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Part One

Olivia sat in her office and looked at the almost empty bottle of single malt on her desk. 

She had a pile of complaints to deal with, for example, the lack of availability of beef, wine, pork and potatoes. They had heavily imported these before the collapse and, although the Guild encouraged the local production of potatoes, they were struggling to fulfil demand.

Prior to the collapse, many of the local pig farmers had disappeared because of a shortage of workers. The region had been one of the largest pork producers in the UK.

Now, the largest production was to the east of the city on land controlled by Northumbria. Her husband, Ryan, her father, Dr Smith and Jacob Brown, one of the Guild’s coach drivers, whom she had appointed as a special adviser, were on their way to Beverley, which was the administrative centre for this part of Northumbria. The aim of the mission was to strike a new trade deal with Northumberland following the discovery that some of Freetown’s food imports were coming from unethical sources which used indentured labour.

She had left them at the Minerva Gate and walked back to the Guildhall with her Aunt Lisa, who had then gone home. 

As Dr Smith rode on the wagon, he cursed the lack of road maintenance. The rough surface caused the wagon to jolt, which was playing havoc with his haemorrhoids. His sister, Lisa, had given him a paste she had made from Epsom salts and glycerin. Fortunately, most of the roads were wide enough for Jacob to avoid most of the potholes.

As they passed the Guildhall towards the Militia headquarters, the road verges were verdant with produce, as was the massive community garden which dominated the city centre. At one end of the garden stood the Community College, which the Guild had reopened to teach essential skills, from blacksmithing to food growing.

Their route took them past the fire station and community library, where workers were busy preparing for their day. The roads themselves were relatively quiet, just the odd cart or wagon transporting produce or people.

Before the collapse, Hull produced 420 million litres of bioethanol a year at full capacity, equivalent to a third of the UK’s demand. The plant also produced 500,000 tonnes a year of protein-rich animal feed for the UK market, which fed around a fifth of the UK’s dairy herd. Unfortunately, the plant used animal feed grade wheat, which they previously would have exported, the plant became the UK’s biggest wheat buyer, taking 1.1 million tonnes a year, but after the collapse, they turned over the fields of Yorkshire and Lincolnshire that previously provided the wheat to food production. As a result, bioethanol production reduced, and the Guild reserved it for use by the emergency services.

They drove past the rehabilitation clinic. There were still individuals who abandoned themselves to substance misuse, and their fellow citizens avoided them; but the Guild did not forget that they were members of the community and regarded them as suffering from a disease inherited from pre-collapse times and tried to cure them by placing them in an institute for rehabilitation with both residential and outpatient options. This was the residential unit and had been very successful in helping to reduce the number of people in the city dependent on illicit substances. Illicit substances were difficult to come by after the collapse, which helped the process.

Initially, the city’s charitable organisations had played an essential role in clothing and feeding the population but as their source of income disappeared, the Guild had stepped in and subsumed much of the charities valuable support structures into its own operations which were funded from the system of silver vouchers.

As they travelled further into the suburbs, the verges became more verdant and the parks were busy with cultivation. The Guild had converted the central reservations of all the dual carriageways into permaculture plots. The Socialist local government’s extensive house building programme had blessed Hull with many open spaces, and every one of these spaces was now employed in food or fruit production and even spaces that hadn’t been green spaces had been dug up to provide food growing sites.

Soon, they arrived at Dunswell Gate, the boundary between Freetown and Northumbria nestled within the farmland which surrounded the city. Dunswell had evolved into an important trading hub between the city and its surroundings and was the site of a lively market.

The Coach and Horses, which had been a very popular Chinese restaurant for years, had reverted to its original role as a coaching inn with stables, letting rooms and dining room. The journey hadn’t been very long, but Ryan suggested they stop for a second breakfast, as there was someone he wanted to find.

Traditionally, they had called the village Beer-Houses because of the proximity of two inns. In the early 20th century, they demolished the other inn, the Wagon and Horses, to build houses.

Coffee was one thing Dr Smith missed most from before the collapse. He welcomed the break to give his bottom a rest and had a turmeric latte, a drink made of milk and spices, which was becoming increasingly popular. 

