercedes’ bedding, a sleeping bag laid on the floor. “That happened before the other shit. When we saw all that blood on her armour, we thought they’d cut her throat. Though I’ve no idea why they sent it if she wasn’t dead.” She glanced down and half-laughed. “I’d better get dressed before I get a chill.”
A couple of the women almost spoke up, but then didn’t. Gemma’s skirt was barely short enough to qualify as a mini, but it was the first time they’d seen her wear any skirt since she’d arrived, four years ago. All the women on the rescue wore skirts or shorts so that Mercedes knew who they were, which had nearly been a deal-breaker for some. They’d only done it for Mercedes, and Harold.
The rest of them were either like Patty and Emmy, they didn’t care, or like Ava and Carver, the shorts and minis were making a point. As Gemma headed for her clothes, the rest pulled Kurgan to his feet, and rolled Urwin onto a stretcher. The corporal might not wake up for a while, and then he’d need a doctor. The first blunt had dished in his cheekbone, a glancing blow, then the second was a solid hit and put him out.
Hands pushed, and Kurgan stumbled towards the door. He’d recognised some of these women, and was wondering if he should make a break, get them to kill him. As he came outside, a young women stepped out in front of him, and smiled. Kurgan wasn’t a coward, but he tried to back away.
The bright lines down her cheeks crinkled as she leant in closer. “If you run, Sergeant Kurgan, we’ll break your legs. Then some of us will hurt you. But if you are a good boy, tell them everything, no flag.” He pulled his eyes away from her, but everywhere he looked there were smiling women, and knives.
~~
He could guess what they wanted to know, needed to know, and Sergeant Kurgan knew he shouldn’t tell them. Another look around, and he decided he was going to live, preferably undamaged, and his best bet was to start volunteering information. “No need for torture, I’ll tell you anything you want to know. I’ll prove it, right now, important information.”
Hands stopped pushing, and his legs wobbled in sheer relief—they’d listened. “If I don’t send a signal on time, they’ll know the mission is compromised, and artillery will target the tracers. If the signals from the rifles stop, the squad waiting with the Specials will assume you’ve removed them. If they don’t think they can reach us, I’m assuming their instructions are to use artillery, so there are no trophy prisoners.”
Hands searched the heap of clothes, and held out the two small transmitters and the radio, and the tracer from a rifle. Kurgan explained each one. “The rifle one is so if we get caught, the artillery will kill us instead of busting a rifle. Press that first transmitter at ten past two, then every three hours. It tells headquarters we are still on the mission. The little blue one is to contact the local agent. One click every five minutes until he sends a double-tone, then he’ll come here. The radio is to report failure or success, or any other problem, but only emergencies.”
“Very good.” Patty was suspicious, and wasn’t hiding it. “Or maybe pressing the button brings the artillery. Why would you be so helpful?”
“If I tell you everything I know, I want to be a prisoner of war.” The sergeant was trying to keep his voice steady, and doing a pretty good job. “I’m regular Army, not a Special.” He paused as he realised. “You already know, and my name. How?”
Several women laughed, and one waved a microphone in front of him. “We followed the signals from your rifles.”
Kurgan realised there was something else they needed to know. “The White Lady has a transmitter in her arm. I think it sends life signs, so if it stops, there might be artillery or a bomb.”
The tall black woman with the rabbit turned and called out. “Sally, tell the hospital, sharpish. They can stick it in my arm if they like, to keep the scroats guessing until it’s well away from anyone else.” She turned back to Kurgan, and now he’d remembered seeing her on TV. The small dark-haired woman as well, Demon. When he looked around, there were others he recognised, at least half of the local Most Wanted.
~~
“She’s not the White Lady.” Most of the faces were smiling again, but not the one talking to Kurgan. “She’s called Mercedes, or the Killer Queen, and she’s Harold’s wife.” Demon might be shorter than Kurgan, but the glare made up for it. “If you help to get Mercedes’ head sorted out, Harold will be really happy, and you’ll get your prisoner of war status. If you tell us something that makes it worse, or stops her recovering?”
She turned away, but Kurgan didn’t need the rest spelled out. He had absolutely no intention of doing anything to harm the White—the Killer Queen. Shite, no wonder she was a stone-cold killer in a fight. As he was led off to his new home, and first interrogation, the sergeant’s head was still spinning.
Now Kurgan had another incentive to be as helpful as possible. Using the Killer Queen as a sniper instead of a hostage, or for a show trial, was bad enough. Sending her home to target her husband might be worse, and the combination was going to cause an epic shit-storm. The safest place for him was right here, in Birmingham.
There was one small ray of sunshine—almost enough for Kurgan to smile. The shitstorm was going to land on that jumped-up asshole Symonns, and the file had said not to send her here. The asshole reckoned he had friends in high places, but even God wouldn’t get him out of this one.
~~
Behind Kurgan, six women went to collect the rifle. A quick peek inside the room with a fibre-optic, and Emmy held up her radio. “That thing has a grenade attached, and Kurgan said movement would trigger it, so we’ll leave the cannon for now. Then we’ll have to trust a man to take it apart, but who?”
Patty looked around at the other three. “We’ll need Tessa’s tools to take the gun apart, to get the locator. I reckon she can keep her pet SAS soldier quiet for a day or two, give Mercedes a chance to recover before anyone knows she’s back. By then the news will leak out, maybe from the hospital.”
There were a couple of frowns over trusting a man, but then they all agreed—with one proviso. Emmy couldn’t tell Tessa why she was wanted, not over a radio. Someone suggested that Kurgan could talk one of them through disarming the detection, but they all thought the SAS had a better chance of succeeding. Kurgan could be brought back to detach the grenade, but he’d be busy for hours. He’d be answering doctors’ questions, telling them everything that might help them treat Mercedes.
For now, two of the Girl Club stayed to make sure there were no accidents.
~~
When Patty and Emmy rejoined the rest of the rescue squad, the women were happy about the rescue, but wanted more payback. Sergeant Kurgan had given up a lot of information on the way to the hospital, including his emergency communication protocols. His boss, and the sniper place, were out of reach, though only after more questions explained the castle, the number of soldiers, and the armoured vehicles.
Even so, Umeko, and quite a few others, wanted some way to stick it to the bastards who’d been messing with Mercedes. Eventually someone, they could never remember who, came up with a way. Sergeant Kurgan had given them all they needed, and Patty was voted spokeswoman. “Hello?”
The voice on the radio was disinterested, verging on bored. “Report.”
Patty made her voice as official-sounding as she could. “Not to you. I want to talk to Captain Symonns.”
Either she didn’t sound official, or the guy was a stickler for the rules. “Who is this? No women are authorised to use this wavelength. Pass the radio to your team leader.”
Taking a calming breath, so she didn’t laugh, Patty tried again. “No. I have an important message for Captain Symonns from the White Lady team.” She paused and winked at the rest. “Sniper Team WL4, mission False Flag. That’s the team meant to be shooting Soldier Boy, but there’s a problem.”
There was a long pause, then whoever it was must have decided that since the identification was right, the mission really was in trouble. Finding out what sort of trouble was more important than procedure. “One moment.”
Patty covered the mic as several people started sniggering or giggling. “Shush, or the scroat will realise before we can have our fun.”
“Sorry, mummy. Aunty? Revered demoness?” Jackie put both hands over her mouth.
A different voice came from the loudspeaker, rigged up for the audience. “Captain Symonns. Who is this, and where is Sergeant Kurgan?”
Glaring at several wide grins, Patty composed herself again. “Sergeant Kurgan has found some girlfriends, and was in his underwear when last seen. I am calling to pass a message, and a warning, from the White Lady. You should start running, because when your boss finds out, he won’t be happy. Soldier Boy would tell you, but he’s all snuggled up now he’s got his wife back.”
“What do you mean? Talk sense, and who are you? Tell Sergeant Kurgan to get on the line immediately!”
She could feel the laughter coming, but Patty clamped down. “All right, small words. The White Lady is Harold’s wife. You sent Mercedes, the Killer Queen, to shoot Harold, Soldier Boy, her husband. Mercedes knows where you are, and she’s still got the rifle. She says that if you get fed up of running, you should come to the boundary. We’ve started a book on whether she can make a headshot at a mile.” The last bit warbled a little because the laugh was coming, ready or not.
The line went dead, and the women burst into laughter, and tried for a twenty-hand high-five.
~~
Though once they’d calmed down, some still weren’t happy. Jackie scowled at the radio. “He’ll never tell anyone else. It’s a pity we can’t put an advert in the local paper.”
“Your problem.” Patty smirked and picked up her rifle. “I’m needed to guard a body, a personal request.”
Several made comments about remembering the guard part of bodyguarding Vulcan, or mimed puking, then got back to serious business. “We could tell the perimeter guards, the Specials?”
“No good, Bridie.” Emmy had seen how they flinched when she went to meet the Mart negotiators, to escort them from the border. “They’re scared of shadows. They wouldn’t want to upset their bosses by spreading rumours, or their bosses would stomp on it.”
“Artillery.” Nikki looked around. “We should tell the artillery. We just need a good excuse to talk to them, or they’ll figure it’s just propaganda.”
Several people pointed out it was propaganda, then Emmy remembered why Mercedes had a transmitter in her arm. “Now we’ve told the scroat his mission blew up, he’ll tell the artillery to shell the transmitters, or where they were when they cut off. We could tell them it’s pointless, and why?”
“We could give them the transmitters?”
“Ooh yes. According to Lionel, the Army hate those snipers, the zombie ones.” As a circle of smiles broke out, Nikki blushed. “Private Vaugn, we talked about his girlfriend, and how his platoon saw the General attack. He showed me her grave.”
Maybe she was being kind, or just didn’t want a delay, but either way Jackie cut off any teasing. “So if we took the transmitters to the artillery, and explained why the mission screwed up?” The group started laughing again, but then they split up to collect the transmitters, a loudspeaker, a white flag, and their armour and more weapons.
Emmy went to offer her arm to house Mercedes’ tracer if necessary. After some discussion the rest got organised while the doctor operated. As soon as it came out, it was taped to the pulse on Emmy’s wrist, and she jumped on the back of a quad bike. Whether it reported Mercedes as alive or dead, the artillery would wait for it to be stationary, which it wouldn’t be until it reached them.
Emmy, Carver, and Nikki were elected as spokeswomen, after some threats, pleading, and mushroom bribery. Patty was Vulcanising, and the rest didn’t want to involve anyone official in case some misery vetoed it. Nearly an hour later the three of them were back, and sniggering women were spreading the news—but only to the Girl Club plus. The lieutenant had seemed very interested, asking questions to get all the details, and the nearest soldiers were laughing as the three women walked away.
Gradually women drifted away, and went home to sleep. Some didn’t, and a slowly increasing group of them gathered near the Priory Hospital, dozing or talking quietly. Mercedes was in a private room, one quickly scrubbed out. She didn’t need a lot of equipment as she wasn’t in any physical danger, but nobody knew her reaction when she woke up.
She might be less confused, as Kurgan was explaining what the different injections were meant to do. The hospital had checked that nothing was damaging her, but confirmed that some was addictive. They would gradually reduce the dosage, but getting clean could take time.
Harold was sat in the room with Mercedes, except when the nurses threw him out. Then he went and sat with the women, in the house across the road so they didn’t attract attention. He joined in the guessing about how she’d ended up like that, as Kurgan didn’t know everything. Everyone there talked, dozed, and talked, but they were all just marking time, waiting to find out if whoever woke up was the Mercedes they knew.






Chapter 20

27th: Sheiks and Scary Bitches:
While some people in Birmingham tried to relax, people elsewhere were frantically working. Ragnorak’s recruitment drive met a variety of reactions, but unless there had been a recent influx of prisoners, the camps only provided a trickle of recruits. The previous day had been a long slog, with as few as three from some camps, so Fergus wasn’t looking forward to another full day.
He was eyeing up a woman, more from boredom than any interest, when she noticed. She looked right back at him with a sneer, which looked familiar, and then he remembered where he saw it. He kept an eye on her, but called out to his fellow recruiters. “If we’re being civilised, why don’t we recruit women?”
The two men with him looked at Fergus, then the woman, and got the wrong idea. “She’ll kill you unless you tie her down, and that’s not allowed now.”
He had to smile, but Fergus persevered. “I meant as a fighter. She could join Flo’s mob.”
“They’re all blokes, gay blokes, and I’m damn sure she isn’t.”
Flo’s mob were flamboyant, wearing a lot of makeup, brightly coloured scarves, and jewellery, and painting their armour, and someone had been making assumptions. “There are gay blokes, but a surprising number really are women, and they fight like the rest.” He could see the men weren’t going for it, but then Fergus remembered his first impression. “Remember Soldier Boy’s women, those three at Evesham, when that bitch threatened to use a machine gun on us? Look at her, and tell me she doesn’t have the same vibe.”
The two men looked at her, and she spat on the ground, not quite at them. “Oh yeah, now I see it. She’d cut our throats in the night.”
“Why?” The more he thought about it, the more Fergus liked the idea. Those mad bitches with Soldier Boy scared men who’d charge a machine gun, and everyone in the country seemed to know about them. “She’ll be fed, have a gun and uniform, and hundreds of blokes to back her when the next guy gets out of order. Got to be better than walking around with a hand on her knife, waiting for some randy bastard to try it on.”
The other two still weren’t sure, but Fergus headed towards her. She moved one hand down a bit and braced, so she had a knife, and she was ready to use it. Illegal in here, and probably home-made, but he’d been right—she was a fighter. As he came closer, two women eased out of a nearby shack, and Fergus stopped.
~~
“Peace.” He looked very obviously at the other two women. “I just want to talk. I’m Fergus, and I’m here to recruit fighters.”
One of the women came closer, eying his pistol, and the automatics the two men were carrying. “I heard that. Not the Army though, and the Specials don’t want women that fight.” She grinned and pointed to her face. “They sure as hell don’t want me for anything else.” The large, crooked nose and narrow, square-jawed face definitely weren’t what would be called attractive, while her figure was stocky—though Fergus didn’t think it was fat.
Taking a deep breath, and hoping Raggy agreed, Fergus went for it. “Their loss. We’re not Specials, nor Army, we’re somewhere in between. We want you as a fighter, so we don’t give a shit what you look like.”
The other two women were about to speak, but Rufus cut them off. “If you join up and some guy won’t take no for an answer, Raggy will cut his nuts off.” He grinned and looked at a hand inching towards a weapon. “Or we’ll hold him down while you do it. If the rest of us want a bit of romance, we’re back to beer and lies, or cash. Seriously, we only want fighters, and I’m guessing there are more of you, tough enough to be left alone?”
The three women exchanged glances. “Does it matter why we’re in here?”
Both the men with Fergus laughed, and he smiled. “We’re all thieving, murdering, bastards, but kinda semi-civilised. Is there any place we can talk without those nosy sods?” Inmates were drifting closer, wary of the guns but curious.
The third woman, the one who’d kept quiet, jerked her head. “This way, unless you’re worried about being all alone in a hut full of women?”
“It’ll look good on the gravestone.”
~~
Fifteen minutes later, a worried Fergus led seventeen women to the coach, and the lieutenant signing up any successful applicants. Raggy might still say no, but even then, he might agree to the alternative. Fergus had offered to let them go if they weren’t allowed to join up, with weapons so they could find their way home.
Maybe he was going soft, because he really hoped Raggy kept them. Not because he fancied them—they were a rough-looking lot, though a bath and different clothes would help. It was the glances between them, and the hopeful looks. Most women in the camps were potential victims, and he’d never thought much about the gangs of women—apart from making sure they never caught him alone. Now he realised they must live with a hand on a weapon, even while they slept.
Raggy gave Fergus a bollocking, but only about giving the women five pistols, and machetes for the rest, before they got on the coach. The wand found their knives, and the women didn’t fancy being unarmed, not when they knew they’d be joining hundreds of men. Though Ragnorak liked the idea of his own scary bitches, so Fergus would be going back to check the previous work camps. Raggy even agreed any future women recruits could be armed straight away, but only machetes or knives at first.
~~
Recruiting inside the cities was more hit-and-miss, and the occasional recruiter didn’t come back. Not many, as the men sneaking through the wire were looking for people they knew personally. The numbers they brought varied, sometimes only one or two, and they sometimes brought the wrong type.
It would take a while to visit all the possible recruits. Recruiting from work camps had given Ragnorak people from dozens of gangs, some from every city but one: Edinburgh. Edinburgh was isolated, with no towns left between there and Hadrian’s wall. Allegedly, but nobody would be checking—there were some very strong rumours about an army lurking there, a big one, real Army with tanks and artillery.
A steady trickle of the city recruits were rejected once they reached the Raggy army. Some were friends of the new recruits, and they insisted on bringing them, and others had lied. Eleven of the recruits from Birmingham were eventually rejected. Others no doubt lied about how they treated women, but changed their ways so they were never picked out.
One recruiter went the other way—a few of the right type and busloads of rejects.
~~
In Leeds, Carol was recruiting, but not for Ragnorak, and she wasn’t sneaky. Technically, her collection of women were would-be fighters in training, and would rejoin their enclaves. A growing number if those liberated from abuse, or who were loners or just didn’t fit in, stayed in Haven.
Today she was concentrating on what was now her day job—negotiator for the Leeds Alliance, enclaves with over a thousand trained fighters between them. Full circle today; she was riding through Leeds on a motorbike, heading for a meeting with the Sultans, again.
At least this time it was daylight, she had her own bike, and she could actually use her machete. She would never be a good fighter, but Carol had to learn if she was in charge of the training. Taking a swing at someone who threatened her wasn’t a problem—the bloody Arena had seen to that.
A glance at the bikes ahead and Carol smirked. The two ahead, and three behind, were there to make sure she didn’t have to fight. Two were from the women fighters who stayed in Eden—her gang even if they didn’t have an official name. The others were her official bodyguard, three tough, experienced fighters, all volunteers.
Forty other fighters from the Leeds Alliance came with them, but they’d stop at the border. They were there to remind the Sheiks to be polite. Carol didn’t think they’d give her any trouble this time, because they’d asked her to visit. She slowed for the border, encouraged by the response. The fighters waved her through, pointing at those following and holding a hand up to stop them.
Only six of the Sheiks fighters followed, identical numbers with no attempt to intimidate, and now Carol was really curious. The Sheiks had refused an alliance, though they’d stopped raiding. They even announced that most of the sex was consensual, but that might still include coercion, and the ‘most’ part was worrying.
Since they wouldn’t let anyone check, the Stripes fangirls were still practicing cutting throats in the dark. So far, any alleged practical experience might just be rumours, wishful thinking—or proof of how sneaky they were.
As she pulled up outside the same building as before, Carol braced for trouble. The balance of power around here had shifted, but this was the first time it would matter. “You can take one in with you.”
“All five, unless five of the Sheiks leave the meeting.” Everyone nearby tensed, and hands drifted towards weapons. “That’s how it works when the gangs are the same size.” Reassured by her backup, Carol locked eyes with the man guarding the door. “Since we’re the bigger gang, I should really have more at the meeting, but I’m willing to be sociable.”
A guy the other side of the open door was talking rapidly into a radio, but Carol didn’t bother trying to listen in. He scowled, then pushed past the guard. “Don’t try that, Carol. Your gang isn’t that big, only about a hundred women.”
~~
She almost smiled. If they were calling her Carol, instead of bitch or something similar, the Sheiks were still playing nice. “A hundred and seventeen, could be more by the time I get back.” Moving slowly, because everyone was still on edge, Carol gestured backwards. “But this time I’m representing the Alliance. So unless you’ve collected six or seven hundred new recruits?”
A slow look around was informative—the gang members weren’t happy with that statement. “Though if they want to push it, no problem, I’ll leave.” She locked eyes with the radio man. “Ask them.”
Nine long, frantic days of being the Alliance’s go-to negotiator had hardened Carol, so she held his eye and waited. The radio buzzed, and the mouthpiece raised it to his ear. “Okay.” He lowered it, then stepped back and to the side, still locking eyes. “Since the Sheiks want to see you, they’ll make an exception this time.”
“It’s all right, I know the way.” She didn’t look aside until one of her bodyguards broke the line of sight. The atmosphere as Carol went along the corridor, and up the stairs, was electric, but it didn’t seem belligerent. Expectant, maybe, but she didn’t have time to think about it.
The two guards on the door only had machetes, but no doubt there were firearms nearby. They pushed opened the double doors and stepped back, so Carol kept going, and there were only five Sheiks sat on the throne-like chairs. She was four steps into the room, so her rearguard was through the door, when movement to the side caught her eye.
~~
As Carol realised there were bodyguards in the room, Styx said, “Damn,” and her crossbow clattered on the floor. The bodyguards and Sheiks smiled as she bent to pick it up, but none of them saw her pull the bow on her belt. Instead of picking up her weapon, she caught what dropped from her knee-length armoured skirt, and took two quick steps forward.
That brought her past Carol, so the double-barrelled sawn-off had a clear shot at the Sheiks. The double-click as the hammers came back was loud in the sudden silence. “No.” It was a clear instruction, not a shout, and everyone understood—the hands on weapons froze. Her eyes locked on the Sheiks, and Styx’s head jerked sideways towards the bodyguards. The five men had started to bring up weapons, but had stopped. “Tell them to leave or I’ll shoot.”
“That’s suicide!” The Sheik on the far end might be right, and it could apply to all of them. Carol’s other bodyguards had crossbows half-raised, the Sheiks had hands on weapons, and the five extras were poised.
“For you.” There wasn’t a hint of nerves in Styx’s voice. “The agreement was to meet you, not the extras. If I pull this trigger, even if they get us, you’ll all be dead or looking for a doctor.” A hint of humour leaked into her voice. “Tell them why I’ll do it, ma’am.”
The formality steadied Carol. “Styx is one of mine. That’s Styx, river of death, not sticks, a failed bonfire. She’ll do it because she usually has stripes down her cheeks. Styx doesn’t care if she dies, as long as she takes one asshole with her. Five is a win.”
