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“The most terrifying force of death, comes from the hands of those who wanted to be left alone. They try, so very hard, to mind their own business and provide for themselves and those they love. They resist every impulse to fight back, knowing the forced and permanent change of life that will come from it. They know, that the moment they fight back, their lives as they have lived them, are over. The moment those who wanted to be left alone are forced to fight back, it is a form of suicide. They are literally killing off who they used to be. Which is why, when forced to take up violence, those who wanted to be left alone, fight with unholy vengeance against those who murdered their former lives. They fight with raw hate, and a drive that cannot be fathomed by those who are merely play-acting at politics and terror. TRUE TERROR will arrive at these people’s door, and they will cry, scream and beg for mercy... but it will fall upon the deaf ears of those who just wanted to be left alone." 

Alexander Solzhenitsyn

This story is not intended to be a vision or prediction of what is to come, it is a fictional tale of one possible future. At the time of writing the story is set six years in the future, and is based on a number of characters from various shows and films I have recently seen.

While writing this novel there were a number of conflicts going on around the world and there could be any outcome which at the time of writing were not known, and I took some liberties in creating a possible future based on a number of outcomes that in most probability would never occur.

During the pages of this novel I reference certain Acts of Parliament which are all completely made up and are not real, just so readers are reassured. 
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CHAPTER ONE
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14th August 2032, Oxford, England

With an air of finality the throaty chug of the generator ceased, and the light bulb hanging from the concrete ceiling of the small chamber died, plunging the room into darkness. The only occupant of the concrete box, a twenty-three-year-old blonde-haired woman dressed in a once-clean white crop top and ripped denim jeans, sighed and leaned back in the low-quality wooden chair with chipped paint. 

She paused for a moment, them blindly fumbled in her jeans pocket and pulled out her cigarette lighter and flicked it into life, bringing some vision to her. She reached down to the floor and picked up an object she had prepared for this eventuality, a snapped length of wood with cloth wrapped around it, soaked in flammable oil. A quick exposure to her flame and the improvised torch caught alight and she put the lighter away.

There was a gap in between the edge of the desk she was sat at and the cold, roughly-finished wall so she jammed the stick in it and left it there to illuminate the space she had existed in for the past two days.

There were two doors, in opposite walls. One, a tough-looking steel construction, led to the outside, while the other, a less solid wooden portal, led to the bathroom, a primitive affair that led to a septic tank further down. She rested in the chair for a moment, then stood up, swinging the chair to one side. She surveyed the desktop and thought for a moment. Her mobile phone rested there, silent, inert. After a few moments of indecision she picked it up and slid it into her bum pocket. It might come in use sometime in the future, but she doubted it.

Two days, it had been. She flicked her long blonde locks away from her face and looked at the steel door. Her sketchy knowledge of modern warfare dragged up the recommended waiting period of seventy-two hours, but she hadn’t felt a big explosion since she’d plunged into the shelter that had been built in semi-secret ten years previously. There had been some shaking, yes, and faint sounds of bangs had come to her, but if someone had nuked Oxford she’d’ve known it. No, it hadn’t been blown up, but there had been somewhere that had got it, the warnings she’d got two days ago on her phone and the deep gut-churning rumble that had come a few minutes after getting to the shelter had told her such. London, it had to be.

How far was it from Oxford? Far enough, she hoped. It all depended on what direction the wind had been blowing. If from the east then Oxford would be radiated, but that wasn’t the usual direction the wind came from. Any other direction would be alright, and normally it was from the south-west which would be perfect.

She threw the remains of her last meal into the large metal bin by the desk and picked up her torch. Time to go see what awaited her, she supposed with an air of finality. No point in hiding down there any longer. If Britain was being invaded, then whoever it was would be here by now. If the war was already won or lost, it made no difference. She’d have to cope with whatever happened; she was a tiny speck in the great cogs of the world and whatever she did made little difference. All she could do was to survive, and she had got good at that in the recent past.

She flexed her arms, bare and dirty, then her neck and back. She could deal with a lot of adversity, thanks to her upbringing and training, and not for the first time she thanked her lucky stars she’d been born into a family that put personal survival and training before anything. Her brother had gone into the army at eighteen, seven years previously, and her father had served in the British army in Afghanistan before leaving and then had set up a security business, like many former soldiers.