Ryan, although cleared of any wrongdoings by the Guildhall court, was still under suspicion as far as Olivia was concerned, regarding his alleged involvement with Northumberland insurgents. The fact he had left Dr Smith and Jacob at the earliest opportunity to find some unnamed Northumbrian suggested to Dr Smith that his daughter’s suspicions were not entirely unfounded. However, he said nothing, not wanting to alert Ryan to his doubts.

“What do you think this is about?” Dr Smith asked Jacob.

Jacob shrugged.

“His militia has many contacts here. Northumbrian spies. Perhaps he’s gone to find one of them.”

Jacob didn’t appear to share any of Smith’s doubts. 

By the time Dr Smith was finishing his latte, Ryan returned.

“All good?” Dr Smith asked.

“I hope so,” said Ryan. “Let’s go?”

They climbed back on the wagon and Jacob led them off again. Dr Smith couldn’t resist. 

“What was all that about?” he asked.

“I just wanted to check the condition of the road to Beverley,” said Ryan. “Sounds like we should be okay.”

“No potholes?”

“No bandits.”

The Wagon and Horses might have disappeared, but they soon passed The Ship Inn, another tavern with food and accommodation that ensured Dunswell still merited its title of beer-houses. Beer supply was still thriving post-collapse.

Just north of the village was the livestock market. It was auction day and sheep and pigs were being bought and sold. They sold cattle every other week. This was Freetown’s biggest source of meat and the Guild’s representatives were present, trying to get the best deals with what they had to trade. Seeds, clean water, bioethanol. 

For the first time, they saw evidence of the Northumbrian security forces policing the livestock auction. They had weapons. Lots of weapons. Dr Smith wondered where they had all come from. They couldn’t have all come from Ireland? Could they?

Once he had completed his mission to Beverley, he would embark on a mission across the North Sea to Germany, seeking ammunition for the militia to replace that which they had used fighting against the recent insurgency. 

As they passed the fields of Northumbria, there was just as much activity as there had been among the food growers of the city. Rows of greenhouses that predated the collapse covered some fields.

Dr Smith noticed they didn’t use the grass verges for food growing in the same way they did in the city. He supposed the Northumbrians had more space and therefore didn’t need to.

Pre-collapse, the region had mainly grown wheat, barley and oilseed rape for the animal feed industry, peas to be frozen, potatoes for the leading UK retailers and maize and hybrid rye for anaerobic digesters. After the collapse, it was not an efficient use of space to grow feed for animals.

There was a clear demand for more glasshouses, but this was not possible in the short term. Instead, the switch to regenerative farming practices required the end of intensive, grain-fed livestock production and a return to mixed farming, where they grew crops and raised livestock in rotation to rebuild soil fertility naturally.

Farmers fed less grain to livestock, resulting in a 75% decline in pork and chicken production, which was heavily reliant on cereals, maize and imported soy-based feed.

They produced about the same amount of beef and lamb. This met 100% of the country’s demand for lamb but only 75% of its pre-collapse demand for beef. Essentially, Brits were eating less meat.

Milk production fell by about 25%, because of the move to pasture-based systems. Egg production also decreased by 47%, mainly because of the reduction in the amount of cereals available to feed to livestock and the elimination of imported feed, such as soya. However, they produced double the amount of fruit and vegetables and grain production halved, because of a phase-out of chemical inputs and less land being used for intensive crop production. Production of UK-grown pulses (peas and beans) doubled, from 0.9m ha to 1.9m ha.

Woodland cover had already increased by close to a million hectares (+28%) and farmers integrated many more trees into the farmed landscape and through agroforestry.

Unfortunately, the price of all food had increased, and, without a reliable currency, each deal had to be negotiated separately, which was exactly what Dr Smith and Ryan were going to discuss.

“What did you do before the collapse?” Dr Smith asked Jacob, trying to kill some time.

“I worked in advertising.”

“You are kidding.”

“No, why?”

“You don’t look like the advertising type.”

“Oh, really. What does the advertising type look like? Or, more importantly, what type do I look like?”

“I don’t know. I had you down for something more rural, like a farmer.”

Jacob laughed.