There were several twitches when Carol mentioned stripes, luckily not big enough for Styx to start the bloodbath. The middle Sheik, Saladin, raised both hands very slowly, and glared at the one who’d mentioned suicide. “Happy now, Abi? Since this was your bloody brilliant idea, what now?”
~~
Styx took two steps sideways to get a better angle on Abi. He visibly paled and put both hands on his head, but the room was till a twitch away from violence. A calm voice broke in. “I didn’t know Saladin was a Sheik. Someone said one of you is Suleiman, and he was a sultan, so what’s with the Sheik thing?”
Carol bit back the smile, because she knew Roman didn’t care about the names. The ex-Special would just as soon shoot them all, but preferred an edge, not a suicide mission. As puzzled eyes moved to the speaker, Saladin took his chance. “I’ll explain, but can we ease off first? If Death River there will take the pressure off the triggers, those five guys will leave, right?”
“After they leave.” There was no compromise in the voice, and Saladin realised it.
He moved a hand, slowly, to point. “Okay, but if you have to shoot, make sure you kill Abi, all right? My ghost would rest easier. You five, go, now!”
~~
Roman moved as the last guard left, kicking the doors shut, then picking up the bar on the floor to make sure they stayed shut. “Okay, Styx, all sorted.”
“Carol?”
It had been a gamble, bringing one of the Stripes fangirls, but Carol figured she needed someone who, if it all went sideways, wouldn’t hesitate. She’d been thinking of someone opening fire, so that had nearly been a mistake. Even so, she knew what some of these women had been through, so her voice was gentle. “It’s over now Styx, and thanks. Don’t worry, you’ll get another chance.”
Five pairs of eyes locked on the shotgun as Styx lifted the barrels, and eased off the hammers, then five men sighed. Abi opened his mouth, but the guy next to him got in first. “Shut it, or I’ll give her a bloody knife and hold you down. Bloody military genius?” He spat toward Abi’s feet.
“Calm down, Tariq.” Saladin turned to Carol, and managed a strained smile. “Sorry.” His eyes moved to Roman. “We liked the idea of being Sheiks, but then we had to pick names.” He hooked a thumb at a man who was dressed in a robe. “He picked Suleiman because he’s Turkish, then Tariq put up one of those lists on the internet. We’d never heard of the sheiks on it, but we didn’t want the usual Caesar and Napoleon. We used another list, famous guys from the Middle East.”
“Good to know.” Roman looked around, and then at the single plain seat facing the thrones. “Which of you is sitting on that? Or do I have to kill one to get Carol a decent chair? Styx could do it, to help her calm down?”
“That’s…” Suleiman looked at Carol’s bodyguard, and thought for a moment. “That chair is a mistake, because we listened to stupid instead of thinking. Circumstances have changed, and this meeting is because we should change with them. We can start with the seating.” He stood up, and with a flamboyant bow, offered Carol his padded chair. “I’ll call for some more?” When he lifted a small radio, Roman nodded.
~~
Five minutes later there were six more comfortable chairs, and tables with drinks and snacks. That was a big improvement, but the Sheiks hadn’t relaxed, so neither had Carol or her people. Once everyone was settled, and had a drink in their hand, there was a brief pause.
Carol didn’t want anyone triggering another standoff, so she spoke first. “You asked to see us, so why not just tell me why? Nice and simple, please.”
Looks were exchanged, then Saladin got the vote. “First off, you might have noticed we’ve lost two Sheiks. They got a better offer and left, with just over a hundred men. Have you had anyone recruiting?”
Carol shook her head, but Roman spoke up. “We did, the ex-Specials. A Special I knew told me he’d been recruited into a new force, official but proper fighters, run like a gang. He had bruises from the testing.” He turned enough to look at Carol. “I told him the Alliance wouldn’t have anyone he wanted, and if he kept asking, he’d probably die.”
He turned back to face Saladin. “Is that what you mean?”
A short dip of the head admitted it. “The guys who came after us were smart. They only spoke to people they knew, and only tried to recruit suitable fighters.” Saladin quickly explained the recruiter’s definition of suitable. “Then a couple of our guys thought we should all go, the whole gang, and brought one of the recruiters to Suleiman. Cheeky shite didn’t want us all.”
~~
A casual gesture passed the ball to Suleiman. “I figured they’d already persuaded some, so I called everyone together, all except the newbies. It took a while, and came close to a fight, but we aren’t the same gang these days and it made a difference. Maybe it was the trading, or seeing your Alliance grow, and some was your collection, Styx’s buddies.”
He concentrated on Carol. “You were right, Carol, the first time you came to see us. Times were a’changing, and we had to change or die. The guy didn’t want any abusers, and when we added up, the first surprise was how few we had left. He didn’t want nutters either, but both groups only came to well under a hundred. He’d have taken the rest, but that was the biggest change. Most of us preferred the Leeds Alliance.”
The Sheik stopped, and from the way they looked at Carol, the Sheiks were waiting for a response. She wasn’t sure what the question had been, so she asked her own. “I thought he didn’t want abusers and nutters, so who left?”
All the Sheiks obviously thought that was funny, and Tamerlane, according to Carol’s briefing, was almost laughing. “Mostly the ones he didn’t want. Once we decided we preferred staying here, it was time to clean up our act and join up properly. We gave the guys who still abused women the choice of leaving with the recruiter, or we’d turn them loose. None of them liked the idea of trying to dodge Death River’s friends. Quite a few of the nutters went as well, bored because we’ve stopped raiding. Some of the others, mostly useless twats who were fed up of being given shit jobs, liked the idea of an official government gang. Then, since we’d decided to join up—”
He was cut off mid-sentence. “Hang on, we’d better get her in here.” Saladin spoke into a radio, then carried on talking to Carol. “Genius there persuaded us we had to be in control before we confessed. You may as well piss off, Abi, leave a spare seat.” Roman opened the door when someone knocked, then barred it after the newcomer entered, and a quietly fuming Abi had left.
Carol’s party were struck dumb—the Sheiks didn’t give women weapons. This woman was well-armed, with a plated vest and pants, though the hand on her machete hilt was white-knuckled. She looked at the vacant seat, but Styx got up and pulled it around, then sat on it. She pointed to her own, near Carol. “You might feel more comfortable there, luv.”
As she sat, still without a word, Saladin cleared his throat and continued. “The thing is, if we asked about joining up, your lot would want to look at our women, then have trials. Mahnaz and her friends are the answer.” He looked at the woman and shrugged. “Tell them, please. You’ll make a better job of it than I will.”
~~
She frowned for a moment, then the woman, Mahnaz, did just that, explained. To be accepted, the Sheiks had to stop all the abuse, get rid of anyone who didn’t agree, and make their peace with their women. The women were given various options, and chose this. All those who still abused women left with the recruiter.
The abused women, thirty-two of them, were offered the pick of their weapons and armour, and any other woman who wanted to fight could have the rest. In return, the abused women agreed that, providing all the current guilty parties left, they would call it quits. Anyone who had already changed their ways, started treating women right, got a new start, a clean sheet.
She must have seen the rejection in Styx’s face, because Mahnaz addressed her directly. “This way we, Leeds, get over three hundred fighters, fully armed and nearly all veterans. If they’d left, they might be with that Ragnorak if he attacks us.” Her hand strayed to her pistol. “Once we’re trained, we reckon we’ll find plenty who need chopping, maybe the hundred that left?”
She looked around all the faces, coming back to Styx. “It has to stop sometime. Eventually we have to learn to live together again, so I’m starting now. Not here though, we’re coming home with you.”
~~
That started everyone talking, with the remaining four Sheiks admitting that trying to make the ones who left change their ways would have meant a war. The pressure, as five of seven Sheiks pushed for reform, meant the abusers stopped casual rape and collecting new women. That left the last thirty-two. Styx was angry about abusers escaping, but felt better when Mahnaz gave her the details.
Ragnorak didn’t want abusers, but by then the Sheiks had identified four recruiters. If they wanted to leave alive, they took anyone who wanted to go with them. After that, one of the recruiters wanted to talk privately to Saladin. He’d take anyone who wanted to go, but wanted them unarmed. Ragnorak wouldn’t accept the abusers or nutters, or the useless twats. The same recruiter persuaded the ‘recruits’ to leave their armour and weapons, since they’d be getting Army machine guns and uniforms.
By the time she rode home, Carol had forty-three new recruits, and there could be more. When the Sheiks had offered women weapons, the ones who accepted knew just where to go for training. Several of the gang members had talked about the woman who survived the Arena, and was now training Stripes wannabes, so they volunteered to join Eden.
Saladin’s parting shot was that if she kept it up, Carol wouldn’t need the Alliance to get equal treatment at the next meeting. There would be a next meeting, several of them. Carol was the official Alliance negotiator, and the Sheiks wanted to negotiate terms, to maintain as much independence as possible.
~~
The smiles would have been bigger if they’d known the final payoff. Ragnorak offered Brewster a hundred and seven suicide attackers, and the buses offloaded them straight into a training camp. They weren’t the first, but the rest had been ones and twos.
As he waved the last recruits for the day off to get fed and find a bed, Ragnorak hoped he’d got enough. When Brewster called just after midday, his instructions had been short and forceful. The previous four-day delay was rescinded—the Raggy army was to move in around Birmingham as fast as possible. Somebody way up higher than either of them was crapping themselves, the sort of person it was best to keep sweet.
Ragnorak wasn’t happy either, once he was told why. The Birmingham residents hadn’t just captured the city centre, they’d taken the armoury—intact. When he was told they’d got MANPADS and MANPATS, Ragnorak told Brewster point-blank—he hadn’t the men or the heavy weapons to stop an army like that.
The answer was sobering—Brewster had already told his boss the same. The assholes didn’t care, they wanted a ring of guards so they got a warning if Soldier Boy felt ambitious.
Ragnorak wasn’t keen on acting as a sacrificial goat, and thought fast. He’d pointed out his officers were spread all over, recruiting, so if he moved the fighters, it would be a shambles. If they were charging around all over the place, and Soldier Boy thought it was a threat, Raggy might lose the whole battalion. He’d take over tomorrow, but wanted a couple of those armoured troop carriers, so at least he looked like a proper military force. Ragnorak was surprised when Brewster agreed.
It wasn’t the officers Ragnorak needed, or the armour, it was a plan. He had to set up a meeting with Soldier Boy as soon as possible, and agree some sort of truce. That might not be easy. The promised reduction in Soldier Boy’s army hadn’t worked out, he was stronger than ever.
Then Brewster told him the sniper mission had failed, but Soldier Boy wasn’t annoyed. Ragnorak hoped not. He’d met the Soldier bastard when he was pissed off, and didn’t want a repeat. He thought he knew how to reduce any friction, but it relied on the guy being more gang leader than soldier.
~~~
27th 11 a.m.: Diamond Day:
The Soldier bastard was wishing he could read minds. Harold had expected Mercedes to wake up from her faint fairly quickly, but the doctors wanted her asleep. They assured Harold the drugs they’d given her were gentler than Kurgan’s knockout jab, so Mercedes should wake up naturally. At first, they were wondering how to stop her muttering and thrashing about, but Kurgan confessed, so they’d just made sure she rested.
In the interim, it gave the doctors time to give her a medical exam, including a scan, and work out what the cocktail of drugs had been doing to her. Their first assessment was that they were meant to keep her subdued and confused. With Kurgan’s co-operation it was easy to work out why—to make sure she never had time to think clearly, to question whatever reality they’d given her.
Apart from being underweight, but not too badly, and probably heavily addicted, there was nothing wrong, physically. These weren’t the right doctors to treat her mind. There had been some suggestions, but a lot depended on Mercedes’ reaction when she woke up.
Harold was sure Mercedes had nightmares, as she thrashed about sometimes, wept, muttered, or spoke occasional words. Monster was her target, which Kurgan said meant a man with a Union Jack helmet but no face. Heavy metal made no sense, but he could clear up her confusion about Old Joe.
~~
Mercedes had nightmares, including the monster, but there were some strange things mixed with them. Sometimes she knew the man was ’Arold, but other times didn’t know his name. The black woman was there, sometimes with a baby instead of a white rabbit, and that made her cry. The baby girl was dead, because she couldn’t save her. More faces came and went, but Mercedes, or occasionally the White Lady, wasn’t sure if she’d just met them or it was a long time ago.
When she woke up, she was laid on something soft, a bed, in the wrong clothes. Mercedes cracked her eyelids, very carefully. The walls were white, or nearly, as the cleaning hadn’t got some stains out of the paint. The antiseptic smell meant the stains wouldn’t be dirt, as she was in a hospital.
A careful flex of her arms and legs, then a moan and moving a little, discovered that there were no straps. That was reassuring, and strange, as the White Lady was usually strapped down when she had treatment. The hand that held hers, and squeezed gently when she moved, was a whole different thing!
So was the mark on the wall opposite, and she opened one eye just a little more. A Valentine heart hung on the wall, and she knew the writing said, “Be My Valentine.” A sigh, to the side and above her, nearly spoiled it all, as she almost opened her eyes and looked. The man’s voice did make her jerk a little, but it wasn’t noticed.
“We’ve talked to Kurgan, so we know some of it, but he doesn’t know everything. You must have been badly wounded at the Arena, and with all the blood, the soldiers thought you were dead. I am so sorry I left you there. I thought you were in another lorry, and then you weren’t. I wanted to come back, but they all said you were dead, that you’d never surrender. And Daisy would have followed me, and then the others, and they would have all died.”
He sighed again, and his hand squeezed hers, gently. “We’ve no idea what they told you, but now you’re home, safe.” Mercedes thought about that and yes, that voice made her feel safe. “Don’t try to remember it all at once. There’s all the time you need, because they can’t get you back. Even if you never remember properly, you’ll still be my diamond, shining bright.”
~~
She gasped, because diamond meant something, something wonderful and something sad, and tears came to her eyes. Mercedes, she realised she was thinking of herself as Mercedes, raised a hand to scrub at them, and then something soft dabbed her face. “Here you are, a proper cloth for mopping up tears, and polishing diamonds.”
Mercedes looked up, and it was the man, the man she called… She tried to remember, because it was important, as important as diamonds. It was Harold, no, ’Arold. She said it, cautiously, and he smiled. But how could he smile? Didn’t he know? “The children. They’re all dead. I didn’t save them.”
Now the smile had gone, but he wasn’t angry, or sad. “What children? Wills, Daisy, Little Ed, and Tammy? They’re all fine, I promise.”
Some of those names were right, they were the dead children in the lorry. She’d seen them, or had she? How many did she see? She’d been sure she’d seen them all, sliding down into the pit. “No, I saw them, all dead.”
“It’s okay, I believe you, you saw children in the lorry.” Though he still wasn’t angry. He said something into the radio, about children and the Arena. Was that where they died? “Hush, close your eyes and relax for a minute. Do you want a drink, or anything?”
“No, no thanks.” There was something else, something to do with diamonds, and Mercedes remembered. “Not a diamond.” Her hand lifted towards her head, towards her scar, and she turned so he could see. “Broken. Spoiled.”
He laughed! Tears stung her eyes as she looked up at him, crushed, but then his hand was stroking the scar. “Remember what I told you about diamonds? No matter what happens to them, all they need is a quick polish. Dirt, scratches, even if someone chips a bit off, you’ll always be my diamond, and you’ll always shine.”
He was crying for some reason, but she didn’t know why. Her head was a mess again, losing track. Someone had once told her about diamonds shining, but when, and then the door opened. Mercedes stared at the three children, dead children. No, not dead, they looked worried. Were they in danger? “The Monster!” She tried to get out of the bed, to stop the monster, to save the children, but it all faded away.
~~
This time Harold was near enough to catch her. As Tessa helped him lower Mercedes back onto her pillow, a nurse bustled in and cleared them all out. Tessa held a worried Eddie’s hand. “I guess that didn’t go according to plan?”
Glancing back at the closed door, Harold had to agree. “She thinks they all died back at the Arena, so I figured if she saw them?”
Emmy had picked Tammy up, assuring her Aunty Mercedes would be all right, she was just a bit poorly. “What else did she say?” Harold ran through it, and Emmy slapped him gently on the head. “Stop rushing her. Back off and let her get her head sorted out without new stuff.”
“No, some things need sorting.” Tessa pointed at Little Ed. “Next time, we get all the kids together. Then we tell her they’re coming, but the monster is dead, or scared away. Mercedes can’t recover until she knows she didn’t kill any kids, or let them get killed.” She looked around. “What did Kurgan say?”
“Not enough.” Harold sighed, because it had been going kinda okay, and now he’d screwed up. “Mercedes is in there, but mixed up with a load of crap. Kurgan just said the scenarios always include the target killing kids and grabbing young women.” He suddenly smiled. “There’s enough Mercedes to remember my name, and that she is my diamond. Don’t say anything about her ear because it bothers her.”
Tessa looked at the closed door. “Let that be enough for now, no more new stuff. Just sit there and let her talk, okay? We might get some idea of what the hell is going on in her head.”
~~
He tried to say as little as possible, but Harold had to clear up the Old Joe thing. Once he told her, Mercedes remembered seeing the broken tower, but not the full name. He wasn’t in there all the time, as others took a turn, and occasionally asked questions. By the time the hospital threw Harold out for the night, there was a recovery plan. It started with getting Mercedes out of the hospital, since she didn’t like being there.
Despite Harold’s preferences, she wouldn’t be going back to his burrow. Too much, too fast. At the moment, the best suggestion was from Tessa. The bedroom and shower room attached to the gun workshop was self-contained, and secure. Mercedes had agreed she wasn’t safe to walk about on her own, that her head was a mess, so she needed a keeper. She couldn’t remember much from before the Arena, but flashes meant it might still be there, hidden.
The keeper wouldn’t be with her, because Mercedes wanted privacy to think, to make sense of her thoughts. The best suggestion was for someone to always be in the workshop, all night in shifts, so she never had to be locked in. Then if Mercedes wanted to go out, whoever was there would escort her. Harold had to accept that it wouldn’t always be him, that Mercedes had to meet others to help her remember.
Tessa had someone finding a big box, to lock away any working weapons as Mercedes passed through. It wouldn’t be obvious, as there’d be part-weapons and ammo laid about as usual. Harold had used the bed, but now the Girl Club were busy cleaning the place, and putting in a chair, a new bed and bedding, a TV, a radio, an MP4 player, everything for making a drink, clothes, soaps, the full trip.
Depending on how Mercedes felt, sometime tomorrow she would see the children, but might not meet them. She accepted they could be alive, but that still clashed with a firm belief that they died. Sometimes she still thought she’d seen the bodies, but was willing to accept Patty’s suggestion. Mercedes knew she had been drugged again and again, the happy fog, so if she’d been told they were dead, maybe a lot of times, her brain might have filled in the rest.
Actually meeting the children would be a big step, but if seeing them wasn’t too bad, Mercedes wanted to try it. Getting rid of the driving need to kill the monster might be harder. Mercedes accepted that it might be a lie, but she still needed to see him dead. She always saw the monster dead, and then the dream faded.
There were a lot of people wondering how to fix that, and some weren’t against sticking Harold’s hat on a kidnapped Special—then giving her the rifle and a clear shot.






Chapter 21

28th 8 a.m.: A Different Payback:
One person hadn’t watched the lieutenant colonel’s confession, or any of the propaganda campaign. He’d deliberately avoided the news, just so he didn’t have to hear that name, Soldier Boy. Captain Symonns hadn’t even heard about the confession, not until he came into work the following morning.
The whole unit had been talking about the lieutenant colonel, and Soldier Boy, and just the name was enough to make him feel sick. This morning it wasn’t just the man himself that provoked the reaction. The mocking voice on the radio had crushed his dream, Miller’s head with a bloody great bullet hole through it. The consequences hadn’t registered, not until he’d had to report the failure.
All through yesterday Symonns had been on edge, expecting a phone call about that message, and hoping it never came. He’d been waiting long enough to hope, and now he was frightened of having that hope crushed. Symonns’ report to mission control hadn’t mentioned Killer Queen, because he simply hadn’t believed it.
That woman was just deliberately trying to stir up trouble. The White Lady couldn’t be Killer Queen, or the shrinks would have known, would have said. They’d have used her as a hostage, or for a big show trial, not an anonymous bloody sniper. Even so, the idea worked away at him, until he did what he swore he never would.
Captain Symonns knew about the pictures of Soldier Boy and his gang, and that surveillance film, but he’d never looked at them. He knew exactly what ex-Corporal Miller GCE looked like, and considered it a travesty that the arrogant bastard hadn’t been shot and dumped in an unmarked grave. That fiasco in Calais had killed a promising career, and left him in a unit made up of ex-jailbirds and problem soldiers, their units’ bad apples.
His relatives, and their contacts, meant he was finally absolved, and even promoted. Then he was dumped here, commanding a secret unit of drugged-up zombie killers, murdering anyone the current government found inconvenient. Gang leaders, serving officers, politicians, or women and children, he’d arranged to kill them all, without any idea why most of them had to die.
Then the fates had relented, and he’d been given a chance to get his revenge, to personally send the sniper that killed Miller. How hard could it be to keep the bloody woman from seeing a landmark? Too hard for Sergeant Kurgan, apparently, but instead of blaming the team leader, he knew who would be held responsible.
~~
Captain Symonns looked at the two faces on the computer screen, again. He couldn’t understand why someone hadn’t realised, though he’d missed it at first. Her face looked thinner, and paler, probably the drugs and being kept indoors. The lack of hair changed the shape of her face, as did the missing ear, and the white hair tended to catch the eye.
It had been a close-up of the surveillance film, where Killer Queen looked tired and was keeping her face blank, repressing any emotion, that showed they were the same person. The White Lady’s face hadn’t shown any emotion, not unless she’d been roused for practice or a mission. The drugs and VR set produced all sorts of emotions, they were meant to, they were what inspired and then fixated her.
