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Introduction






A time and town so very different from
now, several key events had changed European history forever. First
the civil war of 2005 – 08 is now over, which led to the break up
of United Kingdom. A quarter of a million died achieving what
politics never could.

The weeklong conflict with France was
over. From what started as a fishing dispute led to a localised
nuclear war in which thirty million British and fifty million
French perished. The madness that irradiated half of Europe
stopped.

A third key event saved the remaining
innocents from the abyss. The arrival of a girl with special powers
from nowhere, a so-called Goddess of the Earth, she was called
Juniper’s Daughter…












Prologue

Well, how could it have come to this?
How many times had that single question been asked? Not that it
mattered now, the dice had been thrown and the result wasn’t good.
Why couldn’t the people in charge just talk to each other? Instead
of firing all those missiles. Now it was too late, all of those
innocents had died. Hadn’t the civil war brought enough bloodshed?
Obviously not. Now our once great country was smashed and ruined,
thrust back almost to the Stone Age but cavemen never had semi –
automatic weapons did they?

I suppose we’ll pull through, one way
or another. We have to help ourselves; no one else seems to want
to. I wonder, are we the lucky ones sitting here in a bombed out
country? It seems true that the meek shall inherit the earth, an
earth scorched by the use of nuclear arms and a people living by
the law of the gun.

Maybe the dead were the lucky ones, may
they Rest In Peace…


Story


 Beginnings From The Edge


Its winter, January 2015; cold covers
everything it can with its wicked fingers. Temperatures of minus 15
were common and only the foolish left the sanctuary of the warmer
buildings but with most of the windows gone it was still cold
indoors. A hard race of people existed in what was once a populous
town. Now fifteen years into the new millennium, the law of the
toughest ruled. There are a lot of hunter/killer raids by rival
groups, from ex-war fighters to a now minority of Asian people to
the single silent knifeman on the prowl. It all happens at
night.

Where once young people danced and
drank the night away, long cold dark shadows hide menacing dangers,
the great buildings thrown up at the end of the 20th and beginning
of the 21st centuries are now private war zones. On nights in
January, up to ten people a night die in private wars and murders,
never mind of the cold.

The old business buildings, flats and
shops were now home to vagrants, the homeless and a plethora of
others, a lot were people with little or nothing in terms of
wealth. That can be measured in many ways and taken in just as
many, from killing a man for his warm clothes to rubbing out a gang
member for his automatic weapon.

If an old soldier from the Second World
War saw the frozen blood, windowless buildings and slow death of
the town, he would be half forgiven for thinking that time had
stood still. Maybe it had in a way. There was little transport on
the roads, other than remnants of the English army in ten-year-old
Armoured Personnel Carriers to the odd moonshine powered car.
Petrol scarcely flowed and the army heavily guarded the single
tankers that arrived quarterly, petrol was used sparingly in army
vehicles not yet converted to run on gas. Normal people would be
shot if they tried to obtain legal fuel, so a moonshine derivative
is used when necessary. Most of the oil refineries were gone,
bombed flat.

The once great cultural centre of
Oldham was now a dead horse, once glitzy clubs and museum and art
gallery now derelict. Who wanted to party after the death of
millions of people? Maybe God outlawed such things; it now seemed
like that in a powerless dark town.

Oldham was once a key town in the north
of England that supplied the world with huge amounts of cotton. Now
the mills are gone, the light industries that replaced them are
distant memories and not much remains. Things have certainly
changed in the wheel of life. Not coming full circle but shattering
and wrecking it.

After so much strife and conflict
people are left questioning the basics of life, morality and
humanity. As the atomic clouds parted and forty percent of towns
and cities lay flattened, could anything else go wrong? The
radiation left many areas as deserts but the half-life of Twenty
First Century bombs is measured in years rather than
centuries.

Now life begins to edge back to
normality. People learn to put the past behind them and look to an
uncertain future. One town in what used to be called the north of
England begins to live again. With the town physically untouched –
unlike so many others, maybe the human spirit can shine
through.


A group of young friends, who had seen
most things first hand, fell back on each other. There were three
of them, all in their mid twenties and local to the area. They had
fought in the civil uprising of 05 to 08 and seen things that most
could never imagine, through the nuclear exchange, each lost a
friend or relative killed or simply missing. So they had had
turbulent lives. Now, for the last couple of years, they
concentrated on survival. The last jobs in the town disappeared at
the start of the war, now they did anything to make ends meet. Like
arms dealing.

That is what Lee does, after all
everyone needs a personal weapon in these times of lawlessness. Lee
was a mysterious and quiet man; he seemed to have so much on his
mind but when asked he shrugs it off as nothing. The other two
think that he missed his younger sister, her whereabouts are
unknown. She went to London with her friends to take part in a
protest against the threat of war with France but the government
ruled with an iron hand and no matter how many tens of thousands of
people protested, war went ahead anyway. Lee didn’t know if his
sister died in the nuclear bombardment of our capital city; her
death will probably never be confirmed. So Lee lives in the pain of
not knowing the fate of Debbie, his peace-loving sister. It seemed
that her journey to London in the weeks before the exchange led to
her death, she was one of many who tried and failed to bring peace
with no violence.

Lee always carried his nine-millimetre
Browning pistol with him; he acquired this from a member of the SAS
who way dying of cancer. The now deceased soldier had seen combat,
so the pistol had a history but Lee didn’t mind. He just added to
that colourful history in more ways than one.