“Did you work on anything we might have seen?” asked Ryan.

“My biggest client was a DNA security company. They wanted us to promote their DNA door entry system. The problem was it relied on a blood sample.”

“What?”

“It just pricked your finger. The campaign was: It’s better to feel a little prick than a big one when they steal all your stuff.”

Both Dr Smith and Ryan exploded in fits of laughter.

“How did that go?” 

“Terrible. The firm went bust. It turned out that people didn’t want to get stabbed to get in their own houses.”

“Wasn’t there an alternative?”

“Spitting or shitting. Neither of the things people wanted to do on their own doorsteps.”

“I’m not surprised. So how did you get into horses?”

“It had always been a hobby of mine, so, after the collapse, the stables employed me full time. They couldn’t get enough people. Then, after about a year, I started driving directly for the Guildhall.”

“And you’ve been there ever since.”

“Exactly. Except now I’m a special advisor.”

“Of course.”

They passed the old school, which didn’t look to be in very good condition. Dr Smith wondered whether lessons were still being taught there. The school wasn’t the only thing that looked as if it had seen better days. Dr Smith was used to seeing cultivated verges and so the verges of Northumberland that residents had left to wild grasses and flowers looked unkempt by comparison, although no doubt excellent for biodiversity. 

They also passed a couple of dilapidated bus shelters.

“I suppose there’s no public transport here?” Dr Smith asked Jacob.

“More like private transport, but no timetable to speak of.”

Next, they passed what looked like it must have been some kind of out-of-town retail park before the collapse. It now looked as if it was being used as a warehousing and distribution hub for agricultural produce.

At the next junction, small holes in the crumbling pavement next to the road were the only evidence that traffic lights had once stood there, their poles and lights repurposed long ago.

Jacob pulled onto a side road past grazing sheep. Soon after, they reached a checkpoint and were told to pull over. Dr Smith assumed they must have reached the Beverley town boundary.

Ryan did all the talking, explaining to the guards their reason for being there. The guard looked sceptical and eyed them all with suspicion. Dr Smith felt they may have stumbled at the very first hurdle.

*

[image: ]


George and Commander Lewis had borrowed Mohammed’s barge from Ethan, Mohammed’s brother. Ethan was still very bitter about the death of Mohammed, but still loaned them the barge out of a sense of duty to Freetown. Below deck, a unit of city guards was hiding.

The purpose of the mission was two-fold. First, George claimed he needed to do the washing up. Olivia knew this wasn’t true. She had been to his house and was witness to the fact that washing up came very low on George’s list of priorities. She wanted him to accompany Dr Smith and Jacob on their trade mission to Germany, and he wouldn’t do that until he had visited his home first.

Second, Commander Lewis was keen to discover what forces the Mercians still mustered following their unsuccessful attack on Freetown. The popular theory was that they had sent their best resources and were now under-resourced, but Commander Lewis wanted to be sure.

As to their motives for invading Freetown, Lewis assumed it had been to gain control of the bioethanol plant, or even to get access to the Dogger Bank Wind Farm, although it was unclear to Lewis why the Mercians thought they could succeed where Freetown had failed in tapping into the wind energy. They needed new transformers and perhaps the Mercians had these.

Lewis and George had waved goodbye to Olivia at Minerva Gate near the centre of the city and had travelled upstream, past the ruins of the Humber Bridge towards South Ferriby, where they could access the River Ancholme.

George sent Commander Lewis below deck as they drew closer to the mouth of the river, which was evidently much more heavily guarded than it had been. 

At the mouth, the Hope and Anchor pub served as a guard post and George could see the sluice bridge was full of guards. They ordered George to pull the barge over to the side, and he complied.

He needed the guards to open the lock gates, otherwise he could not proceed upriver. If the guards searched the barge and found a unit of Freetown militia, all hell would break loose.

“What are you doing? You slacker!” a guard shouted down at him.

George looked up and saw Theo Campbell, an old friend of his he had known since he was a child. Theo was now in his late twenties.

“Hello Theo,” he shouted up. “How’s your mum?”

“Still the same pain in the arse as always. What you got there?”

“A barge full of militia from Freetown.”