With an effort, Symonns looked away from the screen, and came back to his present predicament. After yesterday, he began to hope he’d got away with it. Now his liaison was on the phone, something that had only happened six times. Four times had been to give him shit because a hit was too late, or included too much collateral. The other two were to insist he pushed the Soldier Boy hit, and to point out that failure wasn’t an option, not if Captain Symonns and his team wanted to live.
He seriously considered refusing the call, passing it to a lieutenant, but daren’t. Captain Symonns didn’t even know if the man was in the Army, but it didn’t matter. When he was given this posting, it had been made clear that the newly minted captain was to do whatever he was told, and then eventually he might be brought back into a regular unit.
~~
The corporal on the phone spoke again, for the fourth time, and now he was getting impatient. “Shall I put him through, sir?”
There was only one possible answer. “Yes.”
“Symonns?”
No rank—any faint hopes the captain still nurtured withered away. A last little bit of defiance decided that if he wasn’t getting any respect, he wouldn’t show any. “What?”
The liaison spoke calmly, but even if he’d screamed the words, they couldn’t have hit harder. “It seems that you were less than truthful during your last report. That might not have mattered quite as much if someone hadn’t told the Army. They are falling around clutching their sides at your abysmal incompetence.”
There was a long silence, presumably for a reply, but what could Symonns say? The liaison’s voice had picked up a little volume at the end, so he wasn’t as calm as he sounded. Symonns wasn’t surprised—if one of his lieutenants had made him the laughing stock of a single unit, let alone the entire Army, he’d have gone ballistic. “You told me it was urgent.”
The sigh wasn’t genuine—it was the equivalent of cocking a shotgun. “That might have meant something if the mission had succeeded, even if we lost the sniper and team. Just as it wouldn’t have mattered who the White Lady was, if the instructions in her file had been followed!” Symonns winced because the gloves were off—the last part had been at full volume.
~~
Urgency wasn’t an excuse, and Symonns daren’t tell the truth, that he wasn’t turning down a chance to kill Miller. Once again, if the mission had succeeded? But it hadn’t. The liaison’s voice reverted to the original calm, but with a definite edge in it. “Though since you have brought yourself into the spotlight, the upper brass have a small job for you.”
Symonns clamped down on the urge to ask. It wasn’t going to be good, but how bad would it be? Maybe being noticed would be a chance to shine, even if the job was shitty? He knew the chances were remote, but couldn’t crush that spark of hope. “It isn’t a job for a captain, so you will receive a succession of promotions, most of them retrospective, which will bring you up to brigadier. Congratulations.”
His heart leapt, and Symonns felt quite lightheaded. Brigadier? Once it was confirmed, they couldn’t take it back. They’d never be able to stick a brigadier in a grubby little hole with a shitty job. He could hear the liaison still talking, and mention of death camps caught his attention.
“Starting when you left Calais, you worked your way up the ranks, a reward for your management of the death camps. Last year your work setting up the Specials’ R&R in Southampton, including recruiting all those women, led to a promotion to brigadier. After that fiasco on the BBC, we need someone undeniably part of the system as a culprit, someone with no alibi. Someone with a suitable rank, like a brigadier. I think the colloquial term is a patsy.”
“What women? Southampton?”
The dry chuckle was a surprise. “You didn’t watch Lieutenant Colonel Austen’s confession on the BBC News at Ten? You must be the only person in the entire country. I will arrange for you to see a recording, to give you some idea what you have allegedly been doing. Don’t worry if you don’t get it all. You don’t need to understand, as long as you plead guilty to a range of charges, followed by a firing squad. I suggest you update your will.”
“What? No!” Whatever the charges, a public trial meant it wasn’t about the snipers, and Symonns wasn’t letting them set him up for anything else. “You can’t do this. Do you know who my uncle is? I know people.”
~~
Mission control laughed again, with more humour. “Who all owe favours for various things, including keeping your name out of the Calais shambles. Now your confessions will clear all debts, and maybe give them some credit. It will definitely back off the Army when they find out the culprit is a serving officer. That’s how the system works, Symonns, payback.”
“No, I won’t do it. You can’t make me!”
“True.” All the humour disappeared, though Symonns got the impression the man was still enjoying himself. “In which case we are down one sniper, so you will replace the White Lady. You aren’t very trustworthy, so we will have to make sure you don’t desert, or speak out of turn. Luckily, we know how to do that. From what I understand, it works best if the subject is traumatised, something that drives them almost insane. Then twist and rewrite a few memories, wipe out a few more, and with the right drugs you’ll be totally focussed on whoever we aim you at. Only for a few months before you break, but we may as well get some use out of you. If it doesn’t work, if the trauma is too great, we have a use for zombie snipers, or a suicide bomber.”
The pause was presumably for Symonns to reply, but he couldn’t—he was struck dumb with sheer horror. He knew the sort of bloody awful stuff that had happened to the snipers, and how it was made worse, and twisted. Mission control’s next words laid out the alternatives very clearly. “Some people would prefer a firing squad. Bang, no abuse, no pain. You can decide on the way here.”
The phone rang off, and Symonns looked around, desperate. He could run, hide out in the countryside and scavenge for food in the villages. He’d barely stood up when someone knocked on his door, then opened it. The military policeman held a taser. “Please sit down again, sir.”
~~~
28th
8 a.m.: A Kind of Magic:
By the time Mercedes finished her breakfast in hospital, the Girl Club had finished setting up her new home. Harold had done as he was told, encouraged her to talk, and her other guests steered some conversations to clarify details. A rotating team had gone through what Kurgan and Mercedes said, again and again, until they had some idea of the world as Mercedes saw it.
Harold didn’t get a vote—as he freely admitted he couldn’t be neutral. He wanted Mercedes home and back to her old self, but he knew he had to wait, and might never get that. Even so, he was given a script and sent in to see her.
He was always going to smile when he saw her, so there was no point in pretending. “Good morning, Mercedes. You look better.”
Harold held the smile as she looked suspicious for a moment, but then she smiled as well. “Good morning, ’Arold. Are you going to sit with me all day again?”
At least that was a straight lead into the reason for the visit. “Maybe not. You said you didn’t like the hospital, so we’ve fixed up somewhere else. You’ve seen it before, but not often, and it’s been redecorated. Do you remember the gun workshop in Orchard Close?”
Her forehead crinkled. “Maybe? I remember you used to repair guns. I remember Orchard Close, or maybe it was on the VR. It’s hard to be sure.” She paused, but Harold let her think. “If I go there, I might be able to tell. Will this be like my room, locked unless someone comes to collect me?”
“No.” He wanted to skip the next bit, but Harold was under strict instructions—total truth. “The door won’t be locked, and you can leave, but someone will go with you. We don’t want you getting lost, and if you are upset by something, they can help.”
“A camera or a peephole, or will they sit with me?” The look up towards the camera wasn’t unexpected. Mercedes had mentioned that she didn’t like the cameras always looking at her, but accepted that it made sense in a hospital.
~~
There had been an argument for some sort of check, in case Mercedes hurt herself, but she’d shown no signs of being suicidal. Kurgan confirmed that she never had, and her own comments were the deciding factor. “Nothing, and the door will be unlocked. One room is a sort of bedsit, a bed, seat, TV, kettle, that sort of thing, and there’s a shower room. Someone will bring meals, or you can go and collect them, or eat in the Girl Club or canteen.”
“I remember the Girl Club, who they are. All the women who met a monster.” Her face hardened, and she looked around. “Where’s my rifle?”
“We’ve got it. Tessa is making sure it’s in full working order.” It would be in the workshop, partly dismantled, with a piece or two missing so Mercedes couldn’t fire it.
Her face cleared, and Mercedes nodded. “I’ll need it for the monster. Maybe not this one, but I know there are monsters, and I have to kill them.”
There’d been some discussion over the next bit, but there really were monsters out there. “We kill the ones we find in Birmingham, but there will be more. Before that you have to get your head straight. You can walk around or sit in your room, whichever you prefer, or stay in hospital.”
“Not hospital!” Mercedes tensed as if she was about to make a break for it, then slowly relaxed. “When can I leave?”
“Now if you like. Emmy will bring clothes, the woman with the half-shaved head.” Harold glanced around. “Is there anything you want to take?”
“Emmy with a rabbit. Or a little girl. I know her.” Mercedes looked around, and her eyes fastened on the heart. “The Valentine, please, but I think it’s yours, not mine.”
“But you gave it to me, so you can take it if you wish.” He wanted to kick himself, because Harold was sure he shouldn’t have said the first part.
He waited with bated breath, but Mercedes nodded—and then she smiled, a big happy one. “Safe place. If I hang it on the wall, I’m safe.”
“Always.” Harold got out before he messed up. “I’ll send Emmy in.”
~~
Mercedes watched the door close, but was careful not to change her expression. She was sure ’Arold wouldn’t hurt her, but someone was watching through that camera. If they realised how happy she was about getting out, they had a hold on her. She mustn’t let anyone do that again, twist her mind to get what they wanted. Kurgan had messed up her drugs, but he wasn’t the first.
Now her mind was clearer, she knew that Kurgan, and the officer, had been doing it for a long time. She had to test everything before she believed, to make sure it was true. Though if she had the Valentine heart, she would be safe. It was meant to hang in the burrow, but why a rabbit would need it, she wasn’t sure. Maybe she’d had a white rabbit?
A place with nobody watching was a good start, so she could relax. Then if she was allowed out, she could test her memories, see which ones were true. Emmy was a true memory, and a friend, she thought, but she had to be sure. The door opened and Emmy came in.
“Here you are. These are yours, a selection.” She put them on the chair, then winked, and pulled a piece of card and a roll of tape from the heap. “But first we’ll fix this.” She was tall, so it didn’t take Emmy long to tape the card over the camera. “I’ll leave you to get dressed. Knock on the door when you’re ready.”
As the door closed again, Mercedes smiled. Emmy was definitely a friend. She looked through the clothes, and hesitated over a red skirt. Maybe it was too short, though these were her clothes and she remembered it, maybe. For now, she put on jeans and a blouse, and a leather jacket she remembered wearing for a fight of some sort.
The underwear was all pretty, and that felt right. Once she was on her own, she’d try all the clothes, to see what she remembered. She would need a mirror. Mercedes flinched, and her hand went to her scar. Maybe not a mirror, though ’Arold said the scar didn’t matter if she was a diamond. She’d ask for a mirror, then decide if she wanted to use it.
Looping the ribbon on the heart around her neck, Mercedes picked up the clothes—except for the hospital gown. She took a deep breath, and knocked on the door.
~~
By the time the door to her new home closed, leaving her alone, Mercedes was sure she was home. Too many things she saw on the way here, too many people, and even the clothes, all echoed somewhere in her mind. She still couldn’t fit them together, but nobody was pushing her to do so.
Her rifle was next door, so if a monster came, she could kill it. She smiled to herself—if the monster survived long enough. She had seen a picture of herself in an army. A wounded army, but now it was bigger, and ’Arold said they’d killed all the monsters in the city. She’d seen some of the Army, carrying Army automatics, and they all smiled and waved at ’Arold’s car. He said they’d wave to her once they knew she was home.
Keeping it a secret was to give her time, but she could meet as many people as she wished. Not yet. Today she’d spend most of the time alone, truly alone, and thinking. She’d met Tessa again, and Tessa had arranged for her to see the children tomorrow. Not meet them, not unless she wanted to. They would be playing, somewhere she could see them. Maybe ’Arold would be there. He wasn’t, not always, because he had work to do.
He’d gone off to do some work now, a sudden meeting, but he would be back later. Only if she wanted. Mercedes looked at the little radio. Channel seven and ask for Soldier Boy. She recognised that name as well, but preferred ’Arold.
If this was another fantasy, Mercedes hoped it kept going for a long time.
~~~
28th 11 p.m.: Ragnorak/Soldier Boy:
Harold’s happy mood, after he’d delivered Mercedes, was shattered almost immediately. Tessa was still showing her everything in the room when one of the perimeter guards brought a message. It was simple, but puzzling—the commander of the new perimeter guards wanted a meeting, halfway between their two forces. That would have been reasonable in a city, where they could meet in a ruin, but not out in a field. Harold would be sniper-bait.
He’d come too close to take any chances, so Harold called for wiser or sneakier heads. Several suggested taking protection that would stop a sniper bullet, but when she was asked to design it, Liz came up with a different solution—take a room with him. Harold sent a message putting off the meeting, while Liz and Wayland put together a fettling crew.
Nearly two hours later, Harold was stood behind a brick wall, watching the result. An articulated lorry was driving along a narrow lane, but the trailer was a long way from normal. It had very obviously been plated in layers of steel, enough so it would have bogged down off-road. The lorry stopped halfway between the old perimeter and the new one. Two men jacked up the trailer, placed stacks of blocks as extra support for the usual legs, and disengaged the front.
Opening the heavy doors at each end showed both participants the trailer was a tunnel, empty except for a table and two chairs, then they were closed again. The men climbed back into the tractor unit, and free of its burden, it drove across a field in a big curve and headed back.
Static murmured in Harold’s earpiece. “Drone is watching an empty APC; all the doors and hatches are open. One man walking towards it, a lieutenant colonel. He’s placing his weapons on the floor, and his helmet, closing the rear doors, and climbing aboard.” He chuckled quietly. “He just waved to the drone.”
Harold did the same, raised his hand to the tiny plastic spy he’d allowed inside the perimeter. It dipped, checking that the Humvee was empty, and Harold placed his weapons on the ground. After closing the boot, bonnet, and all the doors but the driver’s, he got in. The drone dipped again, and Static reported. “He’s started forward.”
~~
The next eight hundred yards were nerve-wracking, despite the drones, magnified eyesight, infrared, and even radar watching the opposite hedge line—and the air above it. A strip of the fields either side was cleared for grazing, with the saplings removed and any hay cut for winter, so the watchers had a clear view. Even so, Harold was sure he could have dug a hide that nobody would spot.
The man opposite must understand the problem, as he’d agreed to the switch of location, and the delay, without any hesitation. Whatever it was must be important. Harold stopped at the nearest end of the trailer, close in so his car door was hidden. There was a flap of steel at the end of the trailer so nobody could see underneath, and a ladder to the small door set into the large ones.
“He’s getting out.” Glancing at the drone watching him, Harold did the same, and climbed the short ladder to the wide, newly-welded platform. He held up a hand with three fingers raised, and dropped them one at a time. As he lowered his arm, he opened the door, and took his stick out of his belt. A moment later, the door at the opposite end opened.
They both stepped inside and closed the door, and Harold recognised the man opposite. “Ragnorak, or Lieutenant Colonel Raggy?”
The short laugh thought that was funny. “They tried to find me a new name, but it didn’t take. Soldier Boy, or General Soldier… No, that doesn’t really work.” Ragnorak gestured to the stick. “We agreed unarmed.”
Harold lifted it, and smiled. “So there isn’t a knife in your boot? Why does this remind me of meeting a gang leader, rather than negotiating with the military?”
~~
Ragnorak didn’t deny having a knife, just started walking towards the table. “Because I’ve no idea how the Army bullshit works. I figure if you and me agree something, that will be good enough. After all, you didn’t lie last time.” He took off his headset and pulled out the battery, and Harold followed suit.
Harold started walking as well, trying to keep his voice level. He wasn’t even slightly happy about how that worked out. “I thought the Specials were at least adequate soldiers, and would kill you. How come you survived?”
The pair hesitated, then both sat at the same time. The table was long enough to stop a surprise attack, and both relaxed just a little. “You didn’t lie about that, just missed it out. You told the truth about the rest, the weapons and lorries, and no walls around Southampton. The machine guns were there, but not enough sober Specials to use them.”
The gangster lieutenant colonel tapped his head. “You got me thinking, and by the time we got there, the taking hostages bit made sense. The other gang bosses didn’t agree, so I collected a few others and headed for Bournemouth, then traded unharmed hostages for a battalion.”
“I know.” Though Harold hadn’t really believed it until just now. “I met some mercenaries. They actually prefer you to Specials. Now you’re a Special, which will be confusing.” It was bloody crazy, giving Army weapons to a gang. Any gangs that had survived this long were hardened fighters, nothing like the petty thieves and muggers that still guarded the Marts.
Raggy nodded, slowly. “If you are in touch, tell them we aren’t Specials. We are contractors, more like the pre-Crash originals from what I was told.” A quick grin flashed. “After that officer said his bit on TV, I get the impression the Specials won’t be around much longer.”
~~
That had to be the point of this meeting. “So what is the difference between what you’ll be doing and Specials?”
Rocking his hand back and forth, Ragnorak sounded thoughtful. “Hard to put in words. Morals doesn’t cover it, because we’re still murdering assholes, but with some control. No rape, that sort of shit, because you were right. Before the Crash, a man or woman could walk down the street in most places, after dark in a lot of them. Then everything went crazy, and it was a bit like kids if the teacher pisses off, leaves the class on their own.”
That was stretching it a bit thin. “The kids don’t usually declare independence, then hang the teacher when they come back.”
Ragnorak nodded, but then tried to explain. Eventually Harold had to accept the classroom thing was partly right, even if he didn’t think that justified the result. All the people who enforced the laws had disappeared, and so had most organised criminals, leaving bodies and some guns.
The nastiest amateurs, and solitary killers and rapists, took their chance, and a lot of ordinary people joined in burning stuff and rioting. The smartest, or more ruthless, were set up before the majority had figured out what to do. Then it was almost a competition among the rest, about who could break more rules, or act most like gangs in films, especially when someone started the stupid names.
Then Harold had taken Evesham, and explained how many people and guns he had, and how many more were waiting at home. They weren’t quite solid citizens, and he’d even let Bruce join up, but they all obeyed a set of civilised rules. Ragnorak had thought about that on the road trip, and the part about taking hostages, and treating them right.
He’d realised the lunacy was over, or would be in the not-too-distant future. The mass of ordinary citizens were pushing back, and now they were winning. Unlike gangs, they joined together until they finally had the numbers, and couldn’t be stopped.
According to Ragnorak, many of the original gang leaders, the wildest ones, were dead, and only a minority of most gangs were committed rapists. The rest liked the idea of a pretty woman whenever they fancied one. They joined in the general pillaging after a victory, but preferred women that didn’t fight.
~~
The men and women who followed him to Bournemouth agreed there would be no abuse, or unnecessary killing. That meant cleaning house, getting rid of anyone who didn’t fit Ragnorak’s new rules, which had cost him some good fighters. He’d solved that by rescuing some from Birmingham, and explained how, and why he didn’t take them all. A picture on a phone showed that he’d even recruited women fighters.
Now Ragnorak had another problem. “By the end of today, my mob will be your new border guards.” He shrugged, obviously unhappy. “It was that or join the big attack on London. I reckon it’s fifty-fifty the Army squash the attack between them and the rebels. Either way, the Specials are leading it, so I don’t expect your old guards will be wanting their jobs back.”
He spread his arms. “I’m bloody certain I can’t keep you in, and don’t fancy a rerun of what you did to the last mob, so I want to negotiate rules. I know the Mart negotiators have agreed some, but we both know the Specials would have broken them.”
He couldn’t mean officially; in fact, Harold couldn’t understand what Raggy meant, so he waited. After a pause, Raggy tried to explain. No shooting at each other, for starters. There was a mile of open ground, but too many people had told him there were a lot of one-mile shooters in Birmingham—with the right rifles and ammo. His guards would patrol, but wouldn’t shoot unless they were attacked.
~~
That couldn’t be official policy, so Harold tried for clarification. “What happens if a guard sees someone carrying a rifle?”
“Nothing?” Raggy grinned and shrugged. “I don’t give a shit what you’ve got, as long as it isn’t shooting at us. The government know you’ve got all sorts of illegal crap, a lot worse than rifles. They haven’t turned up to repossess it, so why should I lose fighters doing their job? We don’t even care if you go walkabout, as long as it isn’t bloody obvious.”
Harold remembered his idea for sending lorries to Hope Valley. “So, I could send half a dozen big lorries off to scavenge, maybe round up some stray stock?”
Not yet because Raggy shook his head. “Not that obvious, because I’ve got to look as if I’m doing my job. Your mob know the ground, so pick half a dozen places where regular patrols might miss a couple of pickups sneaking out. The patrols there will stick to a strict schedule, so you’ll know when it’s clear. If any of mine fuck it up I’ll tie them to trees, target practice so I can see how good your shooters are. Though our first job is picking over the old barracks, so none of them will be keen on causing trouble.”
When the big blond leant forward, Harold braced himself for the catch. “In return, you make sure the likes of that naked bitch, or Stripes, don’t come hunting us. Some of my new recruits came from next to the Barbarians, and Bitch might recognise them.”
~~
It was impulse, and out before Harold could stop it. “Want some more? Job lot, and you might have to shoot two out of every three?” The man opposite frowned, so Harold answered the obvious question. “Back when I was really in the shit, I had to accept an alliance with people I’d rather shoot. The better members deserted, joined my people while I was touring the cities, and now several thousand people want to kill the rest. If they decide to ignore me, a lot of them are women with knives, so shooting the Geek Freeks would be a mercy.”
“But you can’t break the alliance, because that’s not you, is it?” A slow nod was followed by a faster one. “Deal. Worth it to get confirmation. You keep your word, but I should check the fine print for a machine gun.” Harold hadn’t realised that Raggy was still tense until he relaxed. “No rustling, but can we buy steak now and then? We’ll trade things like cornflakes and coffee, scavenged from villages. It’s bloody crazy what’s been left.”
With a whole battalion at it, they’d strip everything within weeks, so Harold reminded him. “I know, and the deal was for us to scavenge.”
“Map, right?” At Harold’s nod, Raggy took it from a pocket. “I brought it to make sure we agreed on the boundary, to avoid mistakes, but we can use it for this. We’ll mark off villages, split them, okay?”
A baffled Harold ended up marking villages with an R or S, and amending the boundary to follow rises, field boundaries, and roads. It was all too easy, but made sense. Ragnorak made a note of the changes on his phone, took a couple of pictures, and offered the map.