Lee never had a normal job, as he was
about to leave school the civil war broke out. With school friends
Sarah and John, it was away to fight and defend England against
attacks by marauding Welsh revolutionaries. During the years of
action, the quiet boy became a man. After witnessing and
participating in several war crimes, he questioned everything he
had seen and done, he was disillusioned with conflict and vowed
never to kill again unless to defend himself. With the uprising
over, Lee was “out of a job”. He had learned the skills of close
combat, ambushing and weapons training in the dangerous days of his
youth. But with his mind now made up, Lee didn’t want to actually
fight again, so he fell into arms dealing, in most types of
weaponry other than the really big stuff. It was hard for one man
to carry a howitzer. He equipped John and Sarah with their personal
guns, the exchange of arms and ammo was more than enough to bring a
crust in.

Lee was of medium height with wild
brown hair that he only cuts when absolutely necessary – every
three months to keep it out of his hard grey eyes. Those same eyes
had seen many mad and awful sights but these were unpredictable
times, so many people had witnessed bad things. He had intelligence
equal to any and this brought Lee through the days of revolution
and war in one piece. When asked, he would describe himself as an
English patriot who would die for his country and his own causes
but now he would rather talk about problems than fight over them.
Lee’s sign was Libra.

Sarah was the loudest member of the
trio; she was brunette, with brown eyes the colour of autumn leaves
that missed nothing. Her star sign was Leo, which explained her
ability to dominate a crowd with her effervescent style. Her humour
was her greatest ally, taking her through the tough years. Sarah
stood by her two friends in the civil war; she was the only one
wounded falling victim to a Welsh sniper, the shot passed through
her left shoulder leaving bad scarring. Her recovery was due to the
help of her pals and a lot of luck. In the conflict many wounded
died to once curable infections. In most areas medical treatment
was like back in the Middle Ages, only now were things slowly
improving.

Sarah and Lee were responsible for
organising attacks on rebel bases and supply routes, in highly
dangerous operations following brutal rules not recognised by
normal armies. This was no normal war where executions and random
killings became normal activities, fighting was more like guerrilla
warfare in short and fierce engagements. At the other end of the
country, the Scottish campaign was more open warfare but just as
fierce; people died in a bad chapter in British history. Total
deaths numbered up to a quarter of a million on all
sides.

She once admitted to having a three
dozen or more war kills to her credit and another twenty plus from
her war crime incidents, this was a subject she would normally
avoid unless when really pissed – when her beautiful eyes clouded
over with great sadness. Now Sarah helped people who had illnesses
and such like that could be dealt with; a lot of people come to her
with simple things. More serious like radiation sicknesses are
mostly fatal, they numbered in the tens of thousands; Oldham had
several hundred of varying degrees of severity.

Sarah carried her mini Colt 6mm pistol
that neatly fitted her waistband. After the pain of being wounded
she would rather forget the past to move to the future, her hope is
of a stable future for the town and herself.

John was the “acquirer” of the group;
he was able come by anything that people wanted. His devious mind
allowed him to think up all sorts of schemes and propositions for
others, if they wanted booze or stolen clothing he could find it.
John was 6ft 2in tall, with dark green eyes, mousy brown hair,
powerfully built and skilled in street fighting. As an all rounder
he came out on top nearly every time; other people to John weren’t
necessarily enemies – they could become trading partners. His many
contacts over the local area as far as Rochdale were an example of
that. When things went wrong John had to fight his way out of
trouble, his broken nose showed past encounters that he’s lost. His
star sign was Taurus. A placid, often stubborn man with great
survival skills, his friends could rely upon John in tight
situations. He was very laid back when the mood took him; maybe his
Taurean side came through.

John firmly believed the past doesn’t
matter, he believes it’s gone, irreplaceably lost but that we must
learn its lessons or we would be in trouble if we didn’t.
Ironically John had thought many times, “Let war-faring groups of
people talk about their disputes rather than take up arms or the
use of violence.” This liberalism was a gift that all three young
people shared and would be important to the future developments on
this ruined island. More than all the guns or bullets, it would
bring hope. Anyhow, Lee, John and Sarah have depended upon one
another in the most harrowing years of the new century. This is
their story.


Sarah remembered a contact with one
Welsh unit after they moved against English towns on the Welsh
border area. Heavily armed groups of killers murdered, selectively
raped and burned then withdrew leaving carnage behind. By the time
English freedom fighters reached the area affected it was too late.
From over six hundred attacks by Welsh gangsters only two hundred
met with any useful resistance being engaged, from single shots to
total annihilation of the attacking force. One such engagement took
place on a warm night in August 07 at the height of the attacks,
one group being caught after attacking a small English border
town.

Leading her hunter/killer group down
the main street Sarah alone kept count of casualties – eight women,
six children, four elderly and three men (who attempted to fight
back with pistols before being captured and executed). These were
what she could see, others would be in burning buildings - thirty
houses had been torched, three pubs and a full street of shops. Her
armed group was the English blocking force in the right place at
the right time, not to stop the Welsh but to hunt them down and to
exact a swift and bloody revenge.

She remembered the unending battle to
destroy their Welsh enemy, an English response to a crazy situation
– the destruction of a Welsh village. Its name didn’t matter, nor
did the names of the other ransacked towns or unclaimed mutilated
corpses.

Sarah herself killed a family of six
who hid in their fortified farmhouse. With one of her group laying
down covering fire at the front of the house, the others covered
front and back to stop any escape. Lee crept to the side of the
building, hidden in the shadows. Up onto the roof, as silent as the
killer he was, he placed a small tarpaulin over the chimney. When
the smoke filled the house, the family tried to escape in a
desperate gamble to save their lives and get word out – “English
attack!”

Only Sarah was ready and she cut them
down with her machine gun. She didn’t kill them, such was her
shooting skill in the dark moonlit night and her fire cut their
legs from under them. She closed the distance and shot each injured
person with her same machine gun on single shot. The men swore and
threatened her; the wife wept uncontrollably, the children looked
on with terrified eyes. Sarah was the last thing they ever saw
before she executed them. Lee and another member of her group
searched the house, the torched it after finding nothing of value
but spare ammo. No plans or maps of enemy positions. Then it was
the same with the rest of the small village, let it be known the
English had been in town!