“Ah, George,” Theo laughed. “You can’t be serious even for a minute, can you?”

Theo turned to the Mercian guards.

“Open the gates.”

The lock gates, which used to be operated by an electric motor, now had to be opened by hand and it took several men to wind a large crank, which opened the first gates.

George steered the barge into the lock, they closed the gates behind him and the lock filled with the green weed covered water of the River Ancholme. As the water level rose, George could see that, on the other side of the gates, there was only a solitary barge moored at the side of the river. If the Mercians had kept a fleet, they hadn’t moored it in South Ferriby.

The guards opened the second set of gates. George said farewell to Theo and steered the barge upriver.

“Is it safe to come out yet?” asked Commander Lewis from below deck.

“Not yet.”

George could see figures moving on Horkstow Bridge up in the distance and didn’t want to take any chances.

As he drew closer, he realised they were just farm workers from the surrounding fields and as the next place there was likely to be anybody wasn’t until Saxby Bridge; he told Lewis it was safe to pop his head out.

“It’s stuffy in there,” he said, taking deep breaths of fresh air.

“Better than being shot by Mercian guards, though.”

In hindsight, Lewis thought he might have been unwise, insisting on taking a unit of Freetown’s militia. It would have been easier for him and George to travel alone. Now the unit was nothing but a burden.

There were only farm tracks alongside the river and so far, there had been no river traffic. Biodiesel was much more difficult to buy than a horse and therefore, most produce travelled by land, despite the danger of robberies.

This meant they could travel upstream with little fear of being molested, but George kept an eye out ahead to Saxby bridge in case there was anyone about. 

The bridge was eerily quiet. The last time George had been there was to meet the Mercian flotilla and take them to Freetown. Now the river was quiet, the boats were still in Freetown, and they had buried crews long ago in a mass grave in the city’s northern cemetery. No doubt their families would have liked Olivia to have repatriated them, but she was not in the mood to allow that to happen.

There wasn’t another bridge across the river until Broughton Bridge. George saw movement both on and at either side of the bridge, but again, it was just farm workers on their daily business. 

This journey, so far, was worlds apart from the Mercia he had left only recently. That Mercia had been with trigger-happy militia. Presumably because they were all in the northern cemetery, Mercia had lapsed into a period of relative calm.

Castle Thorpe Bridge was very much the same story and apart from a few guards keeping watch from the old motorway bridge, there were few signs of activity until they reached Brigg.

As they entered the town, there were a few boats moored by the old boat club. They were all motorboats, presumably tied up because of the lack of biodiesel. 

George steered the barge past the boat club and moored a small distance past the bridge for the A18, which was aptly named Bridge Street.

“I think it would be safer if we left your unit here for the moment,” he told Lewis, who was in total agreement. 

After Lewis had instructed his unit to stay out of sight, the two of them alighted from the barge and headed along the towpath towards the bridge and then onto Bridge Street, where they turned right and headed towards the centre of town. Here, there was more movement, but everyone appeared too busy to pay much attention to Lewis and George. 

Bridge Street had a similar quantity of horse-drawn traffic as any main street in Freetown, and most of the vehicles appeared to be transporting agricultural products. 

They passed an old petrol station that was offering biodiesel. Like Freetown, Mercia had a biodiesel manufacturer based in Immingham but it had suffered the same loss of feedstock, as farmers had switched to crops for food production. They were obviously producing it from something if they were selling it on the streets of Brigg.

Freetown was recycling its animal fat waste, so Lewis assumed Mercia must be doing the same.

Almost next to the place selling biodiesel was a Mercian militia post. Militia were hanging around, chatting, but they didn’t pay any attention to George or Lewis.

As they followed the road, they crossed over the old river Ancholme, which was covered in green weed.

George led Lewis into a side street. Not far up the side street, he directed Lewis to a house. George did not knock on the door. He opened it and told Lewis to step inside the sparsely decorated hallway. He showed the commander into the living room. 

“So, this is your place?” Lewis asked.

George nodded.

“You leave your door unlocked?”

“Oh yes, no-one would be stupid enough to steal anything from me.”

“You wield a bit of power in these parts, then?”

“Let’s just say I am known. Would you like a drink?”