Even the man she had fallen for, Garry Usborne, was in service, in the navy. She was far more comfortable around the military, which was so unlike all her former school mates or contemporaries and it had led to a lot of difficulties and awkwardness. Yes, her childhood had been so different from most of her age group and they hadn’t understood why she wanted to do the things she had.

She could cook, hunt, live off the land, use a knife, shoot, she’d even driven an armoured car for a short distance which had delighted her. She could use her hands to disarm someone. She was, what some might say, a badass, which went at odds with her appearance. A typically attractive young woman, long blonde locks, shapely, with no obvious impairments or defects, but she was not your typical female.

Sure, she liked dressing up, makeup and so on, but she was just as much at home running up an assault course and throwing a man over her shoulder or shooting off a magazine of live rounds at a range. All this was thanks to her late father, her brother and even her mother, who didn’t stand in her way when the young Alex had pleaded to do the same as her brother, as siblings often did.

So here she was, Alex Brodie, twenty-three, engaged to be married, skulking in a concrete bunker under the old post office exchange building in Oxford. It had all seemed another normal boring day when she’d taken the bus into Oxford as usual from her home in Abingdon, a dormitory town to the south of Oxford, to work at the café. Being a barista was humdrum but she needed the money, and she had two jobs to make ends meet. Not being allowed to hold down a better paid job was one sacrifice she had been forced to make, but she was damned if she was going to bow down to the bastards running the country.

Her father. She took a deep breath and looked around the concrete chamber. He’d arranged for it to be built during his time as head of Brodie Security, a firm he’d built up after leaving the army in 2015. He’d been a lieutenant but he’d seen enough in the forces to decide to get out when he could. He’d built up a successful company dealing with security and so he knew things, secrets, things people would rather the general populace not find out about, but he always told Alex and her brother, Corin, so they were always aware of the deeds that went on behind the scenes.

In many ways her father, Marc, was a rebel, siding with the people against the establishment, and that had made him a fair few enemies. Then with the political situation in the UK getting more and more extreme, to speak one’s mind began to be dangerous and finally they had come for him in the night. Alex remembered the night well, the police had dragged him out still dressed in his night wear to the local station. Two days later he was dead.

Alex had fought for justice but when fighting the very system that underpins the law she was onto a loser. Her mother had succumbed to what the doctors described as a broken heart not ten months later, and Alex ended up on a register and denied freedom of movement. No passport, driving licence and a requirement to attend a ‘correction course’ every six months. Such was the brave new world of life in Britain of the 2030s.

“Thanks Dad,” she said softly, looking around the chamber for what would probably be the last time. It had done its job, protecting her when the world had finally gone insane. Who it was who had finally gone and done the deed she had no idea. Of course people would say it was so-and-so or such-and-such, but their opinions would be coloured by their political persuasion. 

Alex was of the opinion it could have been anyone. Too many wars, too many countries interfering in matters they ought to have left alone, too many extremists voicing what should be done and not being prepared to listen to reason. Too many politicians too afraid of standing up against the vocal hardliners. Decisions were made that made the situation far worse and finally it had all gone down.

Russia was still headbutting the brick wall of the Ukraine who was surviving because of the EU and NATO propping them up, and Russia was surviving horrendous losses thanks to China. Russia and China were still supporting Iran who were desperately trying to get the bomb to obliterate Israel, and Israel were still being supported by America, even after the assassination of Trump by a radical in Washington.

What that had done had been to put in power an even more hardliner by the name of Allen, elevated on a wave of outrage and sympathy and a desire to eradicate what many saw as a weakness. America had staggered further to the right and shut down many voices of opposition. America had left NATO, decapitating it in one fell swoop and were now waging a war against all those whom it saw as responsible for fomenting the groundwork that had led to the assassination. The USA was almost a one-party state.

This had led to a kick-back against US actions, especially in Europe and the UK. The media were hugely aggressive and anyone heard voicing for calm was instantly accused of being an Allen supporter and many had been lynched in the streets. Speaking your mind was simply not allowed anymore.