On the way back to the border area a
single Welsh sniper opened fire on Sarah’s group, killing one man
with a classic shot between his eyes and wounding Sarah with a
round in her shoulder. Her comrades used their skill to find the
sniper, after a brief exchange of gunfire he was captured alive.
Sarah watched as they cut his balls off, put them in his mouth and
poured petrol onto him. He screamed revenge but despite her wounds,
Sarah laughed and set him on fire before she passed out. In pain or
disgust?

Unwanted images came to her mind, an
English town in flames, one woman tied to a lamppost, raped and
stabbed to death. Careful tracking of the enemy, a fierce fire
fight and capture, torture to gain useful information and the
execution of the Welsh attackers as a real deterrent to any future
attacks. Then the revenge on the village… all nightmares that never
left Sarah. She would certainly end up in hell for her crimes;
nothing could ever justify what she did; yet all who lived and
survived the mess of the civil war, knew it had to be done. Terror
bred terror, atrocity bred atrocity.


A sudden burst of heavy gunfire cut
through the night sending streams of pretty green tracer shells
into the January heavens, no one knew who or why the shooting
occurred, it just did. Maybe some drugged up or drunk idiot having
a laugh?

Sarah was jolted awake from a restless
sleep, she can’t remember her dreams but they were bad. Cold
gripped her like an unwelcome friend, telling her she was alive and
had to face another day.

Noticing her stirring, John offered her
a bottle of spirit to warm her body. She took the bottle and gulped
a generous swig of the clear liquid. Lee was still sleeping,
oblivious to his waking friends.

Sarah spoke: “Fuck this, how can it be
so cold? I can’t believe it. Cheers for the rocket fuel,
John.”

“Well, it could be to do with the war
and the bombs going off or just the planet getting colder. Fucking
hell, I don’t know.”

John had thought many times about the
war, its effect on nature’s world, the loss of people, towns, etc.
He never came up with any solid answers though, so his answer was
the same each time. Maybe one day, he would learn all of the
reasons why but he knew he wouldn’t like the answers. He wondered
how the other nations in Europe coped with after effects of a
nuclear war on their doorstep.

Though none had used force, many
nations had suffered, with either blast damage on bordering towns
or radiation and fallout killing thousands of people that lived
miles from the war zone. In reality everyone had suffered, with
England and France blowing each other to pieces, an embryonic Wales
and Scotland hit hard with casualties in their millions. The civil
war had finally thrown off the chains of rule by London but several
years’ later war descended to destroy all. The French targeted
Wales and Scotland without mercy, due to alleged sympathies with
the English, this allegation would never be proved.

Lee finally awoke, his first words
were, “Oh shit, aint it fucking cold! C’mon troops don’t stare, I
need a shit now…”

“Enjoy your dump!” guffawed
Sarah.

“Ha ha! You’re funny,” retorted
Lee.

He got up and went to the corner to do
his ablutions in an old bucket. A curtain hid a rustic home made
toilet. A few minutes passed and Lee was happy; it was a big turd!
He wiped his arse on an old rag and pulled up his combats. Today,
bog rolls simply didn’t exist in the old country of England; can
you imagine the countries of Europe doing an airdrop of twenty
thousand-crap roll? It would never happen.

Sarah picked her stuff up and made her
plans for the day, not that it differed from any other. “I’ll leave
this derelict flat and head up to the First Aid Station. I’ll take
my winter gear, I’ll need it, see you both later.”

“See you later,” both men
replied.

With that she grabbed a piece of stale
bread off the table and left her pals, they would no doubt be
trading guns and ammo or coming by useful items to bargain or
trade. A lot of use money was now; shops were empty and gutted long
ago.

Suddenly another burst of weapon fire
echoed through the empty concrete buildings. No incoming shells
troubled them, so it was wild fire again.

“Those stupid fuckin’ cunts waistin’
good fuckin’ ammo!” John shouted in annoyance.

“What the hell are they shootin’ at,
flyin’ fuckin’ pigs?”

“Well see it my way. It’s more bullets
to trade to the jarheads,” Lee said.


Sarah made her way from the derelict
flat that was now their home on the old St. Mary’s estate to the
aid station, this was at the old Oldham hospital. Not much was left
in the way of medical facilities as most of the building was empty;
this was due to the lack of medical supplies and trained people
after recent events. What was missing in resources was made up for
in human spirit; of this Sarah was an example. She was one of less
than a hundred people that did all manner of things, from major
operations to post war counselling. Sarah treated people with minor
wounds and helped to keep them clean and well. A lot of medicines
and cures came from surviving pre-war stocks; very little was made
now, apart from some natural herbs and plants grown especially in
the area.

On arriving, Sarah reported to Leah who
was in charge during the day shift. She had been at the aid station
for two years, helping to run the place on next to nothing. How
things had changed in twenty years.

“Hi Sarah, you okay? I’m afraid that
it’s more of the usual,” Leah explained.

“Hey Leah, I’m good thanks. What’s the
score?” Sarah said.

“Well, Dave is in ward two. His bullet
wound needs cleaning and a new dressing putting on afterwards.
Stacy’s appendix op is to be watched over – a new doctor will be
doing that: he’s called Karl. Keep an eye on him; help him out if
he gets into difficulties.”

“If any problems occur I’ll give you a
shout. You know what it’s like, with people coming in off the
streets needing help. What’s the chances of any radiation cases?”
Sarah added.

“Oh, the usual I suppose. There could
be a few or none at all. I wish that we had more trained staff like
from before the war but we will have to make do. I’ll see you later
Sarah. I’ll be around if you need me,” Leah said, before going off
on her rounds.