~~
As he held it out, he hesitated. “You know the right people in the Army, don’t you? Non-government types? The sort that can reach Army blokes who are my rank, but the real thing? Not the colonel I report to; he’s a government man.” The confidence had gone, and the gang boss was cautious, almost hesitant.
“A couple.”
For long moments Ragnorak still hesitated, then he came out with it. “If I tell you, you can’t tell anyone but an Army bloke you really, really trust.”
That didn’t work for Harold. “Maybe two or three friends I really trust, the sort that already know everything.”
The smile was obviously forced. “Lucky sod, I haven’t got any bastard I really trust.” The smile disappeared, and Raggy was dead serious again. “I want an agreement, but it has to be kept secret. When the shit hits the fan, if my mob surrender to the Army, we want a fair deal. No trials.”
Harold took the map, thinking frantically. “What makes you think that you’ll need a deal?”
They locked eyes for what seemed like ages, and Raggy broke first. “Fair enough. When I was recruited, we guessed why: a suicide charge. We dodged that one, too easily, because someone high up is panicking. I offered to guard a city so they could sacrifice Specials, but didn’t expect them to take it seriously.” He looked genuinely baffled. “I pushed the recruiting past the original numbers, but now my bosses want more, and faster.”
He gestured back the way he came. “Right now, I’ve got just over seven hundred to watch you, which is borderline, but soon it will be less. I’m sworn to secrecy over this, but you need to know. Just you and those people you mentioned. We are recruiting through the wire, making offers to gangs. I’ve got another three or four days to get up to at least eight hundred, hopefully more, but then they want some to guard another city.”
~~
For some reason Ragnorak seemed to be torn between triumph and apprehension. When he explained, some was about the size of the battalion he was building—maybe a brigade so there had to be a catch. He was also worried about someone trying to break out, here or the other place, before he had enough fighters. Even if that all worked out, he thought the government would try to kill him, maybe with a sniper, to replace him and his officers.
Even if that didn’t happen, Ragnorak was learning some unpleasant truths. He couldn’t expect air support, which meant the RAF weren’t obeying orders. He already knew the Army weren’t. When the cities realised that, they’d all do a Birmingham. They’d be shooting at the guards, some of them his fighters. Depending on how things went between the government and the Army, RAF and even the mercenaries, they might back the breakouts.
“My new bosses are panicking, and the only reason I can come up with is a mutiny.” Ragnorak leant forward, meeting Harold’s eyes. “If they’re right, I don’t fancy our chances. As far as the Army is concerned, we’re murdering bastards that took the government shilling, same as the Specials.” The hope on his face looked genuine. “You’re my best bet for not getting caught in the middle, wiped out.”
Harold tried to keep the shock from his face, but knew he hadn’t. “I’ll pass on what you said about cleaning house, to people who know the right people. If it comes to it, march onto the fields, stack your guns, then march into Birmingham. We’ll back off whoever, get them to talk.”
If it was all going to blow up, Harold would rather be watching eight hundred prisoners than trying to fight them off. “If there’s no abuse, no trials, but don’t try to shade it.” He’d personally committed more than one murder, so Harold could live with that part.
“Deal.” Ragnorak leant across the table, his hand out to shake.
Harold leant forward and shook. “Deal.” He was sure that both of them were fervently hoping it never happened.
“When do you put out the trash?” No smile; Lieutenant Colonel Ragnorak was all business now.
Harold thought fast. It had to be over with quickly, before most people found out. “Tomorrow, nine a.m. if you can get some men here.”
“Done.” Ragnorak hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Two hundred contractors, fully armed in case they change their minds. I told you; we’re cleaning up the barracks.” A hint of his usual smile showed briefly. “You’ll hear a lot of shooting, but it might not be executions. We’re trying to learn to fire short bursts, and keep the barrel down.”
At least that meant Harold was smiling as he left, though at least half was because he was going back to Mercedes. Not quite to her, but he’d be available.






Chapter 22

28th p.m.: Plans and Plots:
Harold didn’t see much of Mercedes, but neither did anyone else. She spent most of the day alone in her room, though she’d opened the door several times, maybe checking who was there. The first time it was Tessa, and they had a short talk about the Alligator.
The second time Patty and Jackie were there, neither of them dressed for war. Mercedes had asked about getting something to eat, and would take whatever the canteen was serving. There was some choice these days, as well as regular favourites like burgers and chips. Favourites for Mercedes as well; she hadn’t hesitated.
Jackie fetched the food and took it in, then left her to eat. Later, Patty knocked on the door, to tell Mercedes the doctor was there. She took the chance to collect the plates, and Mercedes had eaten the lot.
Nobody knew how Mercedes was doing, except that she seemed calm. She hadn’t asked many questions, sticking to the Alligator, and food. According to the doctor she didn’t want a needle, but accepted some tablets to take if she needed them. Doc thought Mercedes would prefer the tablets, rather than injections, while she went through withdrawal. A lot depended on how much she’d been given in the past, and willpower, how much she wanted to avoid a needle. There was still a cocktail of drugs in her system, so the full effect might not have hit.
~~
Inside her room, Mercedes was content. Everyone had kept their word, and had neither stopped her opening the door, nor bothered her except once for the doctor. She’d kept the door bolted, but nobody tried to come in. Now she’d been relaxed enough to have a long, hot shower, and put on a nightgown.
Her eyes felt heavy, and the nightmares were waiting, but the tablets meant she had options. So far, Mercedes could manage without the drugs, but she might not sleep. Some of the tablets would deal with that, and the doctor promised they weren’t like Kurgan’s jabs.
They were gentler, so the drugs would ease withdrawal, and the sleeping tablets wouldn’t stop a nightmare waking her. She would still be sleepy, but that was all right. She could handle sleeping again, and waking again, as long as she had control, it was her decision.
Tomorrow, Mercedes decided, she would start trying to sort the truth from the fantasy.
~~~
Just up the road and around the corner, more plans were being made. At the moment it was an argument, about the VR headset on the table. “It might send her back, ruin everything.” Mercedes had told Harold about the VR, and he’d seen the fear in her face.
Patty shook her head. “No chair, no straps, she can sit outside in the sun if she wants, and take them off at any time. Everything on there is peaceful, views of the fields mainly. A few of the dances, and we’ll get more. There are several long ones of the Girl Club, all sat around laughing and joking. Mercedes is in a few, but they’re labelled.”
“Those might help.” Betty touched her face. “They’ll remind her what she looked like before, with long black hair. The outside ones are when she was helping with the scavenging, just after the General. There are people, a lot of them women, coming to ask for advice, and she’s obviously liked, and happy.”
“She’s wearing some of those clothes.” Ru had kept out of sight, rather than overload Mercedes, but she’d be there tomorrow with Gulab. “When Patty collected her dishes, she was sure Mercedes had unpacked some of the clothes and been looking at them. She asked for that mirror, and seeing herself wearing them might nudge her memory.”
“Put the VR in a box.” Tessa looked around. “We can find something suitable. Tell her what’s in it, and that she can look at the views on the TV or on these. Explain she’ll get the full effect through the VR set, but it isn’t necessary.”
“It isn’t.” Harold knew there was no logical reason he was so worried. A view of fields wasn’t killing and a monster, but he couldn’t help himself. “If Mercedes doesn’t want to use them, no pressure.”
~~
Sharyn nudged him and smiled. “That’s what we keep telling you, dope, so we aren’t going to do the exact opposite, are we? Speaking of pressure, it’s time you relaxed, went to bed. We need you on top form tomorrow, in case you have another meeting with our new prison wardens.”
Ru lifted her arms as if she had her rifle. “Very polite wardens, or they might find life very exciting. They’re only a mile away, and I need more long-distance practice.” She dropped her arms and looked at Emmy, and a big smile spread across her face. “If Mercedes can shoot that big cannon, you can, Emmy, and it’ll go right through a jeep.”
“Calm down.” Though Patty was smiling. “First, we see if the lying scroat keeps his word, then when he doesn’t, we shoot a few of them. Then Harold has another meeting, and this time the scroat takes it seriously.”
Harold shook his head. “No, now we have the meeting you all came here for. It wasn’t called to talk about Mercedes, but to be honest, I care more about what happens to her than the fate of the Geek Freeks.” He explained his offer, and Raggy accepting. “The thing is, I’ve no idea how to persuade them to leave. They’ll object, and most of the people I could ask to help would take the opportunity to shoot them.”
At least these five women understood Harold’s situation. The Geek Freeks were still technically allies, though very few others would care. As they freely admitted, all five would rather shoot them than let them go. Despite that, they worked through everyone available, trying to find enough fighters who wouldn’t want a bloodbath.
Even the Geeks’ allies, Orchard Close, the GOFS, and the Barbies, wanted them dead. If Harold took them to evict Hawkins, someone would taunt the Geeks until one side or the other opened fire. Patty might be a someone, given the chance, but she came up with a solution. There was one unit, loosely speaking, that had no history with the Geeks or any abuse in Birmingham.
~~
Liz pushed back her chair and stood up. “Harold can go and arrange his soldiers for tomorrow, but I’m going home. I’ve got to meet the Mart negotiators tomorrow, to make agreements that the government aren’t going to keep.”
The rest of them stood up, and Sharyn looked around the dining room and lounge. “It’s been a long time since we had meetings in here, little brother. Are you moving back in? Where will you sleep?”
Harold glanced at Tessa, and she scowled. “Harold is sleeping in his burrow, so he’s nearby if there’s a problem. I’ve told Stones he can sleep in the bath, or on the settee if he hasn’t been drinking. And he has to be up, dressed, and shaved, before little Ed.”
There was some laughter, but Harold felt he had to stick up for Stones. “He was only drunk once, after he told me about Tez. He was going to sleep here, but you took him home.”
Tessa shrugged off a couple of suggestions as to why she’d dragged a drunken soldier home. “If I’d left him, he’d have gone on drinking. I’ve seen him when he’s lost a mate, and he’s a real mess the next day.”
~~
The planning committee filed out the door, still teasing Tessa, and Harold closed it behind them. He called upstairs, because some of the people he needed for the Geeks were up there. The radio brought a few others, the important ones, for another meeting.
Not a long one, because all of these people tended to obey the chain of command, and considered Soldier Boy their commander. He asked rather than ordered, as he always did, and they swiftly beat it all into shape. The other part of the chain of command was that now they’d agreed, Harold wouldn’t be doing any of the organising.
Within thirty minutes the last one was leaving, and Harold was closing the front door again. He turned, braced himself, and headed for the door to his old room and Mercedes’ burrow. There were a lot of memories waiting in there, some of them a long way from happy.
Even so, he was going to sleep here from now on, until Mercedes recovered and came to join him. Harold knew the damage might be too much, but he could wait. He just had to be patient, not push, so maybe it was a good job there were other things he had to do.
~~~
29th 8 a.m.: De-Freeked:
The military organisation worked, and by eight, everyone was in place. At eight-fifteen, lorries and coaches began arriving in the ruins, just out of sight of the Geek Freeks’ compound. Their border guards had run for home, and reported the incursion, so the gang were waiting behind their defences. Harold pulled up in the Humvee, in full view, and the loudspeaker asked for a parley.
It didn’t take long, then a car brought a surprise. Hawkins, Marconi, Nobel, and another man in a manager’s coat got out, no bodyguard. A mostly unarmed Harold, Ru, Patty, and Stones walked to the ruined Burger King, and all eight went inside.
~~
Instead of the negotiators in the middle, with the bodyguards taking seats at each side, the four managers sat along one side of the room. Harold’s group did the same, opposite them. Harold was about to ask why the managers were all here, when Hawkins pointed at Stones.
“You can’t bring an SAS soldier here!”
Stones laughed at him. “I’ve retired, so I’m just another gang member.”
Hawkins looked at Harold, and he shook his head. “Calm down, Hawkins. You used to deal with me when you thought I was ex-SAS. On the bright side, Stones isn’t a sniper, and if trouble starts, he’ll only kill one of you.”
The suspicious look was totally justified, because Harold had to lighten this up, quickly. Patty and Ru had promised not to make the first move, but they both wanted an excuse to kill three of the men opposite. The way the men were watching the women, they might have realised, or maybe it was just their scowls.
The boss Geek finally sighed. “Okay, I’ll buy it. Why will he only kill one?”
Harold smiled at Ru, trying to keep her calm. She’d hated Geeks from the first time she’d met them, as had Patty, but at least they were trying. “Ru already has a Rambo in her hand, and from here she can pick which eye to hit. Then she’s practiced, so although it might be a bit slower, she’d get another with her left hand. Patty would have already chucked her Rambo, and would be leaping over there with her hatchet. Me and Stones might not get one between us. None of you will have time to get a knife free.”
Someone cleared their throat, loudly, and when Harold looked back, Stones was holding a dagger. It was a genuine Fairbairn–Sykes fighting knife, a WWII souvenir that he’d bought as a laugh before he joined the Army. Now he raised an eyebrow and smiled. Harold turned back to Hawkins and shrugged. “Guess I’ll miss out. Now are we going to talk sensible, or shall we just kill you and ask for another four?”
~~
As the managers looked at each other, deciding what to say or who would say it, Harold was curious enough to interrupt them. “Why no bodyguard?”
The other three looked at Hawkins. “Because this is going to be bad, and we want to decide how to tell the rest. A bodyguard might gob off too soon, then the rest might panic.” He sighed, and looked at Harold’s three companions. “After what happened to those five gangs over by the Barbarians, we’re the only one not signed up properly. We’ve been expecting a horde of women, or surprise lead poisoning.”
That simplified things for Harold. “Both are likely if you turn down my offer. The only reason they’re holding off is because I agreed to an alliance, and I keep my word. I’ll be busy elsewhere for a few days, and I can see the signs. By the time I come back, there’ll be a line of graves in your compound, or the remains of a bonfire and it will be deserted. There are that many suspects that I won’t waste time trying to find the culprits.”
Marconi started to stand up, then froze. Ru lowered her hand, and Patty let her knife slide back into its sheath. “I was only going to check the windows! I thought I saw someone sneaking up.”
“Not sneaking.” Picking up the little handheld, Harold pressed the button. “Bring them up to the edge of the ruins, so the Geeks can see them.” He put it down. “Tell your men to hold fire, it isn’t an attack. Or they can open fire, which will solve the problem. There are three ex-Army snipers and a dozen sharpshooters, with three hundred veterans. Go on Marconi, take a peek.”
~~
The mystery manager told the Geeks to hold fire. Marconi barely reached the window when he spun around. “Soldiers?”
“Not officially. They are mine, from London.” Harold turned back to Hawkins. “They are here as the only way I can keep allies, that’s you, alive. They will escort you out of Birmingham. If you refuse, they will leave, and it’s out of my hands.”
This time Marconi and the newbie really considered going for a weapon, but changed their minds fast enough to stay living. “I’m not going into a camp.” Marconi looked at each of the faces opposite him, and two had mocking smiles. “I’ll never survive.”
That was surprisingly honest. The Geek managers weren’t the usual gang bosses, good fighters, and in a work camp they would be victims. Their own men only obeyed them because they were vicious, smart, had always been the bosses, and they made sure the fighters were treated very well.
Harold could see the other three realising what would happen, and cut in before they panicked. He’d have liked to let them panic, but still wanted to keep his word. “No camps. Calm down. There is a lieutenant colonel waiting out there. He is recruiting for a brigade of contractors, and will accept your applications as a favour to me. Then you aren’t bosses, but you get uniforms, guns, and wages.”
Hawkins looked out the window at the curve as the edge of the cleared area swept around the enclave, and saw the line of soldiers. He looked around frantically, but all four of Harold’s group were smiling now.
~~
Nobel had been fairly quiet, seemingly stunned by the whole thing, but now he spoke clearly and calmly. “Calm down Hawkins, and you, Marconi, or I’ll shoot you. The bastard has stitched us, but it’s that or dying. Do you want to be here when Bitch arrives, or the Barbies, or that f… Or Stripes, Carver, Emmy, and all their friends?”
He turned to Harold. “You’re a bastard, but you’ve kept the alliance and kept us alive. How do we apply?”
Harold tried, he really tried, and managed to keep the grin down to a smile. “He’ll be at the border until nine. No weapons, no armour, no loot, no women, or you’re escaping gangsters and he’ll shoot you. If you harm the women before you go, I’ll shoot you before you reach him, through the legs so our women can catch you.”
“You, you.” Hawkins looked at his watch. “You kept us talking until it’s too late!”
“No.” As Harold pointed, he turned his head because the grin kept trying to break free. “Those soldiers came in lorries and coaches. Collect your men, quickly. You won’t have to pack so you’ll make it, as long as they don’t argue too much. You’ll have to walk the last mile from the old perimeter to the new one, but we’ll give you extra time for that.”
All four wanted to argue, or at least tell Harold what they thought of him, but the clock was ticking. They were half-running as they left, with Hawkins shouting into his radio. Harold’s group stayed long enough to finish laughing before they came out, by which time the first bewildered Geek fighters were taking off their weapons.
~~
There was no chance of a stray shot from an annoyed Geek. At-least-a-Lieutenant Felton was waiting just outside. She had ten of Sarge’s soldiers with her, all fully armoured with their visors down, the full military robot look. They walked backwards, weapons levelled, a living wall between Harold’s group and the Geeks until they reached cover.
Umeko and Tessa were waiting, with their rifles, and passed out four more. Harold was expecting someone to take a shot, and even as he thought it, several shots sounded inside the enclave. He braced for charging Greeks, but his radio buzzed. “Nobel. There were some arguments. Don’t shoot.”
“Okay, I’m calling the transport forward.” Harold called four lorries, but might have managed with three. There was more shooting, and only fifty-six Geeks finally shuffled out and climbed aboard. Many looked stunned, and some were wounded, fresh wounds, with hastily-applied dressings. A few were wild-eyed, but held in check by friends—or the sight of the lines of soldiers. A lot of soldiers, as most of them had gathered here once there wasn’t a breakout.
As the lorries started moving, the soldiers climbed aboard their own transport and followed, then overtook them. The lorries took their time, so when the Geeks climbed out, three hundred rifles were pointing at them. Only from one side, so if they opened fire there’d be no collateral.
Harold pointed down the road, towards two APCs and ranks of soldiers. “Off you go. Remember, you want to apply to be contractors. Make sure you answer the questions honestly, because some of the recruits are from inside Birmingham. Goodbye, don’t come back.”
He could see the managers, and they’d shed their coats so they blended in. He was absolutely certain someone would tell Ragnorak who they were, but he might recruit them if they behaved. Harold thought he might shoot the old bosses to remove any lingering loyalty, but really didn’t care.
~~
As the Geeks walked down the off-ramp and along the road, their escort reformed along the rails, facing Ragnorak. Lifting his binoculars, Harold had a good view from up on the bypass. Raggy was stood on an APC, looking through binoculars, and must have been waiting. Eight soldiers were raising binoculars, and they, and Harold, were all dressed the same as the other soldiers, so he probably didn’t actually recognise Harold.
Ragnorak pointed to the side, where a group that were obviously armed women were part of the reception committee. The big blond waited to let everyone realise what they were, then bowed, a big flamboyant one with both hands sweeping out to the side. Harold saluted, then stepped back into the ranks before a sniper realised only one man did so.
Anonymous again, he lined up with the rest to climb onto a coach. He’d thank the soldiers once they were out of sight of the perimeter. The soldiers were mostly ex-Army, veterans from Gatwick and London, stiffened with a hundred Genoese.
Most of the veterans were wounded, but they’d covered their bandages for today. Harold needed people who had no history with the Geeks, but too many of the ex-Londoners were obviously not fighting fit. The number had been deliberate, a message for Ragnorak—we have soldiers as well.
Harold asked the lorry to drop him off near the Geek compound. His chauffeur and bodyguard were still here, as they’d gone into the compound as soon as the Geeks left—after calling the Girl Club. As Harold approached, the first of the Geek’s women were outside, and he saw the babies.
~~
This was going to be a special sort of nasty, as the Geeks must have still been breeding future gang members. The gang had claimed they’d stopped taking women from their peasants, or breeding, but the swollen bellies proved one part was a lie. In that case Harold was fairly sure they’d been snatching replacements. He’d honestly believed Umeko’s assassination squad had frightened them, but not enough.
Ru came towards him, with a hand on her knife. “Sorry Ru, too late, they’ll have been taken away. I should have stopped them before I left on Silent Running.”
She shook her head. “They stopped after Umeko’s shooting party, or the ones that left, joined Orchard Close, would have said. They must have started again. We’d have called you before they reached safety, but we’ve only just got the door open. Multipoint locking, an armoured door, and the keys are missing. We daren’t shoot or blow it with the women in there.” Ru looked towards the perimeter. “And now the scroats have got away with it.”
Harold explained his thoughts on removing old loyalty, and Ru calmed down a little, but not much. Neither did Umeko when she came to see what they were talking about, or Patty. Harold looked at the pregnant women, and the infants, and thought of one thing he could do. “I could write a letter?”
“A letter?”
Paper was still something of a novelty, despite the increased scavenging in villages, but Harold now carried a pad and pen. “A note, I suppose.” Pointing at the scene in front of them, Harold tried to keep his voice level. “I wondered how the new Lieutenant Colonel Raggy really felt about something like this. We can’t reach them, but if he meant what he said about new rules, Raggy might not want the Freeks after all.”
Another quick glance towards the perimeter, then at the Geek compound, and Ru beckoned for Gemma. “We’ll help you. We can’t insist, so how do we nudge him the right way?”
Harold thought about the last time he’d met Raggy, and just now, showing the armed women and then the bow. “Pride, or something similar. He wants us to know he’s doing the right thing, that he really has changed. I’m not sure why, but we can use it.” He couldn’t help his own glance towards the perimeter, or his curled lip. “Or we can give all the shooters a picture of the managers, and declare open season, but I’d rather try this first.”