The world had lurched towards a wider conflict, it was certain to happen, and Alex had watched with a growing dread as authoritarianism had taken root almost everywhere. Where the UK had stood she didn’t know, because you didn’t learn anything from the news, and you simply didn’t ask. She kept to herself, harbouring a bitter resentment against the government and its increasing extremist stance. It was so like the novel 1984 she’d read some time ago before it had been banned along with many other novels by the new UK government after their election victory of 2029. It had been a totally unexpected victory and there had been cries of foul but those voices were swiftly silenced.

With no means of pursuing what she saw as her father’s murder and the new police powers meaning they could pull her in at any time if they saw fit, she had had to behave herself, like many on the ‘register’, a database listing those who were suspect and who held unapproved political views, or those who belonged to families that contained one ‘proven traitor’. The new Loyalty Act of 2030 had imposed on the general populace a rigid set of rules and permitted forms of the spoken word. Violating these could mean instant arrest and imprisonment. Britain had slipped into an authoritarian state where voicing dissent and opposition was simply not permitted, and of course, such legislation required a ream of informers and people scrambled to get on the list, as the rewards for informing on an enemy of the state were plentiful. Going to the front of a local list of new properties or being given one from someone arrested and dispossessed of all belongings.

New prisons had been built in a hurry, the newest ones off the mainland on some of the islands dotting the Scottish coast, full of those who had incurred the wrath of the new government, now renamed the Together Party, an amalgamation of extremists from three parties who had roughly shared values in certain areas of society.

Posters had gone up all around the country, praising the greatness of the Party and those who joined and spoke publicly of how wonderful they were got rewards, jobs, status, wealth. Tens of thousands had been arrested and it was a sharply divided Britain, a ruling strata enforcing their politics on a sullen majority who were as yet too divided and frightened to resist, but Alex was sure there were growing cells of resistance. She, though, was too closely watched and dared not jeopardise any fledgling movement.

So she had two low-paid jobs to pay for the upkeep of her family home, something she had managed to hold onto but only at the cost of keeping her mouth shut and batting her baby blues to the right people, those awful arrogant people running the ‘correction courses’, demonstrating the approved methods and modes of behaviour in public.

Cameras were everywhere and it was a proven fact the UK had the most cameras on the streets than any other nation, certainly in Europe, possibly the world. 

So what world awaited her outside? She hesitated, then she took a deep breath and pulled down the locking bar on the steel door, opening it. The door creaked as it opened inwards and she stepped out onto the basement of the old post office exchange, the now disused cabling of the former telephone system crowding the walls and ceiling of the narrow passageway. With everything now digital and mobile, online, such old analogue systems were redundant and nobody was prepared to pay for their upkeep, so they had been shut down.

Her torch flickered and she sniffed the air. Nothing except the stale smell of somewhere not used for a long time. Dust, dead insects, a few cobwebs. But it had served its purpose for the last two days, a forgotten shelter she knew of, thanks to her father, who had insisted she memorise its location and the key number to get inside in the first place.

Her brother Corin also knew of it, of course, but it was unlikely he would have ever used it, being as he now was in the SAS in Hereford, but he had sent her an urgent message to her mobile two days previously, urging her to get the hell to the shelter now! He briefly messaged her to say things were going down and she had seven minutes.

Seven minutes. She had dropped everything in the café and gone running out hell for leather, across the high street and down St. Aldate’s, incurring the wrath of more than one motorist and pedestrian. Although she was not built for running, her chest made sure of that, she was athletic and fit enough thanks to her employment at the gym in Abingdon, her other job, where she took full advantage to keep herself in trim. To say she had a fit physique was putting it mildly. She was determined not to lose fitness or impact her health.

So she had run hard down the main road going south, leaving a trail of outraged people in her wake. She had actually screamed at a couple to get out of her fucking way as she raced up to them. They had been typical people, walking with their heads up their arses, peering at their mobiles at the latest set of utter lies and propaganda vomited out by a government no longer interested in being even remotely honest.

Seven minutes! She had pushed herself beyond the limit of her endurance, the knowledge that Corin wasn’t messing. A nuclear attack! Who the fuck was it? She knew the UK government had been playing a stupid game ever since getting in power, alienating the USA on one hand but also Russia on the other which was idiotic because America and Russia were at each other’s throats through the Middle East conflict. Either side with one or leave the fucking war alone.