“What do you have?”

“Scotch?”

“Then of course.”

George left the room. Lewis looked around. Everything looked old and tatty. A faded throw covered the sofa and patches of wear dotted the carpet. The wallpaper was peeling or missing in various places. There was a record player in one corner, under which rows of vinyl records sheltered.

George returned with a glass filled, a third of the way up, with a dark golden liquid.

“Water?” he asked.

“No thank you,” said Lewis. “I can’t trust the water, but I’m sure I can trust the scotch.”

“Yes, you can’t trust the water.”

George returned to the kitchen. Lewis followed him. The kitchen was in a terrible state. It looked like no-one had cleaned it for years.

“You weren’t kidding about the washing up,” said Lewis.

“Eggs?” George asked, ignoring the comment.

At first, Lewis wasn’t sure, given the state of the kitchen, but the thought of eggs outweighed any considerations of hygiene. 

“Yes, please,” he said, after a pause, which betrayed his doubts.

George went outside and returned with a few eggs.

“You have chickens?”

“Yes, I have a neighbour who looks after them for me. We share the eggs. I don’t have any bread today, though.”

“Not a problem. Eggs are fine.”

Lewis thought about his unit, hidden in the barge with their meager rations, but he didn’t feel sorry for them. George’s eggs were one perk of being a commander.

“Do you want a hand with the washing up?” Lewis asked when they had finished their eggs.

“No, just leave it.”

“I thought that’s what we came here for?”

George gave Lewis a look which suggested he thought he was mad.

“What are we here for, then?”

“I wanted to get some things.”

“So, you hadn’t left the oven on?”

“No, as you can see, it’s a wood stove.”

“They all are.”

Lewis waited while George went around the house, filling a black holdall. He couldn’t see exactly what George was filling it with, but he assumed it must be important if he risked travelling through Mercia with a unit of Freetown militia. 

“Ready?” George asked after he had filled the bag. “Let’s go.”

Lewis followed George on the return journey and everything was as tranquil as before until they reached Bridge Street and heard gunfire from the direction of the river.

*
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Olivia’s life seemed to be dominated by scarcity. Scarcity of food, of energy, even of clean water. The constant struggle of ensuring that everyone in Freetown had enough to eat and drink and to keep them warm through the long northern winter dominated her days.

She had the best minds in the community helping her, trying to get the maximum yield out of every space capable of growing food. 

Before the collapse, the municipal boundary of Hull only contained 1500 hectares of green space. Even if all this space gave the average yield of an allotment, it would have only been enough to feed around 75,000 people. The building of the wall around Freetown had annexed another 3,500 hectares of food growing space, but even this was only enough to supply the city with half of what it needed. 

The only choices were to either annex another 5,000 hectares of arable land or strike a trade deal. East Yorkshire had 204,000 hectares, so they would only lose 2.5%. However, unless Northumberland agreed to cede the land, it would be impossible to take it by force. The alternative, a trade deal, relied on Freetown having something that Northumbria wanted. At the moment, Olivia thought that would mean bioethanol. She didn’t really have any to spare, but if Northumbria could supply them with feedstock, such as animal grade grain, they would be capable of producing more.

There was a team of researchers at the University working on how to get the maximum yield. So far, the permaculture system had delivered the best successes, and they had established a permaculture department within the university to train citizens in the techniques. Citizens were not required to pay tuition fees and received an allowance in silver from the Guild while they were studying.

Unfortunately, sourcing the food was not Olivia’s only preoccupation. She was deeply conscious of all those outside of Freetown who would not hesitate to steal all that the city had worked so hard to create.

Defence was an important part of Freetown’s daily life and even the immense wall surrounding the city was no guarantee of keeping out insurgents as they had recently discovered at a significant cost.

Freetown had become autonomous from the regions which surrounded it and these regions, Northumbria and Mercia, included smaller self-selected communities which existed as mostly autonomous parts of the region-states. Most of these entities benefitted their members, and at worst, were harmless to others. However, within some, cults and militant groups emerged which attacked other groups or destroyed themselves and took innocents with them.