Sarah got on with her work, she wasn’t
paid but she was given food and any clothing she needed; money was
a dinosaur from before the war. Now the financial economy was a
distant memory, of no use now. Sarah had worked at the aid station
for nearly two years with Leah, she liked her work and helping
those who needed it.


John left the flat with Lee and both
went their separate ways. John decided to spend the first couple of
hours of daylight scouting out, to see if he could come by anything
“of interest”.

Lee headed off to organise an arms
shipment to nearby Rochdale, to the ex-war veteran. As of late, the
arms stock was quite low. Lee wanted to trade for warm clothing,
food and any useful information concerning rival gangs. Especially
the ones who traded in guns.

John ended up at Arnie’s. Arnie was a
local guy who reckoned he was a hard man, this was okay in his own
eyes but to others, he was just a funny bloke full of himself. He
had moved about over the years to cover his own back, after a
number of dodgy deals had fallen through. He said he was an
organised criminal.

“You wanna trade?” Arnie
asked.

“Okay,” said John, “but what do I get
to see? Not much but I’ll crash some beers.”

“I’ve got some nice designer leather
combat pants from before the war. Over two hundred pairs from a
warehouse in Lees village. All sizes, never been worn. Make me an
offer John boy.”

“Hmm.”

“Well?” frowned the trader.

John swigged his out of date
Sainsbury’s beer, contemplating Arnie’s offer. Was it a dodgy deal?
This guy was known for it, John stared into space for a few
minutes, thinking of details and of self-gain. People never gave a
fuck about looking cool but they want something useful every day.
Could these combat pants be traded further down the line? How many
could he trade for other goods?

“Yes, I’ll take them but only for the
winter,” John said coolly. “Any left and I’ll bring them back to
you and exchange for whatever you’ve got at the time. I’ll give you
six crates of whiskey and twenty-five bulletproof vests, all
unused. Well, numb nuts, what do you say?”

Arnie tried to appear cool, throwing
his half drank bottle of beer over his shoulder. It rolled instead
of smashing.

“I don’t want any bottles of rats piss
or moonshine, it better be the real thing or I’ll shoot you. As for
the vests, there better be no fuckin’ holes in ‘em. Show me some
and we’ll organise a trade.”

The finer details were sorted and John
had his load of leather combats. What do I do with these, start a
fashion show? Hell, they sure look cool; just think of what Sarah
will look like in them! he thought.


Oldham was a town in great disrepair.
The taps hadn’t worked since the wars and societies collapse. Water
was always a rare commodity. There were regular ‘water wars’ and
the trio had past experience of this. Rain water was collected when
possible for washing and drinking but it needed to be
filtered.

Their local source of water was a
stream up on Oldham Edge. It was hidden and few knew about it.
Random freedom fighter guards and patrols protected it. Much of the
water was carried by hand in varied size containers. This was hard
work. The fighters used a small 125cc Honda motorcycle fitted with
a side car to carry the load which was normally 20 x 25 litre Jerry
Cans. The cans were ex United States army World War 2 surplus. They
had been cleaned and scrubbed by Sarah but still tasted of gas
(petrol). It was fine for the water was fresh and pure.

John and Lee drove the cargo bike to
pick up the water. Both were armed just in case and wore thick
padded black jackets, boots and jeans. It took a while to do the
job and they took turns ice water swimming, filling up the cans and
guarding the stream while the job was done. The water pool was free
of ice due to the free flowing water. Sarah swam here several times
in the summer and the lads enjoyed seeing her turn and dive in the
mid size pool. She was at the aid station now helping the
patients.

Lee finished bathing in the stream
pool. John threw him a brown towel and shivered and dried. When
dressed he ate some pastry that Sarah had made a few days before.
It was the kind that lasted weeks if stored correctly. He threw
John one and he caught it and consumed it. They cold clear drank
the stream water after collecting it from the swiftly falling
stream/waterfall. It was filtered through a green cotton English
army handkerchief that had been ‘liberated’ off a dead soldier in a
previous battle. His body was discarded but his weapons, ammo,
boots, damaged uniform and other items had been useful. The body
had been strung up, medieval style, to discredit the English army
and also serve as a warning.

Finally, the Jerry Cans were full and
the lads slowly rode their ancient Japanese bike back to the flat.
They would store some water there and also distribute some round
the estate to our fighters and families.


January days dragged on, each as cold
as the other. While most of Europe had heating and jobs, Oldham and
England froze, maybe one-day things will be different but now
everyone had to sit the cold out.

Sarah claimed three pairs of leather
combats and yes; she did look like a fox, though Lee and John were
easy on what they said in case she pulled a gun on them. Only
joking of course.

John traded three quarters of the pants
with people on the estate for food and some two-year-old beer,
which matured some more.

Lee came by some NATO medium range, all
use rocket launchers. A wicked weapon that was user friendly, ideal
for small groups of highly mobile fighters letting them strike at
will at different targets from several miles away. Such weapons
became highly sought after and not many were available, except to
military forces. Lee’s trust amongst his contacts ensured that he
could come by such high-class weaponry; these would be useful in
case anyone started a local war.

Lee instructed John and Sarah on how to
use them.

Sarah said, “I aint that fuckin’ stupid
Lee, I know which end to point!”

“I know but you need to programme what
type of target that you want to shoot at. You can’t shoot at a
plane at medium altitude when the warhead is programmed to kill a
tank. This capability is coming online in the second model, not
this. So these were going spare. Look… this keypad here has a
number of symbols on it and the small LCD display shows you range,
target choice, warhead configuration and blast range. Very useful
and simple. Key in your target and away you go and you can’t go
wrong, really.”

Sarah duly followed the instructions
and programmed the launcher. They were standing on Oldham Edge, an
area near the town centre that was an overgrown wasteland, once
full of mines and quarries. Now it was left to nature, except for a
firing range our friends used when the need arose – like now. With
a mischievous grin Sarah shouldered the launcher and fired, the
back blast stunned everyone; white-hot flame shot ten yards as the
rocket motor ignited. In a glare of flame the rocket flew on its
way going supersonic, it was soon out of sight.