Someone had decided to punish the increasingly arrogant and extremist volley of words coming out from London and now someone had decided to slap them down. For good.

She had approached St. Aldate’s police station, a place she absolutely did not want to go past, but luckily the turning into Speedwell Street was before it on the other side of the street and she had plunged right, her breathing harsh, her body a vision of sweat as her body had screamed in protest at the punishment she had been inflicting on it, then left across the street in front of a white van that had slammed on its brakes and the driver had leaned out of the window cursing her stupidity.

She had ignored the man. There had been no time. The traffic lights had suddenly all gone out along with the shop lighting and someone had cut the electricity and power to everywhere. She had raced along Cromwell Street and the big building she wanted was on her right, a huge brutalist block with no doors, just graffiti on the concrete. The road had swung right at the end and she had lurched around this. 

There! She had spotted the gates, locked and barring any entry, but she had flung herself at them and keyed in the code to unlock it and she had been rewarded with a click and the gate had suddenly opened inwards. She had made it with sixty seconds to spare but she was spent.

It had been a close-run thing but she had made it, and even as she had descended into the guts of the building, there had come roars and shakes and dust had been disturbed from the abandoned place.

So now she was going to retrace her path, but much more slowly and carefully. It had taken her some time to calm down, both from the run and the terror of the attack, and what it now meant. What would be awaiting her outside? Would there be anyone still able to hold everything together, or was it a devastated ruin and nobody left to organise anything? The power going off before she got to the shelter had been a worrying development, which meant either someone had bombed the power grid and stations, or there had been a cyber-attack, which was more likely. The Russians had been getting really good at that over the past few years.

The basement of the telephone exchange was silent, as if saying a solemn goodbye to her, and she wandered through the corridor to the small set of concrete steps at the far end that led to the door that allowed access to the ground floor. Up these she went and gently opened the door, and peered out.

There was light ahead from the outside, to where the gates were, in an area that could be described as an underground car park, but there was nothing parked there and hadn’t been for some years. She waited, listening. She could hear little, but she could smell plenty; the smell of something burned, something that had been put on fire. It was thick, cloying. She grimaced. Dropping her improvised torch she pushed away from the door, leaving it ajar. No more need to close it now, she reasoned.

The gates were shut and seemed unharmed, but the street beyond was littered with pieces of broken masonry and smoke lay heavily in the air, hiding the sun. At least the searing heat of recent summers was absent for which she was grateful, but in its place was this nostril wrinkling aroma of burning. She went right up to the gates and looked left and ahead. To the right was a tall green painted steel barrier. She squinted up at the sky. It seemed full of debris and remnants of pyres. The very air had an unpleasant taste to it and she shut her mouth. Time to go and see what Oxford was like.
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CHAPTER TWO
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She’d spent all her life either living or working in Oxford and its subsidiary to the south, Abingdon. The sight of the main road of St. Aldate’s shocked her as she slowly wandered down the middle of the street. The road was impassable to traffic, that was for certain, and burned-out wrecks of cars and the occasional bus lay forlornly on the tarmac. Bricks, stones and rubble littered both road and pavement, and many buildings were showing varying amounts of damage. If there was a window that was intact then she missed it. Pieces of glass lay everywhere and there were bodies in many places, a lot of them in the vehicles and some were hardly recognisable.

Creatures were feasting, birds, dogs, rats, and most scattered at her approach, although some dogs growled at her. She avoided them. The scene was sickening and she pushed on past the scenes of death. Animals, too, had died in the attack for there were more than a few dogs lying dead on the pavements.

A lot of the bodies of people had deep cuts on their flesh, ripped scars and she knew that these were wounds that flying glass could cause. One man lay on his back, his arms outflung, a piece of twisted metal from an exploded car embedded in his forehead. Shrapnel. Her dad had taught her that was the chief method a grenade killed with, the charge inside blew the body to pieces, sending shrapnel out in a murderous arc. Forget the Hollywood huge explosions a grenade was meant to cause, the reality was vastly different.