Eventually five of them put their heads together, and agreed on the result, but then Patty stopped Harold leaving. She looked a little embarrassed, but determined. “You can’t deliver it. Snipers? Since he likes the Army thing, send a soldier. Stones or one of his mates, with an SAS scarf over their face?” She turned away, the hint of a smile dying, and her shoulders slumped. “Let me know tomorrow. It’s going to be a shitty day and a late night.”
~~
When Harold explained, Stones was up for it, but his battledress was past redemption. Most of the escort were still together, talking about the Geeks, and the refugees from London had brought extra clothing. They quickly put together a set that fitted Stones, then began joking about what else the SAS should carry. Eventually, since it was what Ragnorak would expect, they persuaded Stones to dress up a little, more like the film and computer version of special forces.
An embarrassed Stones managed to keep the additions down to just a Rambo, a sabre, the Steyr, a sawn-off, crossed bandoliers, a soft-brimmed camo hat, and a lot of brownish rags wrapped around barrels and sheaths. Harold sent him in the Humvee so they’d treat him seriously, and make sure Ragnorak got the note.
Twenty minutes later, Harold was wondering if he’d made a mistake. The Humvee hadn’t come back, but the guards hadn’t heard gunfire. Another twenty minutes passed, then another, before Stones reappeared, followed by a Land Rover with a mounted machine gun. The guard identified Ragnorak in the Land Rover, so it was an escort. It pulled up at the border, and waited until the Humvee had crossed the gap.
A few minutes later, Stones pulled up out of sight, and when he opened the door, he was smiling. “That wasn’t quite what I expected.” He looked at all the interested faces. “I’ll tell you later, once I’ve given this lot back.” A chorus of voices insisted he kept it all, but he shook his head. “I’d love to, but the others would take the piss.”
Eventually he was down to the donated uniform, his original weapons, the soft hat, the sawn-off, and the Rambo. The soldiers insisted they had more clothes, and his were rags, so he thanked them for the battledress, and the hat. Nobody would claim the Rambo or shotgun, insisting they didn’t know where they came from. Bullshit, because they were laughing.
“Hang on, he’s right.” A smiling soldier, ex-London, hooked his thumbs together and flapped his fingers. “He’ll want a Rambo engraved with the dagger and wings.”
Once Stones promised he’d see Sorcha about getting a Rambo engraved, the owner suddenly remembered and reclaimed his knife. They accepted the shotgun when he swore he had one tucked away. As they drove away, Stones was complaining, but he was still smiling.
There had been a shotgun tucked away, but the area had been razed, and if he wanted a big knife, Stones had a swordstick like Harold’s. He’d carried it all over Europe, using it a few times, and it already had the regimental crest on the boss. He reckoned Fakit had collected a couple of big knives, so he might be interested in an engraved Rambo.
They both thought Tez would have wanted one, to go with his swordstick and Agincourt kit, the bow. The bow was waiting for a new owner, but the swordstick was, according to Tez, in his mam’s attic. If the house had survived, that was in Bradford, so it could be a while before they could check.
~~
Harold parked up, and finally found out what the delay had been about. Stones had the half-smile again. “I think you got one thing right. Ragnorak really likes being army, with a small A. He made a point of telling me he reports to a genuine Army colonel, not a Special.”
“From the beginning?” Though Harold was tempted to just let him ramble. The banter with the soldiers had done wonders—this was the most relaxed he’d seen Stones since he’d arrived. He reminded Harold of when he was having a few beers with his mates.
The quick grin acknowledged Harold’s impatience. “Sorry Mister General Soldier Boy sir.” His face straightened, and Stones concentrated. “I told the guy on the barrier the note was for Ragnorak, and he reported on a radio, then he insisted I delivered it personally. Ragnorak’s office is in a mobile home, in a compound with wire, sandbagged machine guns, and observation towers. Half his mob are in tents, though more mobile homes and prefab huts are coming.”
Pausing, Stones narrowed his eyes and looked at Harold. “He reckoned the burned-out buildings about a hundred yards away are your fault. Ragnorak seems to think that your mob massacring the occupants, and stripping the bodies, is really funny. Now I know why the previous perimeter guards were so nervous.”
Harold shrugged, and grinned, so Stones shook his head and continued. “I gave him the note, but at first he was more interested in me. I reckon he must play war games on the computer, because he knew what my CQB is. He asked if I was the real thing, did I have the dagger, so I’m ashamed to admit I perpetuated the myth. He actually asked if he could handle it, and wanted to know if I’d used it. It was a bit awkward for a moment, so I waved the note at him. What was in it?”
Clearing his throat, Harold recited it, near as he could remember. “To Lieutenant Colonel Ragnorak, Commanding Officer, Birmingham Perimeter Guard. It has come to my attention that some of your recent recruits committed an appalling crime, but they had already left my jurisdiction. The senior Geek Freeks, and some of their men, have been kidnapping women, then deliberately impregnating them against their will. When we entered their compound, there were both pregnant women and those with infants. I am unsure about your policy on such matters, but after our recent meeting, I believe you will find this unacceptable behaviour. I leave the matter in your hands. Soldier Boy, Commanding Officer, Army of Free Birmingham.”
When he stopped, Stones didn’t say anything, so Harold shrugged. “We didn’t know how to pitch it. He might not give a cripes, just have a good laugh about it.”
Stones nodded slowly. “Well that explains the reaction. He didn’t say anything at first, just looked like he was reading it again, but he must have been thinking about it. First thing he did was shout for a sergeant, and tell him to bring Flo, and hurry. Then he asked me if I’d seen the letter, or pregnant women, but I had to say no. Flo must have been nearby, because he was there in a couple of minutes.”
That apparently warranted laughter, and then Stones explained. “I thought Flo was a woman at first. He was wearing a lieutenant’s uniform with a lot of makeup, scarves, and jewellery, and a flowery silky blouse. Ragnorak told him he could have the new recruits, then handed him the note. The guy read it, then asked if he could let his women know. When Ragnorak said yes, he asked if they were supposed to survive. Ragnorak told him the Vipers didn’t want the arseholes responsible for that, but the rest could shape up or go and catch bullets.”
The pause, and the look at Harold, meant he was supposed to ask. “Catch bullets? Not shoot them or stop them?”
From the grin, that was what Stones wanted. “We had a chat and a cuppa afterwards, decent tea he reckoned came from a nearby village. Then we walked around the camp, and he explained what he was doing, which is why it took so long. Ragnorak is very proud of his new battalion, and is aiming for at least one more, and promotion.”
Harold was sure he knew why. “They want him to have enough to stop us wiping them out. It would never work anyway. We caught the last lot by surprise, ambush at night. If you didn’t see the vehicles, the tarmac will still look rough.”
Stones thought for a moment. “We diverted off the tarmac, used a side road, so the main road might be blocked.” He shrugged, and moved on. “He told me point-blank he doesn’t want to attack Birmingham, and seemed sincere about that. From a couple of comments, he’s still recruiting, and being pushed to get more. I wasn’t searched, but he’s got people looking out for snipers.”
That matched what Ragnorak said in the meeting. “Yeah, he thinks he might be replaced, shot to make place for someone trusted.”
From the chuckle, Stones found that funny. “He thinks he’s found a solution. If he gets the right balance between army and gang, then fighters will follow leaders, not ranks. Then there’s no point in his bosses shooting him, or they lose the discipline, and then they’ve got a mob of squabbling gangs instead of a brigade. He even asked my advice.”
“What did you tell him?” Harold held up a hand. “Sorry, stick to the report.” They both smiled because this wasn’t a report, not a proper one.
The next part still amused Stones. “He also tried to find out if I was official SAS, or a deserter. I told him me and my mates hadn’t deserted, we are officially dead.” They exchanged glances—Ragnorak would translate that as a deniable mission.
The tour, and the chat, reinforced one thing—Ragnorak wasn’t looking for a confrontation. That might alter if he got enough men, but Stones had seen raw recruits, still in their gang colours. They were being put through a punishing physical fitness routine, and some were struggling. Ragnorak explained why they tried so hard—if they failed, they went to catch bullets. That meant they’d be handed over to the Army, and would lead the next attack on London.
There were NCOs and some fighters in battledress, while others looked like seasoned fighters, but still wore plated jackets. One of those wearing a uniform was a woman, and she was ordering men about, though some weren’t very happy. When Stones asked, the woman was in Flo’s company, all the women were. Even so, the rest of the blokes knew a woman officer could give them orders.
Anyone in uniform was senior, but they hadn’t all been given ranks yet. Some were being watched, to see how they handled authority. Eventually the best six hundred would form a battalion, with NCOs and uniforms, but not until they had a bit more discipline. The rest would get more training, and new recruits, to build another battalion.
The would-be soldiers were burning up a lot of ammo, learning to shoot Army rifles, properly instead of spray-and-pray. Stones had been to see the shooting and other training. He was introduced to several seniors and officers as one of Soldier Boy’s SAS, but he let it ride. He thought Ragnorak wanted to show them he’d got official SAS talking to him.
Ragnorak had even asked Stones’ opinion of his new gang sign, a neatly painted serpent’s head with a machete and rifle crossed behind them. He wanted it as his unit badge, the Vipers, but so far, the Army weren’t saying yes or no. Stones told him to cut out the shading, make it plain lines so it stood out. He knew he was taking too long, but was trying to collect as much intel as possible.
Just before Stones left, Flo came across and handed over a phone. Stones gave it to Harold, and when he looked, he’d be letting everyone else see the pictures. He’d also round up enough phones to let the rescued mothers have a copy each—it might help them with their recovery.
Flo’s women apparently took a dim view of impregnating captives. Harold could still recognise the four Geek Freek managers, but the unmarked faces had to be deliberate. He’d never recognise the rest, because Flo subscribed to the Bitch and Stripes school of cures and remedies.
There were nine more men that had been treated the same. Flo had been asking questions, and been persuasive. Their faces were also unmarked, presumably so the victims could see them.
Harold took Stones home, but before he could decide what to do next, he found out his day was already planned. He was going on a picnic.






Chapter 23

29th 8 a.m.: Gathering the Memories:
A noise woke Mercedes after a fitful night, but although she listened, it wasn’t repeated. The dreams kept waking her, but gentler. She was sweating, and sometimes saying something, but she wasn’t shouting or screaming when she opened her eyes. Maybe that was because the dreams stopped early, before she saw the monster, or the bodies slide off the truck. Today she might be able to alter that second dream.
Having a shower in her own time, with nobody waking her for breakfast, underlined how different today would be. Dressing was a whole adventure, not just choosing what she’d wear, but there was so much choice. Everything from jeans and jackets to those really short skirts and long boots—but Mercedes wasn’t ready to risk that yet.
Wearing jeans again, she opened the door a crack, cautiously, and was pleased that her keeper was Emmy. She watched for a few moments as Emmy was busy, stripping and cleaning a rifle. She didn’t recognise the weapon, but Mercedes wasn’t sure she would recognise Emmy’s rifle. She realised that her mind knew Emmy had a rifle, that she could shoot.
She’d slid the bolt open very gently, but now Mercedes closed the door very carefully. She waited a moment, then banged the bolt and opened it again. “Good morning, Emmy. How long will you be my keeper?”
Emmy smiled and shook her head. “Not really a keeper, more of a concerned friend. I’ll switch in a while, but the timing depends on you. When you want to see the children, I’ll go and collect Tammy, and someone else will keep you company.” Putting down the cloth she was using, Emmy picked up a radio. “Breakfast? Or do you want to collect it?”
“Not yet!” That was a bit sharp so Mercedes shrugged. “Maybe tomorrow. What is it?”
“No problem.” Emmy pressed a button. “Hi Olive, it’s Emmy. Can you reel off the menu for our guest, please, then get someone to bring it? Passing you across now.” She held out the radio, and mimed holding it to an ear.
~~
Mercedes listened, fascinated by the choice, which included curried snake and rice or zebra steak. She was absolutely certain she hadn’t had a choice like this for breakfast before she was injured, maybe not ever. When Olive stopped, she pressed transmit. “Full fry-up please, with fried bread.” She passed it back to Emmy. “Do you always have a choice like that?”
Taking the radio, Emmy shrugged. “Not for breakfast, and some things change depending on what’s ripe, or has just been butchered. There are more chickens and geese now, so we can have eggs more often, but bacon is strictly rationed. It’s a trade between eggs or chicken later, and letting the piglets grow and breed, or bacon butties now. The cooks said they’d get you whatever you wanted, so it could be things that aren’t usually a set meal, no rationing.”
She must have read the question on Mercedes’ face. “I know about the full fry-up option. Two rashers of bacon, two fried eggs, burger, mushrooms, and toast or fried bread is a month’s bacon and a fortnight’s egg ration. Burgers are no problem, or won’t be when the bunnies increase to cover the new arrivals. We’ve arranged bulk buying of flour, and we’ve planted wheat, so there’s always bread. Mushrooms used to be a rare treat, but Nikki has set up a factory.”
The rabbit part reminded Mercedes, and she glanced back into the burrow, the safe place with the heart on the wall. The other part, rabbit burgers, also made sense, so she’d known about it. “Maybe I should have had bacon today, and eggs tomorrow?”
That was apparently worth a laugh. “You can have the same tomorrow if you like. The doctor said you were underweight, so some of us threw in things like our bacon and egg ration. You can work it off on the farm once you’re back up to your fighting weight.”
It took a moment to register—strangers had given up their bacon and eggs for her breakfast? Mercedes’ eyes stung. “Thank you. I’ll wait in here, okay?” She quickly closed the door and rubbed her watering eyes.
Somehow, deep inside, she knew she belonged here, with ’Arold. Now Mercedes realised the women meant what they said, that a lot of people were pleased to have her back. A lot of friends, if she could remember them. No, they were friends anyway, because they’d given her their treats. Confused again, and worried if she’d remember them, and what they’d think if she didn’t, Mercedes sat on her bed until someone knocked on the door.
~~
When Mercedes said it was unlocked, a very pretty young woman came in with a tray. “Do you want this on the bedside table or in the workshop?” She glanced at the kettle, then at her tray. “June said the milk in this jug is for tea and coffee, and there’ll be more available after milking this evening. There’s plenty of small beer, ciderette, or blackberry juice if you want it.”
She paused as she realised Mercedes was staring at her. “I forgot; you might not remember. I’m Sarah? Fantasia? You and Harold saved me, rescued me?”
None of that meant anything, but this was going to happen again and again, so Mercedes braced herself. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember. Which one do you prefer?”
The short laugh wasn’t offended. “Sarah, always. I’ll explain sometime, if you want to know. Don’t worry about not remembering stuff. We’ve got a lot of people who are trying to forget, so memory loss isn’t always bad.” Sarah looked down at the tray. “So where do you want it?”
“Here please, Sarah.” Mercedes tried to make sure she’d remember the young woman’s face, and name. “Did you give me this bacon?”
Sarah looked down, then shrugged. “Yes, no, maybe? A bunch of us volunteered, and the cooks will sort it all out once you’re okay. Except the mushrooms, Nikki sent for extra so nobody gave them up. Don’t worry about it.” She put the tray down and turned back to the door. “Eat it while it’s hot. Someone will come for the tray.”
With that she was gone, while Mercedes was still trying to figure out what to say. The smell cut through her confusion—hot bacon. She smiled when she saw the heap of mushrooms. She’d have to thank Nikki, once she found out who she was. The source of mushrooms, apparently.
~~
Maybe it was knowing a lot of people out there cared about her, but by the time she’d finished eating, Mercedes had changed her plans for the day. Determined, she tapped on the door, and opened it. “All done, thanks. I’ve been thinking, and I’d like to see some of these people who are giving me food. Not meet them, not quite, but could we do it the same as the children?”
Emmy looked baffled for a moment, then nodded. “A couple of us will figure out a spot, and a reason for them to be there. It will have to wait an hour, while Harold gets rid of a local infestation, and the Girl Club clean up after them.” She paused, assessing, then nodded. “The name might ring a bell. The Geek Freeks?”
Mercedes couldn’t remember the name, but it caused an immediate reaction, anger. “I don’t like them, do I?”
From the way her lip curled in disgust, neither did Emmy. “We had one or two discussions about fixing the problem, with knives. They were allies, at a time when we needed them, so they survived until now. Harold is throwing them out of Birmingham.”
She couldn’t help it; Mercedes’ eyes settled on her rifle. “If they are monsters, we should shoot them. ’Arold said you’d killed all the monsters.” She felt a pang—he’d lied to her!
Half-rising, Emmy held out a hand to stop her. “No, not monsters, not after Umeko and her merry band ambushed the worst of them. Shot them all, pow, and were back across the border before anyone saw them. After that the Geeks had better manners.”
She should still be angry about monsters, and Mercedes was, but the relief was stronger—he hadn’t lied. Though it had reminded her, she still had to be on her guard, but she couldn’t say that. She looked at Emmy, and the rifle on the bench, and remembered her earlier thoughts. “I remembered you had a rifle, but I don’t recognise it.”
The change of subject worked, as Emmy looked down and nodded. “I have a Holland and Holland, a hunting rifle so not a proper sniper job. The Juggernaut collected long-range rifles from various gangs, and Dealer sold us the fancy ammo for them. Most of the scroats couldn’t use them properly, luckily, but the same applies to the rest of us.”
She laid a hand on the military-looking rifle with the big scope. “This was kept for Harold, because his usual rifle is a Blaser. It’s a long-range version, an R93 Tactical LRS2, but he reckons it needs a real shooter, and gave it to me.”
Emmy picked up the rifle, without its bolt and magazine, and hefted it. “The thing is, it’s wasted on me as well. Harold taught me, but I got involved in gardening and didn’t practice enough. I’ll still hit an attacker coming across the fields, eight hundred yards or less, but haven’t improved much for a couple of years. The likes of Patty, Umeko, and Bridie practice most days, in different conditions, so they are real one-mile shooters.” She almost offered it to Mercedes, but not yet.
Mercedes almost asked if she could handle it. It would be a lot lighter than the Alligator, which was propped up against a wall. She dismissed the rifle, for now, concentrating on seeing people. “So do I get to see the people first, or the children?”
She frowned and thought, and then Emmy chuckled. “Why not both at once? If you don’t mind someone else keeping you company, I’ll pounce on Harold as soon as he’s done, and round up the rest. Any preference?”
There weren’t many names she remembered, but then Mercedes thought about her breakfast, and all the mushrooms. She’d wanted to say thank you, and Sarah had a story about her name. “Sarah or Nikki please, if possible. If not, lucky dip?”
Ten minutes later Sarah was back. “Nikki is on the way. How does this companion thing work?” Since neither of them really knew, that kept them amused until Nikki arrived. Then the mushroom factory story kept both Mercedes and Sarah amused.
~~~
Harold came out of his house after dropping Stones off, to find his chauffeuse and bodyguard waiting. “What’s happened?” Gemma cycled around the corner and headed up towards the car. “What’s the problem?” They were supposed to be helping with the women from the Geeks, and told him they’d see him tomorrow.
“Nothing, kinda.” Patty wasn’t smiling, so that wasn’t convincing. “We’re redundant, and either Emmy or Mercedes has had a brainwave.” She gestured in the general direction of the Farm. “When the first of the Geek women arrived in the Girl Club, someone fetched Marcy. She sent Tell to round up every woman who left the Geeks at Christmas. Then she collected some of the Girl Club, the type who don’t really socialise. Not all of them, just the ones she reckoned were the right people for the job.”
Harold knew who she meant. “Some of the quiet ones went through some bloody awful shit, Umeko. Are you sure they should have it all stirred up again?”
“No, but Marcy might have a point, two points because she reckons she should have known the arses would revert once the men with any decency left.” Though Umeko wasn’t happy about it. “You got me out of there early on, and Thien was protected by Wellington, so we understand but didn’t get the worst. Marcy said the mothers need people who know exactly the sort of shit the Geeks got up to. She reckons that helping someone else, convincing others it really is over, might help some of them realise their shit is over as well.”
Turning, she looked towards the perimeter. “Marcy is cursing about the Geeks getting away, and those pictures didn’t slow her up much. Stay clear until she calms down, or she’ll give you an earful.”
Before Harold could answer, Patty opened the Humvee’s door, revealing Emmy. “We are going to have a meeting, with kids so maybe a kindergarten, and then Mercedes can peek at us.”
Gemma had arrived in time to hear the last bit. “But where? If there’s a big crowd, people will wonder why, or join in. We don’t want to overwhelm her.”
Harold thought of how peaceful it had been when he was bashing bricks, hesitated, then figured they could always say no. “How about the other side of the motorway?” He explained, and suffered the teasing about hiding, but then the tunnel idea caught their interest.
Some not-completely-serious discussion later, Gemma summed up. “A bring-your-children-to-work party, but not where you’ve been bashing because it’s muddy. Where are the other two brick walls? Mercedes can watch from up on the bank, in a car or the bushes, while we bash and the children run about.”
~~
The guest list would be restricted, so Mercedes wasn’t overwhelmed, but that ran into problems straight away. Daisy, Little Ed, Wills, and Gulab had been in the Arena, so they had to be there. Then since they were part of the mini squad, Georgina, Joey, Sukie, and Millie had to come, and they’d added six-year-old Rory. That was nineteen with their mothers, as Rory’s mum, Abigail, would bring Violet, and Gulab would expect Wamil.
Umeko headed off to round up some of the Girl Club, the ones who actually liberated Mercedes, while Harold took the cycle and went to get his pickup truck. He loaded hammers, picks, chisels, shovels, and barrows, remembering the heap of rubble he hadn’t cleared at the last exit. As he bumped over the rough ground towards the canal, he could see vehicles pulling up on the motorway above.
By the time Harold arrived, some of the mums were setting up. Mia, Tessa, Emmy, Curtis, Ru, and his sister, Sharyn, were cutting grass, a clearing to lay the groundsheets. Abigail, Rory’s mum, was notoriously shy, but had been persuaded to bring three-year-old Violet, the first baby born in Orchard Close.