“What have you keyed in Sarah?” a
concerned Lee asked.

“It’s an old set of buildings at Rhodes
Bank in town, as the target,” Sarah replied, adding, “in fact, they
should be gone about now.”

Just then a flash and a distant blast
filled the air, the medium range all use rocket launcher certainly
worked. Sarah programmed the intelligent warhead to act as a
hi-blast fragmentation device; two blocks of old Victorian
buildings disappeared in flame and dust. Luckily no one was in them
at the time, ransacking took place years ago. A tramp sheltering
fifty yards away up the road was rudely awakened from his
moonshine-fuelled sleep, screaming that the world was collapsing.
He was partly right, coughing as brick dust wafted up the empty
streets. Luckily his bottle of ‘shine didn’t break. He took a big
drink.

Sarah coyly added, “Well lads, now I
know what it feels like to have balls! No one will mess with me now
in this town.”

John declined a go of Lee’s new
dangerous toys; Sarah’s demo was more than enough to convince him
that they worked. No one would be allowed access to these weapons
except the trio of freedom fighters, who kept the deadly weapons in
their lock up garage on the estate along with all their other
deadly guns, ammo, grenades and other deadly toys. Enough firepower
to stop an army and one of the keys to their power base, not to
forget the guns to deal with anything such as a skirmish, kept in
the flat.


Attacks on people at night continued,
the body count steadily rising; many also froze to death in cold
temperatures. On St. Mary’s estate at the top end of town, a large
number of folk made their homes there, a sense of being together in
a type of community that held everyone in one place. Every man and
his dog knew what the other hand was doing, scratching its balls
while finding a bone, not much happened without people knowing
about it. They all knew Lee, John and Sarah; many traded acquiring
weapons and ammo from Lee and other stuff from John.

Several hundred lived on the old
sprawling council estate in flats and houses that had little power,
only the odd one had pre-war generators or homemade ones that ran
on equally homemade fuel, similar to moonshine that was brewed on
the site of the old power station. No power flowed now but
moonshine was brewed and distilled in ex-council boilers and water
tanks. A steady trade flourished in the area with local people,
John got a dozen bottles a week for his two pals to keep away the
cold. Empty bottles were always re-used since they were no longer
produced, screw cap Ben Shaw pop bottles being the
favourite.

Tonight on the freezing evening in the
third week of January, John gathered Lee and Sarah together, “Hey,
let’s call up to Gun Barrel and Red to have a piss up. You two aint
got nowt planned have you? I aint seen them for a couple of weeks.
We’ll take some good old ‘shine up.”

“Good idea, I’m fine about it,” from
Sarah.

“Hell yes! I want to drink Gun Barrel
under the table. The bet is still on with him and me from last
Xmas. I’ll have it,” Lee agreed.

Soon they got ready, putting on guns
and ammo, warm jumpers and coats and headed out to Gun Barrel’s and
Red’s flat. Most importantly half a dozen bottles of moonshine
accompanied them to the other side of the estate, safely carried in
a canvas army bag.

Gun Barrel came by his name during a
recent dispute with a so-called neighbour over a homemade
generator, the said item disappeared while Gun Barrel was in a
pissed up stupor, well out of it. From running and supplying
electric, it went to silence and darkness. Twelve hours later, when
a hung over Gun Barrel awoke, first he noticed it was daylight and
how silent it was. The generator was gone; he had a good idea what
had happened. Days before Ivan enquired about trading the geny for
vodka, lots of it but it simply wasn’t available. That should have
been that but obviously, with its theft, guess who was number one
suspect? Ivan. So away old Gun Barrel went, with business in mind
but not trading business.

He kicked in the old council PVC door
in and totally surprised the middle aged Russian refugee; things
came to a head quickly. Gunny asked for it back in a pleasant
voice.

“May I have my generator back please,
Ivan?”

Regaining his composure Ivan snarled,
“Fuck you, you fat lazy dog. Get out or I’ll do you, you
prick!”

Gun Barrel replied, “That’s a no then?
Okay have it you way, you Russian fuckin’ failure!”

As quickly as can be described, he
pulled a sawn off from inside his tatty coat and shot the old
Russian in the throat – with both barrels. The birdshot really
screwed up his neck, blood jetted everywhere, bits of flesh
likewise. Gun Barrel was covered in the dead man’s blood. Ivan was
dead before he hit the floor, a sad piece of human garbage that
messed with the wrong man. So that’s how one Tim Brooks became as
Gun Barrel, in the hot lawless summer of 2014.

He lived in a flat of decent enough
standards not far from John, Lee and Sarah. Most of the windows
were boarded up; power came from the moonshine driven generator.
Gun barrel had an old cabinet of several handguns and shotguns, his
pal Red owned the semi automatic stuff and both regularly traded
with Lee for ammo and gear.

Red came by his name because of his
hair that was always long and blowing about in the wind. He
couldn’t be bothered tying it back, he just didn’t care. Tattoos
covered his arms from the early years of the new millennium when he
was a biker/rocker, then the music wasn’t so good and bands came
and went in the rock revival of 03-05.

Bikes were mostly stolen Japanese ones
driven illegally in mad chases with the police, often such chases
ended with a young life being taken in a crash. Red’s tattoos were
a little faded but he’s still proud of his misplaced youth, with
tribal designs on both shoulders and upper arms. On his left lower
arm was a naked girl; he wouldn’t say who it was. An English
bulldog and a pair of electric guitars with the name “Red”
underneath graced his lower right arm.