She wiped a sweaty brow as she stepped around a fallen awning and peered at the smashed cupola of Christopher Wren’s Tom Tower and sighed in dismay. It seemed nothing was sacred anymore. But who had done it and where were they? Had this been the precursor to invasion or just an almighty slap around the face?

She saw people further on, moving in and out of shops with shattered display windows, so there was life, but how would they react? And were there any law keeping authorities? She passed the men by, and saw some women joining in, too. They glared at her with hostility so she moved on along the centre of the road. Cars had stopped and had been abandoned by occupants, or those who had survived, because the roads were impassable to vehicles.

She passed the museum and got to the junction with the High Street, and crunched over a load of broken glass outside the former Lloyds Bank building and came to her café, the one she had abandoned in a blind funk two days previously. Now the front was shattered, gaping open, and two men were rummaging through what remained of the sandwiches and cakes, most of which were mush and rotting. Bottles and cans littered the ground in front of the refrigerator which was now stood in a puddle of melted ice and frost.

One of the two men looked up at her. “Hey, push off!” he growled, “we ain’t sharin’ with anyone!” He held up a knife threateningly.

“Easy,” Alex said, her hands up, “this is where I work, and I’ve got stuff out the back.” She stepped past the two men, and one reached out and took her by the wrist.

“I told you to push off!” he snapped.

Alex wasn’t wasting any time in arguing. She twisted and took hold of the man’s forearm and dug her thumb deep into the median nerve, paralysing his arm. The man gasped in pain and swung his other arm around in a wide swing but she had been expecting it and ducked, deflecting the arm up. She broke free and stumbled deeper into the café, past overturned chairs and tables.

“What the hell did she do?” the other man demanded of the one who was hissing in pain, clutching his numbed arm.

“Bitch deadened me arm!”

Any further conversation was cut short by shouting and the two men looked to their right, then burst into flight and vanished. Alex didn’t like the look of that and pushed deeper into the rear of the café, close to the staff only door. At the front of the wrecked café now appeared four men, all of a similar age, around mid-twenties, dressed in dark coloured clothing. They were shouting in a language she didn’t understand but she shrank even deeper into the depths of the café, hoping they didn’t spot her. There was a back way out and she was beginning to think she might have to use it, for the men rummaging around the remains of the café’s fayre were sounding aggressive and intimidating.

In her retreat she dislodged a chair that had been leaning against a table, finely balanced, and now it toppled over with a crash. All kinds of four-letter words flashed through her mind as the four men all peered in her direction, and even though it was in the gloom they could make out a blonde-haired female in a dirty white vest top and trendy ripped denim jeans at the back of the café.

“Hey, Sexy, come here,” one said in a very accented voice.

That was the last thing she’d wanted to hear. She turned and reached for the staff room door, hauled it open and slammed it shut behind her. The sounds of men running came to her and she rushed to the back where a sash window was. No time to look for her bag, and anyway there wasn’t much in it of value or use to her, not now.

She had hauled the window up when the door crashed open to reveal an angry looking man and she slid smoothly out into the narrow lane at the back of the property and began to run like mad. Here we go again she thought. More running. The lane ended in a high fence, blocking it but she was not going to stop, absolutely not.

She jumped as she reached it, fingers hooked, and she began to desperately pull herself up, higher and higher. The fence shook as the first man hit it. “Stop, bitch!”

The fence, a rigid black painted steel square meshed affair, was tough enough to take the weight of both of them without moving. To either side the high walls of the adjoining buildings hemmed them in, and nobody could see the scene being played out. Alex had no illusions what would happen to her if they got their hands on her, so she climbed. Being fit through constant workouts was all very well but her boobs did get in the way a little. They were fine to attract the eye and yes, she had to admit they had opened a few doors in the past but God, sometimes they were a right hindrance. Scaling a fence was not for D-cups.

She kept as calm as possible, trying to ignore the man below her, a few feet away, who was trying to grab her foot. Up she got to the top and pulled herself onto it. The nearest man was close, having climbed faster than her so she sent a savage kick down that connected with his head and he cried out and lost his grip, plunging down twelve feet to the ground, narrowly missing the next one.