Wamil was already sat on a deck chair, looking after Tammy for Emmy, and trying to keep Amber and Angel under some sort of control. The dogs were excited, racing around an unexplored wilderness. Gulab abandoned Ruhika halfway down the slope, racing ahead to join Wamil, or maybe the dogs.
A shout was Wade and Tish, helping Louie bring the top of a trestle table down the slope. “You need the tunnel rats for tunnelling!” Louie paused as Sukie said goodbye to Daddy and dragged her mum, Suzie, down the slope to the other children. That might have been easier if Suzie wasn’t carrying two full carrier bags.
“I’ve got two excuses.” Shade, one of Mercedes’ original sneaky-squad, was carrying a trestle. “I was with those two in the Hope Valley tunnels, and a tunnel is a natural habitat for a Shade; I might move in.” No sneaky today—she wore red jeans and a dark green hoodie.
A cheer greeted Julie, Gnome is where the heart is, as she led the survivors of the original Gnomes down the slope. They’d all brought tools and barrows, and made a big production out of hailing Emmy as their queen. Their first job was cutting trees—for a ramp. According to Julie, any idiot knew the bricks would have to be barrowed out, or they’d block the canal.
~~
As more vehicles arrived, Harold could see that the original guest list was a lost cause. He noticed the Humvee pull up, but at first it just sat there. He was keeping an eye on it, so he saw when Patty and Nikki escorted Mercedes off to one side, where they disappeared into the bushes. They’d chosen their moment—everyone was diverted by Liz and Henry. Liz was loudly proclaiming that they needed a hammer man, but she wasn’t letting him get sweaty with all these strange women about.
The strange women, the likes of Sorcha the engraver, and Gayle the ninja dentist, originals from the first days, were threatening to steal him. They soon had reinforcements, as the women who’d liberated Mercedes arrived. They were all from the Girl Club, but some were like the original members, not at all shy around men.
Others thought Liz should use the hammer, since she was stronger, but she reckoned she daren’t get sweaty with children present. They were all diverted by the arrival of Cherie and her mum, Lily, a surprise because she shouldn’t know. The children had a fierce discussion about Cherie, if she was too old to join them. The adults thought she’d want to stay near her mum—Lily was still recovering from losing a leg.
From what Lily said, there were more uninvited guests on the way. By the time Henry had been commandeered to carry her down the slope, where she was reunited with her wheelchair, Mercedes was well hidden.
Harold knew he shouldn’t look for her, and the steady stream of unexpected arrivals helped to divert him. His pickup bumped off over the fields, returning with wheelchairs in the back. Rob and Leo were leading the occupants as they chanted, “Faster, faster,” which would have probably dumped them in the grass. Finn’s mum, Mary, would have loved it.
Two planks, and muscles, helped the passengers down, where they joined the group around the food. Not everyone in the pickup was in a wheelchair, though none of them were fully mobile. There were a lot of sniggers at the amount of help Louise needed, though her thigh really did make walking difficult. The sniggers were for her helper, Morgan, and the help she offered—it tended towards physical contact.
Louise wasn’t noticeably attractive, especially in Orchard Close, but was becoming a legend. Despite usually dressing in jeans and a duffle jacket, she had already captured one of the most flamboyant Barbies, Chandra. That had broken hearts and shattered a lot of hopes and dreams, male and female—and then she’d dropped Chandra and left with Silent Running. Now Louise had another conquest, Morgana Dragonspawn, the arrogant, strutting lead singer whose image, usually clad in skin-tight scales, adorned a generation’s bedroom walls.
The growing crowd soon had something else to occupy them—a beer delivery! Berry and Seth had abandoned the Pub to bring cider, small beer, a keg of Berry beer, and Barley the Staffy. Another surprise helped them bring the refreshments down the slope. Logan had heard they needed muscle, but he hadn’t brought his wife, Beetch, because he was told this was an Orchard Close party.
Looking around, he was right. Most of those present were originals, or had made themselves a special place in Orchard Close. Jilli was with the group from Beth’s, the Barbie stronghold, and had brought her guitar, flute, and a couple of drums. Barbie Radio would have to use recordings of her singing today. A heap of cut grass and a blanket created a seat, and she started playing and singing requests.
Umeko was expected, but she was late because she’d picked up Thien, shovels, barrows, and fifteen of the more insular members of the Girl Club, the original Orchard Close version. Harold recognised some of them, the rescues on the wall when he’d lit the pyres after the General’s attack.
They’d kept their faces covered then, and some were still withdrawn, but they’d brought their protector, Thandia the mastiff. She was the only one wearing armour, which was strange all by itself. Their usual watchdog, Sooty, had deserted them to play with the children.
A voice shouting “Mischief, no!” told everyone else that Hilda had just arrived. It was followed by frantic barking, as the fluffy Staffy cross raced down the slope to join the other dogs and children. The GOFS switchboard might not work too well today, as Veronica had come as well. She’d brought her mum Kerry and Isiah, her dad, but the slope was too rough and steep for his lame leg.
Hilda had never fully recovered from being bashed, and Kharon claimed he needed clockwork legs to climb, so a jeep brought them and Isiah the long way around. Pricilla followed Veronica down the slope, and from her bright clothes and smile, was recovering from losing her mum. She headed for the crowd of young women who were minding the dogs and children, allegedly, calling out to some of them.
~~
Harold took Henry and Logan over to the brickwork, and explained what was behind it, then picked up a hammer. With Liz and Louie helping, it wasn’t long before they had a heap of rubble. Others pitched in with shovels and barrows, enough to keep the hammers busy. With relief hammerers and barrowers available, there was soon a patch of visible container wall.
Away from the noise, the canal bed, and the overgrown slope, the field was mainly grass and weeds, with some young bushes and saplings. A growing area of grass was being flattened by a low-key party/picnic, livened up by the children and dogs. Some of those allegedly controlling them were also joining in, and one led to a ripple of quiet questions.
Instead of her usual brief clothing, Jackie was wearing overalls, more noticeable as Ava was in her usual mini and boob tube. Jackie knew people would wonder, so she told a couple of them, and the cover-up was because she hated spiders. The tunnel would be full of them, so it was either this or be left out, and she wasn’t being left out!
Nobody teased, at least partly because, for the first time anyone could remember, she was truly happy, all her ghosts banished. Ava, Cherie, Pricilla, and Sarah were racing about with her and the children, laughing and shrieking. They eventually persuaded Rosalyn, Fredrick’s quiet sixteen-year-old daughter, to join them. First the early teens, then some older teens, and finally some definitely in their twenties, joined the melee, and it spread across the overgrown field.
Nobody was armed with more than a knife, and none of them wore armour. Harold knew there were rifles, pistols, and swords in his pickup, and there’d be others, but they were hidden. Even Gemma had lost her sparkly helmet today, and had arrived with her not-yet-official-possibly-boyfriend Mathias, in a group of the younger Riot Squad. That included Toyah and Tim, who joined Orchard Close before the riots, and waited so long to finally get married.
The whole crowd plunged into the chaos around Jackie and the dogs, so nobody had a chance to ask Gemma embarrassing questions. Very few would, not today, because Orchard Close understood Gemma, Jackie, Ava, and all the different ways some of these people had been traumatised. Their various ways of coping were accepted, just as nobody made anything of Pippa’s arm or Rob’s legs.
The fifteen Umeko brought sat together, but soon the less shy were tempted out into the chaos. Most of the crowd seemed to have forgotten the reason they’d all gathered, or maybe they didn’t know. Harold remembered, and again and again his eyes strayed to those bushes.
~~~
29th 11 a.m.: Connecting the Tots:
Sat in those bushes with Patty and Nikki, Mercedes was spellbound. Her mind was spinning, because she was sure she knew a lot of these people, but she couldn’t quite place them. She concentrated on the children, and some of the faces, and names, matched those in her memories. They confused her, because she had been totally convinced they were on the lorry, and went into the pit.
“Are you staying this time? Will you make Uncle Harold laugh again?”
Mercedes spun around, and her heart almost stopped. She was looking at a living dead child, one who was holding out sheets of paper. “We thought you’d gone to the happy place, and we drew a picture. Where did you go?”
Mercedes’ heart was hammering, and she whispered, “Daisy,” too quiet to hear because she was frightened it would shatter the spell. Daisy pushed the papers towards her, again, and she took them without thinking, then looked down. They were covered in simple crayon and felt-tip drawings, cartoons, of cats and dogs, some with wings, lambs, unicorns, wildly coloured birds, a bat, rainbows, and fluffy clouds, but one image captured her attention. It was a woman in an armoured jacket and a very short red skirt, and long boots, holding a huge knife.
She looked at the red skirt on the woman, afraid to ask, but a finger pointed at the picture. “Uncle Harold said you liked that skirt best. How did you lose your ear? Pippa, Joey’s mum, had her arm shot off by the Geek scroat, and Rob’s legs were buried in the cellar. Cherie’s mum was shot when we ran away from the Arena, and the doctor cut her leg off. Her daddy, Charger, stayed behind in the cave. This is his happy place.”
Small hands shuffled the papers to show more birds, cats, dogs, lambs, unicorns, rainbows, and clouds, with a flock of bats following a big sports car with bat wings. “The Patty-Bats are guarding him from the scroats, so they’ve brought their biggest knitting needles.”
~~
Mercedes had forgotten Patty, or where she was, and everything else except the dead child talking to her. Not dead, alive, and she wanted to touch Daisy’s hands, to prove they were real, but she daren’t. What if they weren’t? She was fighting through a mix of pictures and memories and words, because some of the words were memories, and then she made sense of one cartoon. “The Red Cross Elephant.”
Daisy gasped. “Did the Red Cross Elephant rescue you? Did it rescue anyone else? Did you see Charger, or Bethany, or Cleo, or Matti and Jeremy?” Another page was pushed on top, with a bald man in a wheelchair, waving a huge machete. “Did you—” The young voice was cut off by a sob. She tried again, but her voice wavered. “Did you see Uncle Casper?”
When Mercedes looked up, there were tears trickling down Daisy’s cheeks. She was hoping the answer was yes, but Mercedes knew it wasn’t. “I’m sorry.” She lifted her arms and then Daisy was holding on, crying, and telling her how she’d hoped and hoped, and Uncle Harold had hoped and hoped, but they couldn’t go back so they drew the pictures, and then Tish came back from the tunnel even though they’d drawn her happy place, and now Aunty Mercedes was back and she was worried that Uncle Casper was stuck somewhere.
Mercedes was crying as well, telling her she’d been lost in a bad place, where she had to keep shooting monsters, but there was always another one, and there was no Uncle Casper and nobody else she knew, but she thought they were all dead, that Daisy and Wills were dead, that they’d all been tipped into a hole, but now she could see them.
The two of them poured it out, all their worries and fears and grief, all mixed up and garbled, and they were talking over each other, but finally both ran out of breath, or things to say, or tears. Daisy wanted to pick up the scattered papers, but Mercedes held onto a hand. “Please, so I know you’re real.” She used the other hand to help with the pictures, a lot of pictures, and Mercedes realised they were all dead people, and must be people she’d known.
~~
Daisy must have missed the part about Mercedes thinking she was dead, because that caught her attention. “You don’t think I’m real?” Mercedes explained properly, now she’d calmed down. She was embarrassed, but Daisy had a totally unexpected response. “When we’ve picked these up, I’ll take you to meet the others. Then you can hold their hands as well, so you know we are all alive.”
If it had been an adult, Mercedes would have said no, but Daisy, all the children, were a link back to her sanity, back to the old her. Alive, not dead, they proved that her memories weren’t all hers, that what she believed had happened, didn’t. As her mind went through a hundred reasons why she couldn’t go down there, Patty put the papers in a folder, then a satchel.
All the way down the hill, Mercedes kept telling herself this was a bad idea. When she came into view, some of the people noticed her, but instead of pointing and shouting, they just waved and carried on. Daisy pulled her away from the main crowd, shouting names, and the first children peeled out of the crowd.
The children looked cautious, which might be her hair, or scar, or Mercedes hoped so. While she was still wondering what to say, Daisy took it out of her hands. “Aunty Mercedes lost her ear, and has been in a bad place. She has to hold our hands to feel better.”
~~
Some were still cautious, but the first hands were reaching out, too many hands, too many children. It took a real effort to hold out a hand to them, and then first one, then another, took hold, and they were all real. Mercedes couldn’t help smiling. Daisy had turned into a real bossy-boots, making them say their names one at a time so they were real.
A lot of names, and some hadn’t been on the lorry, so this was all true. Not a false memory, this was real, and the dead children were among the rest so they had to be alive. Mercedes was on her knees now, in the middle of a chattering group. Too many were still strangers, but it didn’t matter, because they didn’t mind. They all accepted her with no reservations, and that was a balm on her ragged nerves.
Maybe it was the smile, maybe the kneeling, or because there was safety in numbers, and some was definitely because they realised this really was Mercedes. For whatever reason, the barriers were down, and as children do, they were asking questions.
They wanted to know where she’d been, and saying she couldn’t remember didn’t bother them at all. There were questions about her ear, why was it cut off and could she hear through that little hole? Some wanted to know why her hair was that colour, why she’d cut it, and was she going to colour it? The hand touching her head was a shock, and Mercedes turned, alarmed.
“I’m sorry.” Rory, Abigail’s six-year-old, looked worried. “It looked spiky, and I didn’t think it was real, but it is, and it’s soft.”
~~
Now the first shock was over, Mercedes was worried as well, as some of the children had drawn back at the sudden jerk. “It’s okay, honest. I’m not used to someone touching me.” Not strictly true, Mercedes realised. “Not gently, like that.” She bent her head and braced herself, but now she knew who it was, it didn’t bother her. As more hands stroked her head, and agreed her hair was soft, there had to be one that stroked her scar, cautiously.
That didn’t matter either, and then the dogs were introduced. Amber might be a Dobermann, and Angel looked like a Labrador, but they weren’t, she knew they weren’t. The dogs had to sit and hold out their paws, so Amber and Angel could be real, but Sooty just ploughed through the crowd. No formal shaking of paws, the big hairy idiot wanted a share of the fuss, and then so did Barley and Mischief. The crowd pressed in again, chattering and laughing, and Mercedes relaxed and laughed with them. She was home, because nobody could fake this.
All these children and dogs knew her, and liked her, so all the other memories were lies. She belonged here with Daisy, and with ’Arold and Emmy, Nikki, Sarah, Patty, and all the others. Even if her real memories never came back, all she had to do was get to know them again.
~~
There was an adult, now, a stranger, but right now that wasn’t a problem. “I’m sorry, I don’t remember you, but I’ll learn.”
The woman looked shy, and was being pulled closer. “Rory said, and that I had to hold your hand to be real. I’m Mia, and we didn’t know each other very well. Rory said you wanted to meet all the children, so I brought Violet. She’s three.” She held out her hand for Mercedes to shake.
“Violet was the first baby born in Orchard Close.” Daisy was organising again. “I’ll ask Aunty Emma if I can bring Tammy.” She raced off, followed by the dogs and two other children, and Mercedes stood up.
She shook hands, but while she was wondering what to say, another young boy, Joey she remembered, pulled a woman towards her. “Hello Mercedes, welcome home. I didn’t realise it was you at first. Then Joey said I had to come and say hello, and shake hands? So that I’m real?”
Joey was on a different mission. “So that you can see Mam’s hand. I bet Frederick can carve you an ear like that, better than plastic.”
The woman looked startled, then embarrassed, and extended her left arm. The wrist and hand coming out of the sleeve were wood—Mercedes could see the grain! The carving wasn’t detailed, but it had slightly curved fingers and a thumb, so she could cup something in it, and was stained to almost match her dark skin.
Mercedes realised she was staring. “Sorry.” Her hand went up towards her scar. “They wanted to know how I could hear like this, and some of them thought a false ear would help. I didn’t ask…” She gestured towards the wooden hand, relieved when the woman smiled.
“And I’m forgetting my manners.” She held out her right hand to shake. “Joey said you can’t remember our names. I’m Pippa and a baker.” She smiled wider and glanced back. “If you want to check, there are some of my cakes on the table, but they’re rationed.”
When Mercedes hesitated, Pippa guessed why. “Nobody will crowd you. You see that group of young women, not too far from the rest but not mingling?” Mercedes nodded—she’d noticed them arrive. “They all had a bad time before they joined us. You might notice that women sometimes go to talk to them, and a few go to get food. Some even join the crowd with the children for a while, but the men stay clear. That’s because we know they don’t feel comfortable near men, bad memories.”
~~
Pippa shrugged, beckoning as she set off, and Mercedes followed. “Actually, they trust our men, Orchard Close, but are still cautious about being in a mixed crowd like this. This is the first time some of them have left the Girl Club in months, except when they work in the fields near the enclave. It might be years for some. This is a real gathering of the clan, Orchard Close.”
As they walked, Daisy arrived with Emmy and Tammy, and once Mercedes held Tammy’s hand, Emmy helped explain the party atmosphere. Pippa meant this was the first time they’d all met since Orchard Close split up. Somehow the news about the little gathering had spread, even if the reason hadn’t, as there were people from five communities.
A specific invitation as there were no Barbies, GOFS, original inhabitants of the Allotment, ex-Geeks that joined the Farm, later refugees from the Juggernaut campaign, or refugees from London, Evesham, or the Arena. Not quite none, as Gemma’s not-boyfriend and a few others like Nikki had a pass.
Primed beforehand, Mercedes knew who Berry and Seth were, but still had to shake hands. She accepted a bottle of Berry beer, so she could remember the taste. As she collected a chicken salad sandwich, a dish of homemade crisps, and a slice of Pippa’s cake so she’d remember the taste, it turned into a sort of joke. Not a nasty joke, but when Mercedes met someone, they held out a hand and introduced themselves. Sarah grinned and introduced herself just as the rest had, shaking hands so she didn’t mess up the system.
One person only came to say hello, and ask if she’d got everything she needed, and then he left to bash bricks. Mercedes was puzzled, and it must have shown, as Umeko noticed. “You’re wondering why Harold isn’t the one introducing you, aren’t you?” Mercedes nodded, and Ava, a young woman with a really short skirt and a tiny top, laughed.
“He’d love to.” Ava wanted to laugh again, but manged to keep speaking. “He’s been moping about since you went missing, and grinning like an idiot since you came back. If he had his way, he’d sweep you off to his lair.”
“Burrow.” Umeko sniggered again. “Then he’d keep you all wrapped up and safe, so nothing ever hurt you again. But because those scroats messed with your head, he daren’t. Harold is frightened he’ll scare you off, so he’s holding back, but only just. If you don’t believe me, look his way, but sideways so he doesn’t know. If you turn to look his way, he’ll pretend to be busy.”
Ava cut off at an angle. “But while you do, come and say hi to the quiet girls. They all remember you. They were too early for your recovery scheme, the barrows, but a couple of them helped out.” She explained the quiet girls, caning, and then the barrows, and killing the asshole. The group weren’t quite separate, as the young women took turns to help with the work, and some occasionally joined the turmoil, allegedly supervising children.
Quiet girls wasn’t a title, but they were reserved, though it varied. A few never moved far from the group, while others went to collect food, or called out and sometimes even joked with the rest of the gathering. The young women were pleased to see Mercedes, and smiled at the handshake and introduction, but there were shadows behind their eyes.
Shadows that Mercedes recognised, and she was sure she had her own. There was one moment when all the shadows lifted, and everyone laughed—when Mercedes had to shake Thandia’s paw so she was real. As some of them pointed out, it didn’t get more real than a huge armoured dog drooling on your fingers.
~~
Mercedes wasn’t the only one wandering about, stopping now and then to talk. It had been nine months since Silent Running left, a lifetime for too many, but now they were all catching up. Even those left in Birmingham had been split up, and there still wasn’t enough petrol to waste on social visits.
The fitter ones had used cycles or walked, but Rob and his wheelchair only left the Barbies to supervise major plumbing work. Berry and Seth rarely left the Pub, though a fair percentage of the fitter people in all the nearby enclaves visited them—for a pint. Hilda was happy running the GOFS switchboard, Kharon had a workshop for his clock repairs, and Kerry was running a GOFS sewing and embroidery class, so they tended to stay in the Castle.
Now they were renewing friendships and swapping gossip. That became remember when, which helped Mercedes as they were happy to let her listen, or answer questions. It might take years to put together in her mind, but nobody was pushing. Today, nobody wanted to talk about the government, Specials, or even the other enclaves—except for particularly juicy gossip about individuals.






Chapter 24

29th: The Raging Bulls:
Although nobody from Orchard Close knew, the idea of a day off had spread. The reason so many joined in was probably exhaustion, mental not physical. There had been a succession of battles and crises since the nineteenth, and today was the first chance to draw breath. There were no immediate threats, and no urgent business, not after the Mart negotiators were sent home.
There was still some work done, and perimeter guards stood their shifts, but most enclaves had some sort of gathering. Some were livelier than others, occasionally wild, but they all tended to be self-contained. Many included some strangers, as Harold had brought over two thousand new inhabitants.
Even if they didn’t realise, two enclaves copied Orchard Close by having a working party on the newly-claimed acres. At one, the whole enclave gathered hay, cutting down all the long grass before it was trampled. Now the farmers could plant, and the deer they’d just bought from the Zoo would be fed all winter. The other enclave needed charcoal, so they cut down trees, saplings, and hedges depending on their strength, with the children collecting twigs for starting fires.
Here and there, old traditions were revived for the day. A maypole dance, Morris dancing, a sports day with pebble and spoon races, or cake, flower, and veg competitions—everyone found their own way to relax. In some cases, it was just a day wandering about, talking to friends, or sitting and watching veg grow. The relief, after the breakout, the Juggernaut, dealing with the Specials, wiping out the last five gangs, and storming the city centre, reached everywhere.
The refugees who were fit, or weren’t injured too badly, had been split up, and were still feeling out of place. Today, however, they were included, and began to feel a little more as if they belonged in their new homes. Even the old and infirm were finding a niche, as baby-sitters were in great demand—the Crash had left Birmingham with very few old people.