Today he was in the business of
rebuilding and modifying ancient wrecks of motorbikes to run on a
moonshine derivative called “White Fire,” due to its explosive
properties. He brewed this in the old power station where the
normal ‘shine was made. In his element amongst the shiny pipes,
one-litre bottles, five litre containers and his “baby,” a small
still connected by pipes to the main system. This further refined
the moonshine brewed in the main system, a second stage of
distillation to produce almost pure alcohol. He regularly sampled
it in glass tubes, testing the purity on litmus paper stolen from
the trashed science lab at Counthill School. The paper showed the
correct value for a second then dissolved in the pure alcohol. This
produced a smile on the Gun Barrel’s face, the master doing his
art.

Now special project, his trike was
nearly complete and a test drive would be needed. Who would do
this? Himself as he had built it? Considering the volatile fuel
with a danger of explosion and death, it was a good choice. He
could ask them all to draw lots or who could drink a bottle of
‘shine first? No, there was a better way. After completion he’d
test right away, no messing about or sobering up. Everyone would
have a drive, after himself of course, to get used to the wicked
machine. Sarah, John and Lee had waited patiently for Red to build
them a three-seat trike, so they could travel away from the area;
they hadn’t travelled for ages, it seemed.

The trio arrive and macho greetings are
exchanged all round. Gun Barrel said in a rough voice: “I see that
you still have the bird with balls with you!”

Sarah pulled her mini Colt out and
fired two 6mm rounds into the ceiling over Gunny’s head. He ducked
as plaster dust fell around him while a madly laughing Sarah put
her toy away.

“Nice to see you, dickhead! Don’t lose
your head, it’s bad for you,” Sarah laughed, still seeing the fun
of it all.

“Come into the main room,” indicated
Red.

“We’re with you,” Lee
replied.

“Bar the door,” Gun Barrel told John,
the last in. John put a large iron bar into place.

Bottles of moonshine were opened, pint
pots provided and the drinking started in earnest, a bottle of
‘shine next to everyone and more on the small worn table, later for
anyone not unconscious. Nothing could touch it.

Sarah sat between John and Lee, facing
Red and Gun Barrel. Heavy clothes and coats were thrown on the
floor when the temperature soared and liquor took effect. The small
generator provided light as it noisily ran on moonshine based fuel;
the noise was tolerable and not too deafening. This was just like
the old days, a group of close mates and a lot of booze. John was
the first to finish his bottle; he swayed back and forth well out
of it, no doubt seeing six of everything through his blurred
vision.

“Fuckin’ hell you bleedin’ alki. What
are you like? You’ll end up pissin’ yourself. Don’t expect me to
nursemaid you,” remarked a half pissed Red.

John used all of his strength and dodgy
co-ordination to snatch Red’s half full bottle off him. Red sussed
out the situation as John missed the bottle and fell on top of Red.
The bottle was okay – in Red’s vice like grip with his thumb stuck
in the top, not to spill any. The pair was intertwined like two
dear lovers, conveniently with John on top, stinking of illegal
booze. Red rolled to one side and struggled to get the
semi-conscious weight off him.

“C’mon you comatose idiot, get the fuck
off me before I shoot you. It’s not funny you lot of arse
holes!”

Everyone laughed between gulps of
drink, the intentions of the drunks memorable if not honourable.
Red filled his glass again but John was now unconscious at the side
of him, out for the night. Lee finished his last drops of moonshine
from his glass and knocked his now empty bottle over and he tried
to put his glass down in one go.

Gun Barrel was about to open his second
bottle. He caught Lee’s stare. “I remember last Xmas and the bet we
had. It seems that we’re equal up to now; here, have some of mine.
After all, we’re all best buddies. I have to go easy on my liver if
I want to see another year out.” Gun Barrel filled up Lee’s
glass.

“I mean cheers old Gunny, I want to say
that this is wicked stuff!!” Lee drunkenly said, before he added:
“I can’t see fuckin’ straight; my vision is blurred as fuck.” He
had a swig and his face glowed red with the alcohol as it enters
his bloodstream.

Sarah, though smaller than the others,
still held her liquor, she had a quarter of a bottle left but that
would be her last since she knew when she’d had enough.

“Look at you drunken knobs. Do you
think it’s big and ‘ard to have all that at once? You’ll be dead in
the morning, stupid idiots,” she shouted.

“This is all good fun and I never had
any shit like this before the bombs. Let’s drink to anarchy, war,
moonshine and the black market. And new lives!” Red retorted. His
last words before he slumped over sideways next to John.

With two in drunken comas, only three
were left. Booze consumption lessened somewhat when people hit
their limits, to these seasoned drinkers the downing of a single
bottle of moonshine was manageable but that’s about it. Much more
could kill the biggest and strongest man; since the war deaths due
to alcohol poisoning were in dozens each year. Sarah saw many cases
at the aid station.

Sarah, Lee and Gun Barrel had a drunken
conversation about something that was rumoured to happen soon. “I
have heard rumours of a person who appears in peoples dreams,”
commented a lucid Gun Barrel, “it’s weird. Fuck I can’t remember
much of what I was told. Fuckin’ booze!”

“What’s this shit that you’re on about?
You talk so much shit. That’s too much booze for you,” Lee
remarked, not very focused.

Sarah thought and added, “No wait, Lee,
I have heard rumours this week at the aid station. An old woman who
was nearly dead coz of radiation went on about something. She said
that she dreamed of a girl, a young and pretty one who comes from a
place so far away. Strange thing is, this young girl is from no one
knows where and she is a leader.”

“What, a military leader from Europe?
No one from over there gives a shit about us, not for years. Where
else can she be from? The fuckin’ Yanks don’t want to know either,
coz of the radiation and their dispute with the English army. What
does she want?” Lee managed to speak clearly and sensibly,
considering what he had drunk.