The man lay there, either stunned or injured or something, she so didn’t care, and the second one looked up at her. “I fucking will kill you,” he vowed.

“Fuck you,” she snapped back and began climbing down the other side.

The second man began scaling the fence, then stopped and produced a knife and slid it through the mesh. Alex froze, realising he could stick her without a problem. She looked down. The ground was six feet below so she let go and landed, bending her knees and rolling onto the ground, picking up more dirt on her clothing. The man lunged fruitlessly, roaring his anger in his own language, then began scrambling up, followed by another. The fourth man was kneeling by the feebly moving first man who was groaning in pain.

“We’ll get you, you bitch!” the second man promised.

Alex didn’t stay to find out what their promise would promise and turned and ran hard. The lane ended in a narrow side street and she turned right, then right again and hared out along the passageway back out onto the High Street. She turned left and pounded past wrecked shop fronts, rubble, abandoned cars, a body that was starting to smell a little, a smoking piece of wood lying across a hole in a wall and on, down towards the university buildings.

There were a couple of scruffy-looking people removing some broken pieces of furniture from a shattered shop front and she swerved past them, and the two looked at her in surprise. A shout made her turn her head. She caught her breath, then carried on running hard. Now there were six of them! Where the hell had the others come from? Two were ahead of the rest and these were two who had climbed the fence behind her. They were bigger, stronger and faster.

She gritted her teeth and pressed on, hoping to hell she wouldn’t trip over some piece of fallen masonry. The route ahead wasn’t a straight line, it had to be one where she twisted and turned, avoiding some nasty looking protruding items, a jagged stump of some wooden beam, jagged edges of glass, metal supports bent and warped. As she went one part of her mind asked a very pertinent question: what in all the hells had caused so much damage? It wasn’t a single blast, it was a series of small ones that had gone down the street, blowing up as much as whatever had been there. She was still wondering when an opportunity to get away from her pursuers presented itself.

To the left were side streets, all of which led to university buildings, and she turned sharp left and pounded one such street. She vaulted over a fallen column of stone that had probably been put there five hundred years ago and headed down the street, by-passing a startled slim young man in a long rough looking coat, something she’d not thought would be possible in summer but it wasn’t that warm, not any more. Ahead of her on the left-hand side was the Radcliffe Camera, one of the iconic landmarks of Oxford. Miraculously it was intact. To the right of this was an open gate and she swerved and bolted through this, her lungs starting to hurt.

She leaped over a few loose stones and found she was in All Souls College but she couldn’t stand and orientate herself, for the sounds of pursuit were getting louder. A couple of youths, sitting on the steps that led into the building, looked up in alarm as a sweat-and-dirt-stained woman with wild blonde hair burst past them into a long corridor.

Down it she went and gained maybe a few yards but all too soon she heard pounding feet behind her. Gasping in dismay she found a wooden door and hauled it open. Outside again. The crossed some greenery and went through a stone archway, the only visible portal in a long stone wall, and swung left after going through it. She ran across a piece of hard landscaping and then into a narrow lane with stone flagged paving and stone walls to either side. Through a gate, a sharp turn to the right, and through another gate. She was totally lost but hoped her random course had thrown the bastards chasing her off the scent.

She now came to a garden, and clutching her side painfully, she stumbled across it to the far side. Here she saw a large burned part of the university building and part of the garden that had been hit by some explosive, but she didn’t know what had caused it. Pieces of metal lay everywhere, and loose stones cluttered the once-pristine garden. Blood, now dried and brown, stained the wall next to it.

She staggered up to a door and stopped, chest heaving, breath rasping in and out. She looked back the way she had come but didn’t see anyone. The door was locked. There were no open doors but there was a broken window and she quickly went to this and slid a hand through and turned the window lock handle on the inside, pulling it open. Grunting in effort, she got through by pulling herself up, making sure her chest went in over the sill, not wanting to squash it, then lifted her waist up on her taut arms and once her knees were on the sill it was easy to climb in.

She landed with a crunch on broken glass and cautiously looked about. She was in some kind of hall, maybe a music hall, or lecture hall? She had no idea. There were more signs of injuries here and so she made her way through to the corridor outside. She stopped, trying to bring her breathing under control, and listened carefully.