The ex-military from London, injured or fit, didn’t really belong anywhere. They weren’t even a cohesive group, but today, those who were able had gathered at the graveyard. The dead from Evesham had been buried, or burned and their ashes scattered, or placed in pots, but it had been rushed. Today, the ex-military came to honour their dead.
~~
The military refugees from London had a remembrance day for the comrades they’d lost, but not just those in the cemetery. Some had left friends’ bodies in Gatwick, as they retreated again and again. Then when the government broke through the London perimeter, more comrades had to be abandoned, people who would never have a grave or marker. In many cases, there had never been a time or place to remember them, and say goodbye.
Wooden markers were placed, planks with columns of names written in marker pen, the birth of a memorial garden. The memorials could be carved later, to preserve as many names as possible. For too many, this would be the only record of their lives, as most databases had been lost in the Crash.
Permanently, although none of them knew, because it was deliberate, to break ties to the pre-Cabal world. Forcing everyone to register for coupons, creating new official identities, was a part of the same campaign. If the Cabal had their way, even the Army records would eventually be wiped, a cyber-attack by terrorists.
As the day progressed, a series of salutes shattered the silence. There was a clear period of silence between them, as each group of mourners was allowed to have their moment. Some were only two or three rifles, as a considerable number of ex-military were still in hospital. A large proportion of those present were missing a limb, or had pots or splints, but they all wore military uniforms and carried a weapon.
Not just the London ex-military, as there were some already living in Birmingham, and now they weren’t hiding their past. Felton brought Sarge’s Boys, not a true description any more, as the ex-military still fit to fight were gradually joining them. Today, only four of the remaining twenty-four ex-Poachers remained in hospital, though some of the others needed crutches or wheelchairs. Their uniforms had been cleaned and repaired, and their weapons gleamed as they fired a salute for their seven comrades.
~~
Only a few would ever know if it was planned for today, or taking advantage of the right moment, when five ex-London officers approached Felton. All five explained they were retired, and would stay retired, so the military needed a leader. There was a little flourish as they proffered a new uniform, one that left Felton temporarily speechless.
Not because it was new, because it was number two service dress, a temperate parade uniform, for an Army major. She recovered enough to take a step back, and speak. “I’m not an officer!”
“None of us are.” The ex-captain who had been throwing orders about in Evesham was in uniform, but with no hint of his rank. “We are wearing a uniform today, for our dead, but we are not active serving officers or soldiers. You, however, are a serving officer.” He smiled, and continued before Felton could speak. “Our commanding officer said so.”
The smile disappeared, and he was all business now. “I was told the words were.” He cleared his throat. “If an officer turns up, Felton, tell them I put you in charge of the soldiers, and send them to me.” The smile reappeared, and he gestured to the uniform. “We are not foolish enough to actually check with him. This will fit you, and is a suitable rank once the injured are back on duty.”
From her face, Felton still wanted to say no, but she’d remembered—Harold had said exactly that. Even so, lance corporal to major was ridiculous. “I’ve no idea how to be a major. I’ll mess it up.”
All five came to attention, and the spokesman disagreed. “We will advise, dressed in civvies, and there are three ex-officers willing to serve as your captain and lieutenants. There are enough ex-NCOs to maintain discipline. If you accept, we will explain later, ma’am, in private.”
That came as a relief, as Felton wanted a LOT of explanation. “So exactly how is this meant to go?”
A flick of the eyes indicated left. “The captain and lieutenants are waiting for your instructions. If you ask them to assemble the troops, most of the soldiers will be puzzled, but will do as they are told. In the interim, if you will put on your uniform, ma’am?”
“And you’ll explain.” Felton turned to look around at the number of ex-soldiers. “To them as well.”
“Of course, ma’am.”
~~
Which meant she had to give orders to officers, which made Felton twitch. The soldiers had been saluting and calling her ma’am, but none were more than NCOs, and it was one way of keeping everyone in order. Real officers had been elusive, but now she realised they’d been plotting.
The uniform fitted, so someone had been working on this. Not Harold, Soldier Boy, or she was sure he’d have told her, and it wasn’t her platoon. She was certain none of them could have kept it away from Peters, and he would have opened his big mouth. Once she was dressed, Felton looked at the blank spot where she should have her unit badge. She wasn’t a Poacher now, 2nd Battalion, Royal Anglian Regiment, so what was she? What were all the men and women out there?
There were eight men when she came out of the commandeered bedroom, sat around a dining table, but they came to their feet. Felton realised there were no officers out there, and reacted without thinking. “Keeping them standing around isn’t a good start.”
She was quickly introduced, then ‘her’ new captain answered. “By now they all know what is happening, ma’am. They are being reorganised to create squads and platoons, a cohesive unit. Some platoon-sized groups have fought together, but most of us were individuals chosen for evacuation, many because we were wounded.”
As he turned to look towards where the new unit was assembling, a hitch in his movement betrayed the injury hidden under his uniform. “Eventually there should be enough fit personnel for a company.”
She’d been thinking while she dressed, and Felton wanted two things settled immediately. “First, how can promoting me be the best idea? Harold, Soldier Boy, would listen to a reasonable proposition, like using qualified officers. Second, regardless of who is in charge, what are we? Even mercenaries have a unit name, and we’ll need one to pull everyone together. Before you suggest it, Sarge’s Boys was Harold’s joke.”
This time the three officers turned to the five advisors, and the original spokesman answered. “The reason you have the rank, ma’am, is consensus. Soldier Boy gave you command, but yes, he would have considered an alternative. The problem was in finding someone that fitted.”
~~
He gestured to include those at the table. “We, and the senior NCOs, have been discussing this since Evesham. This will not be an Army unit, but will have Army roots, some of them very old. For instance, the soldiers will all wear swords or machetes, and carry a fighting knife as well as a bayonet. It has been noted you are taking lessons.”
If they knew, there was no point answering, so Felton waited. “The defence of London was less formal than this organisation must be. It tended to be a group, many of them non-military, who fought for a leader. That means whoever commands the company must be a leader.”
He turned enough to meet her eyes. “You, and your platoon, led the attack in Evesham. Very logical, as they had the best protection, but they didn’t have to. They did it because you asked.”
“No.” They’d got the wrong impression. “We, myself and Peters, discussed it with Harold, and then asked them.”
The smile didn’t seem worried. “According to the soldiers, they knew they’d be fighting, but thought it would be more like they were trained for. You explained the difference, and told them they had the only proper military protection. You asked them to lead, to use their armour and weapons to break the first response, and let the rest close in.”
“Peters is senior, and asked them.”
“Peters spoke to them, and said Soldier Boy needed them out front, but he didn’t explain. Most of them consider Peters a joke, a useful thief, but not much of a soldier.” His face tightened, and he sighed. “The survivors told us; you warned them some would die, and others may be crippled. Then you said you’d be going anyway, because that’s what soldiers do. They go into danger, place their bodies between the enemy and their people, so others don’t have to.”
~~
For a moment the eight men sat in silence, then the captain straightened. “You did it as well. Those men and women all agree, you led them in, and that’s why they salute and call you ma’am.” He nodded towards the others. “That isn’t how modern officers act, but it is what the fighters in this war expect. After London, even the ex-military expect leaders to lead, so we aren’t really doing you a favour.”
The semi-civilian chuckled quietly. “No, ma’am, we don’t expect you on a white horse, charging the cannon.” He must have recognised the shock on her face. “Soldier Boy doesn’t do that, but he’s there on the front, with a sword or rifle if necessary. Most of the men have spoken to your platoon, to thank them, so they know the story. The consensus is that they need a commanding officer, and you’ll do it right.”
Felton looked down at her uniform, and she didn’t mind leading a platoon, but a company was too big a jump. As she looked up again, the captain beat her to it. “There is still some misogynism in the Army, so if you made lance corporal at your age, you should probably have been a sergeant. Since the Army’s commanding officer was a corporal, you are actually over-qualified.”
She couldn’t help it, Felton laughed, and so did the rest. “I’m that case, I suppose I’d better suck it up. Harold will give us an official designation, and my first suggestion for a unit name is the Bulls, for Birmingham.”
As they all looked at each other, it was almost a done deal, until what looked like the oldest suddenly grinned. “Having seen them in Evesham, perhaps the Raging Bulls would suit them better. I’ve noticed the locals like flamboyant names.”
“As long as we don’t have to put horns on our helmets.” That was the captain’s vote, and the rest soon followed.
Felton waited for them to leave, so she could take a breath, then followed them in some sort of daze. She smartened up immediately when she saw the neat ranks, all waiting for her. The sound of over a hundred boots stamping as one underlined it—despite the worn or patched uniforms, they were all still soldiers.
The civvies made short speeches, and then Felton explained that they were forming a single unit, the Raging Bulls because they fought for Birmingham. Soldier Boy had put her in charge, but the rest had to be organised. For now, they should carry on as before, but start training, especially with swords and fighting knives. The act broke when they were dismissed, and a sergeant called for three cheers—which gave her an excuse to let the smile show.
~~
The news about Felton’s army would spread, as the parade had spectators. It was held outside the cemetery, since the soldiers were already there, but the military weren’t the only mourners. People had probably come here on other days, but today the numbers and variety were noticeable. The visitors wore their gang ‘uniforms’ but there was no friction.
Since the Crash, bodies that received a funeral tended to be burned, or buried by collapsing walls, but many were just left where they fell. Ashes were rarely gathered, as the usual pyre wasn’t hot enough to destroy the body, especially at the beginning. Sometimes the burned remains were buried under rubble, but however the bodies were dealt with, most of the remains were anonymous or lost, overgrown.
Where enclaves attempted something more civilised, markers were defiled, graves dug up for possible loot, or sheer nastiness, and with no real records, names were lost. Orchard Close’s big diary was one of the few exceptions, but a quiet debate was slowly spreading. Did everyone go in there, or just Orchard Close, and in that case, where were the rest recorded?
There were two Barbarians in marked graves—they’d told friends they liked the idea. As they were one of the gangs with the least regard for the dead, that was a shock to some. The Barbarians visiting the graves were another shock—polite and respectful. There were more graves from Evesham than locals, but that was already changing after the casualties in the city centre. The eclectic mix of visitors proved that some things already had.
~~~
29th: Memories: Mix and Mend:
As evening drew in, the Orchard Close gathering began to disperse. Children were first, taken off to bed as some were already sleeping, and some of the older or frailer followed. The semi-party continued for a while, gradually shrinking into groups who were reluctant to say goodbye. They only lived a few miles from each other, but there might never be another meeting like this. Or maybe there would, when some pointed out Orchard Close used to have regular dances.
Nothing was actually decided, and everyone carried on slowly packing up. Several pointed out that the initial idea of the gathering, helping Mercedes and knocking down a brick wall, had both worked, even if it had turned into something more.
The bricks had been removed and then, when the initial leaks stopped, the side of the lower container was hacked off. A small leak, low on the other wall, soon died out, so that wall was cut out as well. Beyond, a thin trickle of water came out of the darkness, along the dry bed of the canal. Intrepid explorers, including a nervous Jackie, found containers blocking the other end.
More pickaxe holes, and waiting for the leak to die, proved the containers were empty, so the side was ripped off. The other wall would take something different. A pickaxe hole, up high, was still jetting water when everyone packed up. By then the rest of the initial two containers had been dragged away, exposing the original tunnel entrance.
Letting Mercedes see the children and residents was a complete success as far as everyone could see. She’d said hello to everyone, and they’d all been told about the brainwashing—though not while she was there. For now, Mercedes knew she could talk to any of them if she wanted, but none of them would push her. From her reaction today, she’d want facts, memories that had been wiped out or suppressed.
~~
Mercedes wasn’t sure what she wanted. She knew the day hadn’t really fixed her, dealt with her false memories. Periodically, when she saw a man at the wrong angle, the picture of the monster would crash back in. None of them expected her to say much, so she’d just ridden it out, waited for it to fade.
The rest had left chaos in her head. Not total, as she knew that everything today was real. Too much of it roused ghosts, feelings or partial reactions that must be attached to memories. Now she had to put them in order, make sense of how they fitted into her memories, to tell her which were real. She needed a set of drawings, but of live people, not dead.
As she sat in her room, Mercedes’ eyes kept straying to a box. In there was a set of drawings, moving pictures. There wouldn’t be a monster, but would the VR set bring him back? She knew she had to deal with him somehow. Mercedes daren’t just wait and hope he faded.
If she had a flashback like some of those today, and there was a rifle nearby, she couldn’t be sure she wouldn’t use it. Then she might kill one of her new friends—and lose the rest. The temptation was that looking through the headset, but at a peaceful scene she knew was real, might weaken the monster.
In here, alone and unarmed, she couldn’t make a mistake. The videos would also help memories as they were labelled, with both the location and names, though some had no people at all.
Mercedes prevaricated, arguing for and against, eventually making a cuppa as she debated. It had cooled, and she’d drunk it, when Mercedes gave a big sigh, stood up, and reached for the box.
As night crept over Orchard Close, she sat on her bed, spellbound, as the scene moved across squares of different greens, and rows of green across a car park. They weren’t as extensive as the ones she’d seen today, but there had been a date. This was a scene from two years ago, and she’d helped to plant, weed, and reap these crops.
It was evening, and the view was from the wall. The camera panned across a large rectangle of grass, close to the wall in the shadows, but for some reason it hadn’t been planted. Because it was a football pitch. Mercedes gasped, because nobody told her that. She knew it was, and that there was a joke, something funny about the football matches, but she could wait. It was working!
~~
On the bypass above Orchard Close, Harold leant on the rail and looked out over the houses and fields. His eyes came back, again and again, to one roof. He wished he could look through the roof, and then through the skull of the woman inside, and fix whatever was wrong.
Even if he’d known about the global struggle, atomic weapons, mutinies, the attack on London, and the Cabal, they wouldn’t have mattered to him as much as the fate of that one woman.
Harold had his love, his wife, his diamond, back home and alive and healthy, but would she ever really be Mercedes again?






Characters in
Fall of the Cities XI
The White Lady
Starts 20th June - 5 years 6 months after Harold left Kuwait
Silent Running:
Harold (Harry) Miller: 25: ex Corporal pay clerk, 5182. CGC (Conspicuous Gallantry Cross). Enclave leader: aka Soldier Boy, or ’Arold to Mercedes. Rifle marksman who learned sword fighting as a joke, when his SAS friend gave him a swordstick
Ava: 22: Ex Hot Rods slave: Cooper’s victim, Demon/Sneaky Squad
Cherie: 13: Charger’s daughter
Curtis: 29: Short, stout gardener, Emmy’s bloke, Tammy’s dad
Daisy: 9: Harold’s niece: hyperactive (somewhere in the high-functioning autistic spectrum and possibly ADHD) - leader of Mini Squad
Doll: Dolly: 24: aka Gunslinger, blue-eyed blonde: Was head gunslinger, now a Demon, bedazzled Wayne
Edward: 8: Eddie: Little Ed: Tessa’s son with Stones – member of Mini Squad
Emmy: 26: Aka Bad Girl, Jamaican: tall, signature hair (half cropped, half thin braids), sniper, head gnome, Demon, Tammy’s mum, Curtis’s gartered wench
Gulab: 7: Ruhika’s daughter
Henry: 28: Aka Hammer, Riot Squad, Liz’s heavy hammer husband, Demon
Lily: Charger’s wife, Cherie’s mum
Liz: 27: 5’ 11” ex-artiste blacksmith, slim but very strong, Henry’s wife
Louise: 34: Quiet graphic designer, gay, Barbie Chandra’s ex, pinned/braced thigh bone
Mercedes aka Killer Queen: 20: Harold’s wife - assassin and spy, trained the sneaky-squad, missing, believed dead
Patricia Elliot: 31: Trainee nurse. Now experienced, especially with wounds
Patty: 30: Aka Demon - demon knitter: crossbow queen, sniper, leads Demons (fighters) – Harold’s self-appointed bodyguard and enforcer, lost 2.5 fingers left hand, Vulcan’s girlfriend
Ru: Ruhika: 25: Aka Aneka Myrtyua - many deaths - small feisty Asian woman, sniper, Demon, Gulab’s mum
Sharyn: 31: Harold’s sister: Army widow: Daisy and Wills’ mother
Tammy: 3: Emmy and Curtis’s daughter, born after Curtis left
Tessa: 27: Aka Apprentice, Eddie’s mum, Harold’s friend & gun apprentice
Thien or Ly Thien: Vietnamese, Umeko’s friend, once Wellington’s involuntary nurse, then wife, now his widow
Umeko: 21: Aka Cobra, a Demon and sniper - Asian, ex-Geeks brothel, boyfriend Marcos died in Hope Valley
Wamil: 29: Tall, quiet Asian woman, deadly keep-fit techniques, Ru’s friend, was very badly injured and will never totally recover
Wayne: Ex-GOFS - survivalist - sneaky and good with bow – Doll’s bloke
Wills: 7: Sharyn’s son, Harold’s nephew
Doberman/Labrador crosses: Amber, black and tan: Angel, gold
Morgana Dragonspawn: aka Morgan: Rescued from Evesham
Arena cellar: Men, women and children who survived Arena escape
Sara: Survived one Arena melee
Nikki, Danica: Aka Stripes, has two long scars down each cheek, punishment when she tried to fight her abuser
Saul: Survived one Arena melee
Kit: Lot of shrapnel in her back
Tunnel Rats: Seven survivors taken from the cave system near the Hope Valley by Special Forces
Tish, Wade, Shade and four Barbies
Grimalkin: Sharyn’s black cat
Sandy: Gulab’s pet
Rocket Man: New Zealand White stud rabbit
Two thousand refugees from London and Evesham, many wounded
~~
ORCHARD CLOSE ENCLAVE
(Split into Allotment and Farm, but still sign in as Orchard Close on the coupon bus)
ALLOTMENT: Over 120 people including:
Callum: Fifty-ish man, one of leaders
Millicent: Older single woman respected by the rest
Abigail: 27: Quiet nervous woman once sex slave, with son, Rory, used as control
Conn: 27: Short slim man, prematurely bald, Lillian’s ‘widower’
Gayle: 23: Trainee, now practiced dentist & anaesthetist - ‘The Ninja Dentist’
Joey: 11: Pippa and Robert’s son - Mini Squad
Louie: 23: Notched ear from bullet - Suzie’s husband
Pippa: 30: Genius baker: homemade wooden right hand and forearm
Robert: 31: Pippa’s husband
Rory: 6: Abigail’s son
Sukie: 9: Suzie’s daughter, loves having a new dad, Louie - Mini Squad
Suzie: 26: Asian - Sukie’s cheeky, cheerful Mum, sister died fighting - Louie’s wife
Violet: 3: Abigail’s baby girl, first child born in Orchard Close
also a substantial number of young women recovering from abuse after rescue from gangs
~~
FARM: Over 300 people in repaired houses with defensive wall and stockyard, numbers boosted by refugees when Juggernaut liberated enclaves
Abraham: 54: Oldest refugee: Stately Gnome - gardener
Alicia: 26: Still grieving for Barry - bomb maker
Bridie: 20: A rescue who is a natural with a rifle, now accomplished shooter
Frederick: 41: Amateur carpenter: Kathleen’s husband - Rosalyn’s dad
Galileo: ex-Geek manager: Engineer, makes crossbows, ballistae, and catapults
Gemma: aka Gem: 20: Riot Squad: ex-Murphies ‘brothel’- stayed to guard abused women
Georgina: 12: Olive’s daughter, Mini Squad
Jackie: aka Carver: 22: tall, slim, black, ex-Bloods, wears miniskirts because she can, but it isn’t an invitation - very good with a knife
John’s Pat: 40: Religious Christian, wife of Pat’s John, counsels abused women
Julie: Ex-Geek sniper bait- Garden Gnome (Gnome is where the heart is)
June: 42: ex-trophy wife, trainee teacher and nurse, blind left eye from General’s attack
Kathleen: 37: Fredrick’s wife, Rosalyn’s mum
Marcy: ex-Geek sex slave, became Tell’s voluntary woman, then fiancée
Maryam: 44: rabbit breeder, George’s widow
Mathias: ex-Geek soldier
Max: 24: Fighter refugee - stayed to protect rescued women
Mia: widow - quiet, Millie’s mum
Millie: 8: Mia’s daughter, member of Mini Squad
Nate: 20: ex-Murphies - grieving for Beverley, determined to protect other women
Olive: 35: Zach’s widow, Georgina’s Mum
Olivia: 24: Riot Squad, stayed to protect the young women
Pat’s John: 41: now Christian lay preacher, trying to counsel the abused
Rosalyn: 15: Fredrick’s daughter
Sarah: 18: aka Fantasia, very pretty ex-Hot Rod victim
Sorcha: 21: Amateur engraver, has the kit
Tell: aka William Tell: ex-Geek manager: bowyer & archer
Theo: 30: Roy’s friend, experienced fighter, stayed to guard young women
Tim: 27: Toyah’s husband
Toyah: 24: Tim’s wife
includes 37 ex-Geeks who disagreed with gang policy on women
Girl Club (inner circle): over a hundred women who avoid men, and most company, with their guard/therapy mastiff Thandia, and alarm dog Sooty
OTHERS
Dealer: Travelling salesman with bulletproof cars. Trades ammunition, propellant, gun repairs, live animals and fish, fresh meat, and almost anything else in return for scavenged valuables, selected enclave products, or coupons
David: one of twelve guards with automatics, Dealer’s personal bodyguard during trading, Cabal agent collecting from dead drops
Supply: Manages warehouse of salvage that supplies the Dealer in each enclosed city
The Cabal
Owen: Chairman: tall, greying, distinguished, confident: old money
Boris: Foreign Office: small, slim, dark-haired, wants best enclaves kept alive to transplant into Europe, once the Cabal invade
Faraz: RAF liaison: wiry, intense Asian. Frustrated by pilot ‘intransigence’ over burning civilians
Gerard: Youngest of cabal leaders: Spymaster, recent promotion, oversees road convoys supplying city security forces, work camps and Marts
Grace: tall spare grey-haired woman, aristocrat, runs work camps, considers occupants scum - now responsible for city checkpoint, convoy, work camp and Mart guards
Henry: Portly man with thick black hair and beard, farming, wants to rescue best enclaves
Ivy: Stout middle-aged redhead in charge of food storage and sale, liaison with Marts - Hard-line, wants cities emptied
Joshua: Army liaison. Spare, balding man, proud of the Army, dislikes paramilitaries
Keris: Falklands operation, especially the refinery, doesn’t visit UK
Victor: Navy liaison: smart, impeccably groomed career naval officer, usually remains with the fleet, concentrating on suborning naval officers & men – hard-line, wants cities cleared
BIRMINGHAM
Hot Rods: ex-car thieves:
neighbouring gang to the south of Orchard Close:
ET:
E-Type: joint leader
Roller: joint leader
Spanky: ET’s wife, ex-victim of gang boss
Virginia: Roller’s voluntary woman
GOFS: Gods of Fire and Steel: gang to the west, good smith so plenty of metal weapons, live in fortified girl’s boarding school called The Castle – Allies of OC, Barbies. Their WWII Bren carrier with an armoured dome has turtle paintwork and is called Raphael
Gofannon: Gang boss
Vulcan: Senior GOFS: warchief: was courting Patty, old-style, until she left city
Wayland: Senior GOFS: superb blacksmith
Hephaestus: Heff: senior GOFS
Ogou: Senior GOFS
Cyclops: Senior GOFS who wears diver’s face mask to protect spectacles
Cy: GOFS soldier who survives Barbie doctoring, trained to shoot by Harold and Emmy, has pics with Emmy, Doll, Patty, Mercedes, Umeko, Mia, Bridie
Brighid: A GOFS woman
Henrietta:
‘Head Girl’: Gofannon’s woman, wears short, tight schoolgirl uniform, carries weaponised hockey stick
Charlie: 35: home appliance repair man, builds windmills for generators - from OC
Hilda: 46: ex clerical worker, dog Mischief. Switchboard operator - from OC
Isiah: 39: Kerry’s hubby: reclusive, lame ex-telephone engineer, built switchboard - from OC
Kerry: 37: Shy: Isiah’s wife: seamstress and embroiderer, has many trainees - from OC
Kharon: 52: Clock repairer: makes grenade mechanisms - from OC
Pricilla: 16: Elizabeth’s daughter, now an orphan, moves in with Veronica - from OC
Veronica: 19: Quiet, daughter of Isiah and Kerry, Pricilla’s friend, library, switchboard - from OC
Geek Freeks: ex-shop assistants: gang to the north of OC, treat women as slaves, stopped ‘recruiting’ when worst ones assassinated by Umeko hit squad, and forty members defected to Orchard Close, with voluntary women
Hawkins: gang boss: senior manager
Marconi: manager: radio man:
Nobel: manager: chemistry student: bomb maker
Barbie Girls: all-female gang founded by escaped prisoners, notoriously savage. Based in ‘Beth’s’ aka The Queen Elizabeth II Shopping Centre, west of the GOFS. Their elite wear blonde wigs and adopt the name and style of a Barbie Doll – Allies of OC and GOFS. Big Bess is the heavily armoured tractor unit from an HGV, painted pink
Malibu: Senior Barbie: business suit, pearls & weapons: ex prisoner
Christie: Senior Barbie: African ethnicity but wears blonde wig: ex prisoner
Ken: Senior Barbie: Large and dresses as a man: warchief: ex prisoner
Chandra: Elite: Asian: dress slit right up both sides: ex prisoner, Louise’s ex-girlfriend
Cherry Pie: Elite: Heavily tattooed: dresses as American farm girl: ex prisoner
Beach Beetch: Elite: genuine blonde (allegedly): leather swimsuit: Logan’s exclusive Beetch (married), ex prisoner
Zahara: new elite: mixed ethnicity: bright colours, big Afro, short blonde wig
Skipper: Operates Barbie Radio: Wears striped top and socks, carries transistor
Mia: Barbie soldier, their shooter, then Umeko trained her properly
Vinnie: Barbie fighter, she bought Splash the Staffy X: ex prisoner
Splash: Staffy X sold to Barbies
Maggie: Dobermann cross bought from Orchard Close: guard dog
Aaron: 29: Roy’s friend, experienced fighter - smashed hip - from OC
Jilli: 17: Jillian, taken in trade: musical genius, now sings live on radio & makes CDs - from OC
Logan: 28: Tall, muscular refugee: Beach Beetch’s exclusive doggy (husband) - from OC
Rob: 41: Plumber, lost both feet and half right leg - Susan’s husband - from OC
Susan: 36: Rob’s gartered wench (and wife) - from OC
Mix of Riot Squad and most aggressive rescued women - from OC
The Pub: The only one, near the Barbies for protection
Berry: 21: Crash orphan, tall, strong, Landlady. Seth’s wife – from OC
Seth: 27: trainee brewer, Berry’s husband, carries sawn-off shotgun – from OC
Barley: guard dog, Staffy bitch
Genoa: New name for ex-Julius enclave as their men are now mercenary soldiers, earning their freedom after being captured. Enclave run by Barbies/GOFS/Riot Squad
Julius (Caesar): prisoner, permanent hard labour because he led his men to fight for the General.