“I don’t think she’s military or any
type of force like that. I don’t know much about her. It’s only a
rumour that I heard from someone who is now dead. It could all be
bullshit. But I have a feeling, that’s all. Something will happen.”
Sarah seemed convinced about it all.

Gun Barrel added, “Whatever happens it
aint worth shit now. I’m going to sleep.” He covered himself with a
blanket and was soon snoring away.

Lee took a piss and did
likewise.

It took Sarah sometime to fall asleep,
even though she was pissed out of her skull with the room spinning
with the drink. On the outer edges of her mind something odd
lurked, an image of something odd, mysterious and so very
different. But in a way, that wasn’t bad or harmful quite the
opposite in fact. The mystery was here…










 Journey Afar


The three fighters traded with some
Chinese Communist Party members. These small men used to have a
fish and chip shop before the wars. Now they represented their old
homeland which was a now a collection of feudal peasant fiefdoms.
The trade took place at the old stone quarry at Greenfield. It was
above the abandoned derelict village and was private. Nobody could
ambush them and expect to get away with it.

The group travelled there by Jap bikes.
Each motorcycle was a hybrid of Yamaha/Honda/Suzuki/Mitsubishi
parts and fuelled by single distilled moonshine. Decades old but
lovingly maintained by Red. They weren’t fast but did the
job.

Uzi machine guns with shoulder straps
gave security as did five spare clips each. Body armour gave stab
and ballistic protection.

The turtles were all experts in Kung
Fun/Wing Chun. They all wore black pyjamas and carried mid-sized
swords like a Samurai one but different, in shoulder holders. None
carried any kind of guns. This fact made them dangerous and
respected opponents.

Moonshine was traded for chinky cigars
and ammo. The cigars were imported overland from mainland Red China
or what was left of it after the war with India. The varied
ammunition was sourced from Europe and South America. The turtles
were middlemen and made a profit on it. The fighters each got a
pack of five luxury cigars to smoke at a later party/drinking
session. They all travelled over the hills and through the forests,
avoiding the built up area. This meant they only fought when
necessary; stealth was their ally.

Sarah was spokesperson for them. A
small middle aged turtle was her opposite number. They bowed and
shook hands, never taking their eyes off the other. If anything
went down John and Lee would gun the turtles down before they could
be cut to pieces and put in the pot. All hoped it wouldn’t be
necessary.

Both walked and sat on two big boulders
to talk terms. It took an hour or so of negotiations; how many
bottles of moonshine for what quantity of bullets. The cigars were
a free gift.

The trade was successfully carried out.
Bike mounted saddle bags, back packs and ammo pouches would carry
five thousand varied bullets that weighed many pounds. John and Lee
took the heads off random rounds to check they had powder in and
were legit. The ammo would be divided and traded onward for other
items. When no problems were found people relaxed a little. The
turtles tried to tell jokes in Pidgin English and the trio laughed
loud and slow in appreciation.

The CCP turtles put on a display of
Martial Art fighting and swords play. It was a sight to behold,
everybody was Kung Fu fighting! Fast as fucking lightning! In the
tree lined clearing where the trade took place, the warrior turtles
danced. Using an alien dialect and subtle body language they
pranced and moved and clashed. Fists and feet flew and bodies fell
to the ground and sprung upright again. Blades collided and
sparked. They sliced and diced varied vegetables mounted on sticks
and rocks with their blades.

The Chinamen later made a rich stew in
a big earthenware bowl of the veg. The freedom fighters joined in
and ate their fill. A right good feed of the vegan curry. Rice wine
washed the stew down and everybody chilled out, getting tipsy but
not drunk. That way they could still fight. Freedom fighter and
turtle wouldn’t be able to fight well if pissed to hell.

After three hours the John, Lee and
Sarah bid farewell and left the CCP turtles that had another trade
set up in what used to be Yorkshire. The Jap bikes were slow and
sluggish with their heavy loads so the run to Oldham took well over
an hour. Each fighter had their Uzi facing forward and safety off.
Just in case.


As January’s cold bitter days faded
away February settled into its winter routine, people went on
living and fighting. Sarah was involved in a skirmish with three
Asian youths while on her way to the aid station; she was walking
down empty dark deserted streets aware of every shadow. Movement
caught her eye and she braced herself for danger but it was only a
board flapping in the wind, she felt every nerve relax and tension
leave her body. She continued on her way saying to herself, “It’s
okay, no one would be out this early between day and night and the
cold will keep him or her indoors till later, anyhow I have my
gun.”

Ten minutes later it happened when she
was nearly at the aid station, on the sight of the old 20th century
hospital. Three scruffy undernourished Asian youths all a little
younger than Sarah stepped out of a dark alleyway, menace glinting
in their eyes in the half-light of the coming dawn. Each held an
iron bar in gloved hands.

Sarah was momentarily stunned but that
soon passed as they tried to surround her, she rapidly sidestepped
and went for her gun. The tallest Asian went for her swinging his
bar; by an error of misjudgement he missed by a fraction of an
inch. Now Sarah was ready, she held her gun in her right hand and
fired. Shit! The shot went high. This didn’t stop the two other
Asians from trying to rush her, bars held at the ready. If she
missed again she would be killed. No question about it, for the
only thing of value she had was her gun, ammo and winter coat.
Sarah had six rounds left in her mag and spare ammo in her coat but
she had more than enough now; she took aim and fired at the first
dirty Paki, at the same time he raised his foot long bar to strike.
Without waiting to see the result, she switched targets and fired
twice more, the short sharp replies echoing over the
rooftops.

The third Asian took to his heels and
dropped his iron bar behind a hedge; he would be quickly from view
away at the site of the failed robbery. If he escaped he could ID
Sarah and come back with more of his kind, this time to kill her.
She had one chance, which she took without hesitation or undue
emotion, for she was a warrior in a war now. Standing in a combat
stance, legs slightly apart, she held her gun in both hands and
centred it on his moving back and pulled the trigger once. At
maximum range for her small pistol, her single shot hit the Paki
dead centre in his back dropping him like a sack of spuds – dead.
At Sarah’s feet the frosty ground was a miniature war zone, blood
pooled from one dead and one dying man.