A young Chinese male popped his head around the corner ahead of her, having heard the noises she had been making. “Hey, you ok?”

Alex nodded, relieved it wasn’t one of the gang. “I was chased by a gang of looters,” she decided to explain it in an easy enough manner. “You the only one here?”

“Nearly. Most left to try to get back home, but me? My home is in China, my digs were blown up. I’ve nowhere else to go.”

Alex took a few deep breaths. “What hit us? I was in a shelter and didn’t see what happened.”

The student shrugged. “All we heard was a roar and suddenly things were exploding all around. Plenty hurt, some killed. Everyone ran screaming, except the sensible ones or those too stoned to care. There was a hell of a bang and flash of light from the east, think it was London.”

“I think London was nuked, yeah. Any idea who did it?”

“No, but it could have been anyone. The world’s gone mad. I heard a few drones, too.”

“Drones? Shit, no wonder so much got blown to shit.” Alex looked about. She saw movement beyond him to an outside door and groaned. The gang were there, four of them, pointing in different directions. “Is there another way out of here? Down that way?” she pointed in the other direction.

The student turned to see two of the gang coming towards the door. “Best get going,” he advised her, “they don’t look friendly.”

“No, they want me,” she said, her stomach turning over. She made it clear to him what was going to be her fate if they got hold of her. “Don’t get in their way, they look mean enough to kill.” She turned and ran down the passageway to an exit at the rear. Here was another grassy area and a few students were sat in a loose circle smoking weed and looking totally disconnected with the world. Lucky bastards she thought, hurrying past them. None of them even noticed her.

A shout came from the doorway behind her and she broke into a run once more with a cry of despair. Two men came out onto the grass and she bolted for a door ahead of her, entering a grand hallway with an oaken stairway leading up to the left. She turned and went up as fast as she could, thinking it was a good thing the internet and mobile phone networks were down, for they couldn’t ring one another and converge on her from all directions.

She got to the next floor and heard clattering feet on the stairs behind her so the plunged into a corridor with doors on either side, and there was an alcove here so she pressed into it and tried to breathe as shallowly as possible.

The one thing she could say about her pursuers was that they weren’t quiet. She heard the two talking on the landing, not making out what they were saying but she could guess they were suggesting taking each direction. There was no chance of remaining where she was and not being noticed, so she slipped out and crept down further the polished wooden parquet floor. On the right were toilets so she pushed the door open and went in, getting into the first cubicle and locking it. Then she climbed up using the toilet basin and slid over to the next one, leaving it and going to the far one and edging into this and leaving the door half closed, getting up on the basin and squatting, getting her breathing under control.

She hoped whoever it was wouldn’t dare come into the ladies loos, but all too soon she heard the door open and her heart sank. The footsteps came closer then stopped. “Open the fucking door you bitch!” came an accented command.

Of course not being there she couldn’t so he kicked the door in with a splintering crack. The door slammed open and he stood there for a moment before cursing and the footsteps came closer. He pushed the second cubicle door open and she rushed out of hers behind him and delivered a savage kick to the back of his right knee before running for the way out. The man fell heavily, screaming some invective. She had lost count of the number of times Corin, her brother, had gone through with her slowly the places to hit and hurt someone. Being in the SAS he knew some dirty tactics, and she felt privileged, for it wasn’t every kid sister who got such valuable life lessons from her older sibling.

The man had struck the front of his patella into the cubicle door edge, adding to the painful impact and he fell like a landed elephant seal to the smooth floor. Feeling a surge of hope she yanked the door open and came face to face with the second man.

With a squeal she tried to dodge him but he grabbed her by the hair from behind and his other hand came around her throat. In his palm was a knife. He clearly intended subduing her first and then having his way with her.

Fear coursed through her system, then her mind clicked into gear, the krav maga training she’d received taking over almost by instinct. She pressed her back into him and with her right arm held his arm with the knife against her chest. He couldn’t use it now. She felt his left hand release her hair, so she sent her left elbow slamming into his guts and then she was twisting and dropping, both hands now grasping his knife arm, locking the elbow and then driving his hand up, the knife entering his throat and slicing up through his lower jaw into his mouth and up into his brain.