Spitting Sid: Gun repairer and currently the only Genoa resident Harold trusts.
Genoese: 240 Highly trained infantry, earning redemption by fighting for violent gangs, specialising in final assaults. The original surviving local fighters have been reinforced by fighters captured by the Juggernaut. Only those whose crimes don’t warrant death, and are considered worth redeeming, are allowed the option
Sergeant Elkin: A sergeant who tends to be the one liaising with gang leaders, not always as there are other sergeants, and no officers are allowed
Professors:
mixed race and mixed sex leaders: mostly ex-University tutors. Lead alliance with SIMs, Benny’s Boys, and Goths
Prof: Leader: an old professor in a suit and robe
Celeste: Dance teacher, now organises physical training of skirmishers and trade with neighbouring gangs.
Chad: Rugby team captain, now leads fighters
Keepers:
based in Dudley Zoo, dual enclave linked by canal tunnel: breed zoo animals and sell meat, use animal tranquilliser darts in self-defence (lethal) and canal boats: now combined with Precinct 19 and Sikhs
Teddy: ex manager: Imogen’s fella - lost right forearm in Barbarian attack
Imogen: ex under-Keeper, Teddy’s partner
Inga: Flamboyant ex tropical bird keeper, married David the policeman
Ivor: Bison and buffalo keeper
Mia: Deer keeper
Stephanie: ex big cat keeper, tranquilliser gun expert
Takato: refugee who brought firearms (ex-big game hunter). Tans skins and pelts.
Precinct 19:
small enclave led by ex-police, join Keepers and Sikhs, used numbers as ID but slowly dropping them
Sikhs:
A small enclave of mostly Sikhs, who escaped the Barbarians and have joined the Keepers
Mahaan: Leader: Ex-military: Sikh weapons instructor
Fauja: 16, trained, armed, and wants to fight
Toppers:
was a gang between halves of the Keepers’ enclave, leaders used to dress in top hats and tails, now blending into Keepers
Curly and Bonny: leaders of two gangs between the Zoo and the Mart, now close allies of the Keepers
Barbarians:
very violent gang to NW of city, encouraged by Cabal agent to conquer other enclaves. Were led by Conan, abusive psychopath, until Catherine aka Bitch killed him. Have now agreed a treaty with Harold
Catherine: aka The Bitch: ex-sex-slave woman, now leads Barbarians,
Bitch Pack: over 100 fighters, men and women, led by Bitch
Garth: 38 Senior Warband leader (100 fighters)
Khan: Warband leader (100 fighters)
Mullet: Warband leader (50+ fighters) garrison in fortified enclave
Wolverine: Warband leader (50+ fighters) garrison in fortified enclave
Shogun: Warband leader (50+ fighters) garrison in fortified enclave
Sylvester: Catherine’s spymaster and ally, a Cabal agent
Vixen: Red-headed leader of Bitch’s mostly female bodyguards, ex-brothel slave
Ariel: ex-brothel slave, trains the female fighters
Sandra: ex-brothel slave, the third of Catherine’s inner circle
Atlas: very strong, muscular ex-Bloodsucker, admires Catherine and seems totally loyal
Corinne: Bitch Squad
Renee: Bitch Squad
Tony: Bitch Stud, one of her first bodyguards
Victor: Vic: fighter, Garth’s spy
Sister Meredith: leader of the nun medics
Eric: Sylvester’s nephew, 16
Peter: Sylvester’s nephew, 13
Deff Leppardz (insular gang that even the Barbarians left alone - have very good defences)
Leape: Leader
Puzz: Negotiator, maybe Spymistress
Asian (leopard): Second, Asian guy
Black Panther: Second, aka Panther because her skin makes the first part obvious
Fang: Second, guy who couldn’t be arsed to find a ‘proper’ leopardy name
Snow (leopard): Second, Blond guy
Sutton Park Alliance:
North-eastern third of city. Five gangs, mixed sexes and ethnicity, now in charge of the whole area. Tolerant of conquered, rely on ex-park keepers to keep food coming, were secretly steered to combine and fight better by ex-Gurkhas, who volunteered as scouts
Outside Birmingham
Cyn Palace: London: Library and the Sinner’s home base, allied with Preacher’s, Imam’s, Kermit’s, and Eli’s gangs to form Sin Palace Alliance around the school playing fields - NW London
Haven: Leeds: (was Sodom until it was liberated) Has a large percentage of angry women wanting to fight
Carol: Spokeswoman for enclave, and negotiator for local alliance due to her experience with the Arena and Riot Squad
Jesse Jamie: Carol’s son, enjoying notoriety as he has met the Riot Squad, largely responsible for wide spread of Riot Squad pictures
Roman: Ex-Special sergeant: Recruited by Carol, now her bodyguard
Styx: As in the river of death. One of Carol’s hundred-plus women fighters, a Stripes acolyte looking for a victim
Sheiks of Halton Moor: Large, aggressive gang with over 400 fighters, led by seven ‘sheiks.’
Saladin: Spokes-sheik, maybe the leader
Abi Talib: Sheik
Tariq: Sheik
Suleiman: Sheik
Tamerlane: Sheik
Mahnaz: Abused woman, now free and armed. Has agreed a way to move on—without killing all the Sheiks
London Defence Committee: a group of people co-ordinating the defence of London. They have experts who can use the remaining stockpiles to create explosives and manufacture mines, mortar rockets, and shaped charges
Judge: Chairman, short stout Caucasian man who dresses in dark suits and overcoats
Methuselah: black woman, a civil engineer - advises on creating tank traps and strongpoints
#
Intel, a nameless, tall slim Caucasian man - spymaster
Ronin: a large Asian man who is a demolitions expert, and can build shaped charges
El Cid: Mediterranean-looking man - expert on irregular infantry tactics
Thor: Slim middle eastern woman, responsible for rocket artillery, heavy weaponry
The Reivers: Scottish Highlands: founders were 258 survivors from the massacre of Glasgow, now several thousand strong, forced Cabal out of most of Scotland
Bruce: leader: ex Black Watch
Angus: ex Black Watch: wife and three bairns killed by artillery, trains fighters
Maeve: Widow who lost an arm fighting, family killed by artillery, now organises supplies
Hamish: Leader of the small fleet of fishing boats helping feed the Reivers.
Ragnorak’s Mob: four hundred gangsters who have taken hostages and want a deal
Ragnorak: aka Raggy, Leads over two hundred, freed from a work camp by Soldier Boy
Blood: Has a red jacket, leads over a hundred men liberated by Raggy’s mob
Pak: Leads forty pseudo-soldiers, once Chan’s ‘army.’
Banger: Leads forty-five men liberated by Raggy, once the Gang-Bangers until the Juggernaut hit them
Fergus: Raggy’s second
Flo: cross-dresser, Raggy’s lieutenant
Mugin: aka Moogy: One-eyed, muscular, scarred, short, short-tempered, short-sighted, ferocious close-up with a machete. Not the sharpest chisel, Raggy’s blunt instrument if necessary
Colonel Brewster: Ragnorak’s liaison, his commanding officer
European Mercenaries: remnants of national armies offered sanctuary if they fight
Klaus: Oberfeldwebel Klaus Huber: sniper, wounded, ex German Army with a daughter, Elke. Calls the Specials Sonderangebote (Special Offers) as it needs three or four to make one real soldier
Leon: Stabsunteroffizier Leon Birkhofer: Klaus’s spotter, ex German Army
Elke Huber: 13, Klaus’s daughter
Marie: small dark French woman, widow of French mercenary, caring for Elke
Anna: French woman who speaks fluent English
Perle: 14, Anna’s daughter, Elke’s friend
Frühling: Elke’s lively springer spaniel
Oberstabsfeldwebel (Sergeant-Major) Lucas Aber: Marinekommando. Leads a group of 15 mercenary soldiers, including Kommando Spezialkräfte
Sonderangebote: Special offer
Spezialist: Specialist
Scharfschützen: sniper
Spezieller Flugdienst. SAS
Lost Lambs: remnants of four SAS Troops (sixteen plus officer and some support staff) abandoned in the Middle East by the Cabal during the Crash, tried to walk home with stragglers, but only six remain, plus two ‘family members.’
Currently travelling northwards through France
Stones: demolition and heavy weapons: Harold’s best friend before the Crash: carries L119A2 SFIW
Dobbin: linguist and heavy weapons: Trooper Ryder - carries L119A1 CQB Carbine
Chips: Boat Troop mechanic: Trooper Carpenter - carries L119A2 SFIW
Static: signals, navigation, and AA missiles: FAC (Forward Air Control) trooper - L119A2 SFIW
Fakit: (First Aid Kit) Medic and Mobility: Troop mechanic and medic: Trooper Saunders carries an L119A1 CQB
Zrina: 20: young Croat woman ‘married’ to Chips - carries Nosy’s pistol and three pistols with a few rounds each
Branka: 23: young Croat woman ‘married’ to Fakit - carries 2 pistols and spare loaded L119A1 CQB (no spare magazines) that was used by trooper ‘Nosy’ Parker
Jenny: Donkey, (accepted working load 56.5 kg) carries about 60 kilos, incl. Tez’s rifles and Branka’s cooking gear:
Escalles: French village 1.5 km SW of SAS back door into Chunnel
Channel Defence Unit: 163 assorted personnel guarding the end of the channel Tunnel
8 SAS incl:
Sergeant Dudley aka Dud: Tried to arrest Harold in London, now acting-sergeant
Ferdy: SAS trooper (shot in the ass book one) Knows Harold, served with Stones
Glum: SAS trooper, always reckons the mission is suicidal
Others:
Captain Musgrave: Officer i/c, ordered the shooting of seven Specials for looting
Captain Devlin: Special - hates 40 Commando
Lieutenant Appleby: Artillery (government man)
Corporal Tozer: Artillery (government man)
Challenger III Tank crew who had their tank ‘stolen’ while sleeping
Sailors possibly responsible for deck gun misfire, killing most of a truck full of Specials
mortar crew who may have killed Specials on Scottish border
artillerymen who may have fired short on London perimeter and hit Specials
artillerymen who may have hit Specials with shrapnel when targeting Reivers
Secure Transport Solutions personnel released by Harold
40 Commando
Wheaton, Lieutenant Colonel: Royal Marine Battalion Commander
B Company:
Temair, Captain: in command
Regan, Lieutenant: female officer
2nd Battalion (The Poachers)
Lieutenant Colonel Austen: commanding officer, ordered the Bournemouth relief force
Captain Kernow: A
Company commander
Lieutenant Tolman: Tolly: platoon commander
Sergeant Stokes: Tolly’s platoon
Sergeant Irving: part of conspiracy
Selby: Private, part of conspiracy
Sarge’s Boys - 31 ‘Deserters’ with Harold - ex-Royal Anglian, 2nd Battalion, Sgt. Stokes’ platoon
Felton: Lance Corporal, good at diverting storemen, privates tend to jump to it when she gives them orders
Peters: Lance Corporal, platoon scrounger, with Felton as decoy
Vaugn: Private. Lionel’s beloved, Rhiannon, is buried at Orchard Close
Selby: Sharpshooter - bullet broke left shoulder
+ 20 LCs and Privates (14 wounded in Evesham)
The White Lady: White-haired brainwashed Cabal sniper. Uses a Snipex Alligator, a Ukrainian anti-material rifle firing 14.5x114mm rounds. 5-round magazine, effective to 2,000 metres, maximum range 5,000 mtrs, 2 mtrs long, weighs 25 kg.
Captain Symonns: Officer in charge of irregular snipers – Harold's old nemesis from London and Calais
Sgt. Kurgan: Team leader
Cpl. Phillips:Backup (new replacement) Carries rifle
Cpl. Urwin: Spotter for White Lady
Norfolk and Norwich University Hospital: - now the main national military hospital
Secure Transport Solutions: Army Contractors bringing supplies to British Army Units on front lines and city centres
Saracen Support Ltd: Private government Contractors, employing Specials (Cabal-controlled)
Stonehold Military Auxiliaries: Army
Contractors holding several city centres
Major Ruislip: Commands Birmingham unit
Liz’s Rambo: Fighting knife with a seventeen-inch blade, based on knife in Rambo movie. A little smaller than the shortest versions of a Roman Gladius, Riot Squad use Rambos with locked shields to stop charges
Weight of average plated jacket, helmet, sword, knife and pistol, 50+ lbs, equivalent to wearing chain mail or light plate armour. Hence the need to wear it all the time to get used to it
Fox Armoured Reconnaissance Vehicle: 4 road wheels, Petrol engine, two-man turret, driver with front hatch, armoured against small arms; 30mm L21 RARDEN cannon, 99 rounds in 3-round clips, 2 clips at once, 2,200 yds; 7.62 mm co-axial machine gun, 2600 rounds, 600 per minute, 50-round belts
Apache Longbow: (according to internet :-)
Speed: 162 miles per hour (261 kilometres per hour) Range:1,181 miles (1,900 kilometres) without refuelling, Ceiling: 21,000 feet) Rate of ascent: 2,900 feet a minute, 800–1,000 ft/min fully loaded
Ordnance: 16 Hellfire missiles; or 8 Hellfire, 36 Hydra 76 2.75-inch rockets, or 76 Hydra 70, 70mm unguided (usually HEDP) rockets in 19-rocket pods, fired singly or in a ripple. May be CRV-7 rockets instead
2 Stinger air-to-air missiles (optional)
Chain gun: 30 mm (30×113 mm), single-barrel electrically-driven autocannon. 1,200 rounds, usually HEDP, expended at (max) 600 rounds per minute, in practice use bursts to avoid overheating
Land Rover WMIK: Army version of Land Rover 110 series with strengthened chassis, a roll bar cage, and a series of weapons mounts
L111A1: the British Army fifty cal equivalent, range 2,000 metres, ceiling 15,000 feet
GPMG: L7A2: General Purpose Machine Gun (Gimpy) 7.62 x 51mm
L110A1-A31: Light machine gun or Minimis 5.56 x 45mm range
L119A2: Special Forces Individual Weapon (SFIW) or shorter Close Quarters Combat (CBQ) 5.56x45mm carbine, in widespread use by United Kingdom Special Forces.
SA80A3 - L85: British Army rifle, updated, 5.56 x 45mm
H&K AG-36 40mm - UGL: Underslung Grenade Launcher
L129A1: British Army rifle issued to marksmen (not a sniper rifle) semi-automatic with 20-round magazine 7.62 x 51mm
L115A3: current British sniper rife - still .338 Lapua Magnum, still Accuracy International, AX series, 1500 to 1700 metres (current record 2,475 metres – 2.7 kilometres)
GMG: 40mm Grenade Machine Gun, 32 round belt
Accuracy International AWM: with .338 Lapua Magnum rounds, superseded British Army sniper rifle, replaced by AX series (Patty) (Asif) (Barbie Mia)
Winchester Model 70 Extreme Weather SS 300: Captured from General, accurate to 1,000 yards+ (Umeko)
Chey-Tac M200 Intervention: .408 anti-material, comes with its own observation and computer module to ascertain range, wind, and elevation, accurate to 2,000 yds but only with ammo from Dealer, not reloads, ex-General (Juggernaut)
Tundra .308 by Proof Research: Lightweight long-range hunting rifle, ex-General (Cy, GOFS)
7X64 Rifle: Calibre often used for deer or boar hunting in Europe (Ruhika)
.375 H&H: Holland and Holland originally manufactured this calibre for hunting big game. In parts of Africa big game hunting with anything less is forbidden (Emmy and Bridie)
.308 Blaser R8 Professional Success: hunting rifle, breaks down for case. 4-shot clip (Harold)
.308: common hunting calibre although not many hunting rifles in UK
.303: old British army calibre used in both World Wars, 5-round magazine
30-30: Winchester underlever (Patty)
.22 Rifle: small calibre used in many indoor ranges, often called a two-two in UK. Used for killing small vermin and hunting rabbits. Orchard Close uses them to train shooters
Lasers:
Helfyre - Dragonfire/USA development, 300 kw laser (current USA development) capable of burning through a MIRV, damaging the warhead to stop full detonation of a nuclear weapon, or detonate trigger explosives to break it up.
Hiydra - 130 kw coastal and cruise or hypersonic missile defence laser, possibly for warships
Dragonfyre - 50 kw laser system for British Warships and adapted Wolfhounds.
Wiyvern - 15 kw naval version of Dragonfyre, can fire rapidly to defeat drone swarms, or longer to burn holes in missiles at 2–3 miles
Teine Dràgoin: airborne version of Wiyvern
Tân Draig: British army version of Wiyvern, generator and weapon mounted on a trailer or a vehicle
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