Sarah was close enough to smell
unwashed sweaty bodies, curry, piss and shit as the wounded Paki
soiled himself. Was it in fear of dying? Sarah thought. She knelt
over the injured one inspecting her own work. If the shot would
have been more central to his chest or followed by a second one, he
would have been as dead as his accomplice. Suddenly she felt a
great sadness at taking a life but the law of the jungle ruled out
here.

“Why have you done this? You have
killed my brother; he has two young kids to feed. Fuck, I can’t
feel my legs. What have you done to me?” the dying man cried his
voice pain filled.

Sarah looked down at the blood seeping
from the Asian’s chest, at the pool of piss and at his dead
brother, then further along to the other dead man. She took a
minute in answering, her voice filled with anger, “Have you thought
that it could have been me lying there, dead? It very nearly was.
Anyhow, you Asian cunt I showed you and your mates, we whites own
this town. Do you hear me? You Paki fuckin’ cunt! I fought for this
country in the civil war, I won’t ever let you or your kind ever
beat me. I’ll kill you right now, Asian bastard!”

She was so angry at the violence that
had recently surrounded her that she carried out her threat,
raising her Colt straight between the Asian’s brown emotionless
eyes. Bang! The empty shell case rattled on the paving stones; so
much rubbish along with three nameless would be robbers. All now
dead. Sarah quickly reloaded her pistol while watching the dead and
looking around her. Just to be sure.

Several people now cautiously
approached the macabre scene; one was Leah from the hospital. They
had heard the gunshots cut through the new day.

“Christ Sarah, what happened? Are you
okay? This is one hell of a mess. Did they take anything? We have
to get you checked out at the aid station. C’mon its okay, I’ll
look after you. We’ll have to get this mess sorted out too. You
really are a soldier aren’t you?” Leah said in a concerned
voice.

“I’m just shaken that’s all, it was
such a close thing. They tried to kill me, I had no choice and it
was them or me. I got them all. Yes I used my old skills; from that
part of my past I don’t ever want to tell you about. Not ever…”
Sarah whispered, in her strong voice. She was struck by the reality
of it all; at how close she came to not being here. Yes, it had
been close but Sarah’s close combat training had saved her but only
just, it seemed her deadly violent past was always with her in one
form or another.

Sarah was checked out, she was okay and
managed to do a few days’ work. Her attack was an example of the
lawlessness on the streets of most towns today; those left standing
after the nukes had fallen. She would love telling Lee and John
about her incident, it was just like the old days and the war – was
she mad for missing the action and the camaraderie?


An early drizzle slowly fell from the
grey clouds. It made visibility half on this Monday morning in
central town. In a council flat three hung over fighters slept off
a night of moonshine. There was a wasp like sound. It came from
everywhere and nowhere. Was there a bee or wasp nest they didn’t
know about? It grew louder and was enough to wake Sarah from a deep
drunken sleep. She groaned and rolled over. Daylight came through
the half open broken windows. She put a shirt over her eyes and
tried to sleep again. John elbowed her in the side and
swore.

“Sarah, wake up for fuck sake. The
English army. It’s a fucking drone!” John threw off his sheet and
got up. He looked out of the window to try to locate the drone; it
must be close to be so loud. The dawn light and rain hid
it.

Sarah shook her head and sat up. “Shit!
The army bastards. They know we’re here. They know where we are. I
don’t believe it!”

John grabbed his SLR, a rather big but
very functional Self Loading Rifle. He’d borrowed it from Gun
Barrel because it was a cool retro gun. He took out the mag, tapped
it and put it back. Clicking off the safety and chambering a round
he scanned the sky for the drone. “Where is the
bastard?”

Lee was also awake and cursed under his
breath. He looked out of the window and pointed. “There it is. By
the blue coloured street light. You see it? Shoot it!”

John nodded and shouldered his rifle.
He fired three single rounds at the noisy English army drone. There
was no visible affect.

“Put it on full fucking auto pal,”
Sarah said, rubbing her hands together. She knew what came
next.

John clicked Full Fucking Auto and
grinned as he held his gun firm and unleashed drone death. The big
7.62mm bullets zipped forth and splashed the drone and demolished
the old street light. It clattered to the ground next to the
fiercely burning drone.

“Good kill John. It’s a loud gun.
Bloody deafened me mate.” Lee rubbed his ears and spat out of the
window. “Fuck the English army!” He whooped and gave the freedom
fighter salute, a raised fist. His two friends and fellow fighters
did the same.

“We need to be ready lads. The English
army will come and soon.” Sarah was stern. She was concerned and
was thinking. “Do you think they got any video of us?”

“Yes, I do but nothing they never knew
already. Oldham is a centre of freedom fighter activity. That’s
well known. This was like the other army ventures into or over the
town. They are trying to guess our strength. We are more than ready
for them.”

“I’m ready!” John smirked, tapping the
SLR and changing the empty mag for a full one. He opened a small
wooden box and reloaded the mag with shiny bullets.

“I say we hit them first,” Lee
whispered, looking at his mates. “What do you think?”

Sarah playfully slapped his shoulder
and gave him a high five. “Good idea. Let’s bounce
ideas.”

John nodded and added, “I
suggest…”


John and Lee came up with a plan that
appeared madness at first but after much careful consideration they
told Sarah about it, to put it simply: through an act of deception
or violence, hijack and steal an English army armoured car after
disabling the crew. Then if the vehicle was useable, travel further
afield and see what was happening in other areas. Living in Oldham
was like being in a vacuum, if you wanted answers that were
reliable you had
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