The man called Saxby, who led the recent attack by Mercian insurgents on Freetown, had led one of these militant groups. Olivia hoped they had dealt with this group, but it was very difficult to predict when other groups would try a similar approach and attack the city.

Her priority was to maintain good relationships with Freetown’s neighbours, but she couldn’t rule out the possibility of another attack, which is why the city had to arm itself. Her neighbours wouldn’t supply her with arms, which was why she had to look further afield. The nearest territory which didn’t require travelling through Northumbria or Mercia was Germany.

Rumours were that the Baltic was not safe, so Olivia’s plan was to send George and Jacob with her father down the river Elbe to Hamburg. Of course, they had to return safely from Brigg and Beverley first. 

The residents of Freetown couldn’t work all the time. There was a demand for leisure, sport and culture and, although Olivia wasn’t responsible for providing these herself, she still had to ensure that it was being provided by someone. 

She had appointed a culture Tsar whose responsibility it was to promote culture in the city. Her name was Lily, and she was in her mid-twenties. 

Lily had organised an event that evening at which Olivia was to be the guest of honour. It was to be held at the City Hall and Lily arrived to tell Olivia it was time to get ready.

“Oh, goodness. I lost all track of time,” Olivia apologised. “Wait here, I’ll get ready. I won’t be long.”

Olivia, true to her word, was not long and when she returned to the office, she found Lily where she had left her.

“Right, shall we go?” said Olivia, habitually looking around the office to check she had everything. 

It was then that she noticed the bottle of scotch on the table. She almost did a double take because what had been an almost empty bottle of single malt on her desk was now a completely empty bottle of single malt.

Olivia looked at Lily, whose expression betrayed nothing. Olivia decided it would be best not to make anything of it for the moment, but simply smiled and gestured for Lily to lead the way.

They walked together, alongside the Guildhall and beside the citizens’ garden, together with an escort of militia, which Ryan had told her was mandatory following the insurgency. Olivia didn’t agree and avoided the militia whenever she could.

The event was a concert of music from the late 20th century. Olivia wasn’t a big fan of old music, but she accepted it was her duty to attend these functions.  

Victoria Square was busier than usual. The band that was to play was quite popular in the city. It was a supergroup of veterans that had played in local bands before the collapse.

She had just stepped into the foyer with Lily when there was a commotion outside. Olivia’s bodyguards suddenly headed for the entrance when there was a terrific explosion that threw Olivia and Lily to the floor.

Part Two

Jacob, Ryan, and Dr Smith had been waiting for quite some time. Security had thoroughly searched their wagon and persons, and they had been told to wait. At least the guards provided water for the horses. 

Eventually, they were told they could proceed to County Hall. Jacob wasn’t sure he could remember where it was, but he didn’t want to say anything, so he just nodded and climbed up on the wagon.

Riding past the terraced housing on Flemingate in a horse and cart, Dr Smith could easily imagine what the town must have been like 200 years earlier. Up ahead, he could see the impressive minster which dominated the scene as they crossed the disused railway line. 

These medieval streets had seen everything from the rise to the fall of capitalism and now they were witnessing a new era, which Dr Smith hoped could be more equal, but then they had always branded him an idealist.

Past the minster, they carried on into Eastgate, where the old houses and slightly less old houses mingled.

“You know where you are going, don’t you?” asked Ryan, observing the worried expression on Jacob’s face.

“Of course. It’s just up here somewhere.”

They reached a T junction, where Jacob turned left. Ryan was watching him with suspicion. After a small distance, the road veered around to the right and they could see County Hall ahead.

“There you are,” said Jacob, as if he had been confident of his route all along.

Ryan gave him an expression as if to say he had been very lucky to arrive at the right place and his navigation had nothing to do with it.

Neither of the three had previously had business in County Hall, so it was new to all of them. They had all visited the town before the collapse, Ryan and Dr Smith as sightseers and Jacob, who sometimes rode his horses across the Westwood. 

Of the three, Ryan was the only one who had previous dealings with Northumberland, but these had always been with go-betweens.

County leaders had built the Hall at the end of the 19th century in the French Renaissance style. The main frontage had eleven bays facing onto Cross Street and the left-hand section of five bays featured an elaborately carved stone doorway flanked by composite order columns.