She let go and stepped back two places, staring at the man whose face reflected shock, surprise and disbelief. He didn’t know he was dead yet. Then as if in slow motion he slid down onto his arse and sat there, his eyes wide and staring, his mouth gaping and blood dribbling out down his chin. She stood there staring at him, numb. She’d actually gone and killed someone, the first time in her life she’d done such an act. All that practicing with martial arts, unarmed combat, shooting pistols, automatic rifles from her pre-teens to the current day, and yet not for one minute had she ever thought this would actually happen.

The door of the toilets jerked open to reveal the first man, his teeth gritted, holding onto the door thanks to his injured right knee. “You fucking whore, you killed him!” he exclaimed and lunged for her, a knife in his right hand, but as he did so she stepped back in an automatic reflex, and he overextended himself, falling over the body of his comrade, striking the floor hard. He cried out in pain as his knee struck the unyielding surface and his knife went skidding across the corridor.

A shout came from the landing and more footsteps came to her. She whirled and stooped to pick up the knife, then went running hard down the corridor away from the approaching man. There came a brief exchange of shouts and the footsteps came after her, but she didn’t even stop to look back. She got to the staircase at the end and went clattering down them as fast as she could.

At the bottom was a door but an elderly man was stood in the way, his mouth open in a gape of astonishment. Some lecturer maybe, but Alex didn’t care. She swerved aside into the first room that was there, and the chamber was full of shelves with rows and rows of books on them. One of the windows across to the far side was broken and the glass was all over the floor and she ran to this and was out in one fluid movement. She couldn’t recall how she had done it, but fear drove her on and the next thing she knew she was on the grass of another lawn, running hard from the building and the man who’d chased her down the stairs was in the window yelling at her.

She looked over her shoulder but the man wasn’t trying to climb through the broken window. He stood there impotently shouting angrily at her, so she stopped and raised her middle finger to him, then resumed on her way, trotting, the knife still in her hand.

Now she had to get home.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Home sweet home. Well, amidst the smell of burning and smoke it wasn’t that sweet but it was home, on one of those little estates off Barrow Road in the north of Abingdon, not too far from the airfield.

Normally she would have taken the bus, the X2, in between Oxford and Abingdon which took about twenty to thirty minutes, depending on traffic, but that day she had reckoned there wouldn’t be much traffic to worry about. Mind you, there wouldn’t be any bus service either.

She hadn’t been thrilled about walking so she had decided to look for some alternative. The issue she’d had was that many had fled Oxford in the aftermath of the attack, judging by the lack of parked cars in driveways of the suburban houses she had passed on her way south, or had simply abandoned them, the cars either running out of petrol, diesel, electricity or had been damaged in the attack.

Where people had been going was anyone’s guess, but she guessed like in the university, people had simply wanted to run for home, to be with family, parents, offspring and the like. She could sympathise, for although her parents were both gone, she still had her brother, and now a fiancé. Her mind was set on finding one or both, but how?

She had walked on, along the Abingdon Road, through the estate of New Hinksey, noting the houses that were abandoned, the windows broken, but it seemed the properties had been largely left alone. It had been the road that had been hit hard, judging by the burned-out vehicles and rubble strewn across it. Hitting infrastructure. It had looked like a very efficient attack.

But why Oxford? It was a historic town, yes, with one of the top universities in the country, maybe the world, but was that reason enough to hit it so hard and thoroughly? She could accept Abingdon would be targeted as it had a military airfield and barracks close to where she lived, but Oxford? It had seemed someone wanted to really hit the UK hard. But why bother attacking a place like Oxford with conventional ordnance when London had been nuked? 

She had shaken her head and carried on down south, out of Oxford, occasionally casting a nervous glance over her shoulder, but there had been no sign of a gang of angry men. Once away from danger, her mind had gone back over the killing of the man. It had been the first time she’d done that and her hands were shaking. She felt sick as she went down the road, with houses just on the right and parkland to the left. A row of cars had come into view, all jammed together like some metal caterpillar, crumpled together. At the head of them had been a bus with the front gone, a blackened shell, ripped open as if by a giant can opener. She didn’t look
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