Jacob asked a guard where he could park the wagon. He pointed around the corner to Champney Road, where Jacob found staff to look after the horses. He left them there and returned to the main entrance, where Dr Smith and Ryan were waiting for him.

“They know we are here,” said Ryan as Jacob approached them. “An alder has agreed to meet with us.”

“I should think so too,” said Ryan. “We told them we were coming.”

The alder was one of a committee of twelve, known as the twelve keepers, who oversaw the general running of the town and the maintaining of law and order.

“Hello, Freya Morris,” said a woman, who approached them in the hallway. “I’m one of the twelve for my sins. Would you like to come this way?”

Jim didn’t like the look of Alder Morris. She gave him the creeps.

She led them through the council offices, which were much more modern looking than the exterior of the building, though still looked as though they needed a good paint.

The alder ushered them into a meeting room covered in a grey carpet that was going threadbare in places. In the centre was a large square white vinyl covered table surrounded by grey plastic backed chairs with purple cushions that were coming loose at the seams. On one wall was a big stretch, which was clearly a remnant from the pre-collapse days.

“Please take a seat,” said Alder Morris. “I’ve asked for a selection of teas to be brought in.”

“Thank you for seeing us at such short notice,” said Ryan. “We appreciate this opportunity to discuss matters which I am sure could be mutually beneficial. This is Dr Smith, whom I’m sure you have heard of. And this is Jacob Brown, special adviser to Alder Jones.”

“Yes, please extend my warmest sentiments to Alder Jones. I heard of the trouble with Mercian insurgents.”

“There were rumours that agents from Northumbria were also involved.”

“I doubt that was the case. I certainly haven’t heard of anything of the sort. We are very keen to maintain the best possible relationship with Hull.”

“Freetown.”

“Yes, sorry, Freetown. Force of habit.”

Alder Morris looked down at a letter she had been carrying and now placed on the table in front of her.

“Your communication said you have a proposal.”

“We have a couple of proposals for you.” Ryan pulled some notes from his bag. “Basically, we need another 5,000 hectares and we would like to make you an offer.” 

“Let me stop you there,” said Alder Morris. “Even if I wanted to sell you 5,000 hectares, the Council of the North would never allow it.”

“It’s only 2.5% of arable land in the East Riding. Much less of Northumbria’s land.”

“That’s as maybe, but York is not minded to hand any of its land over to anyone.”

The alder was referring to the fact that since the establishment of New Northumbria, its government, the Council of the North, met at the Manor in York.

“I thought that might have been your response,” said Ryan. “I have brought a second proposal.”

He shuffled his papers.

“We need 5,000 hectares to make up our current shortfall in self-sufficiency. Instead of possessing the land ourselves, we could simply make a deal with Northumbria for you to supply us with the produce we need.”

“We are always open to discussions on trade. But I would be interested in hearing what you have that we would be interested in trading for the produce you need.”

“We can supply you with 3.5 million litres of bioethanol and 17,500 tonnes a year of protein-rich animal feed a year, enough to feed a quarter of your dairy herd.”

Alder Morris leaned forward.

“However, in order to achieve this capacity, we will need 38,500 tonnes of wheat as a feedstock besides our self-sufficiency shortfall. And we need electricity transformers.”

Alder Morris sat back in her chair, took out a notebook, and started making some notes. Then she sat forward again.

“What you are offering us is worth about a tenth of what you are asking for,” she said.

“You are thinking in pre-collapse terms,” said Ryan. “You can use bioethanol for heat, transportation, and electricity. These things are priceless these days.”

“Do you know what I think, Ryan? May I call you Ryan?”

Ryan nodded.

“You would use our,” she looked at her notes. “38,500 tonnes of wheat to produce enough bioethanol for the whole of Hu...sorry, Freetown and the 3.5 million litres left over.”

“Not at all, Freya,” said Ryan. “May I call you Freya?”

Alder Morris nodded.

“The amount of electricity we can generate limits the amount of bioethanol we can produce.”

Alder Morris raised her eyebrows in interest. This was theoretically true, but Alder Morris had been completely correct when she guessed Ryan was trying to sell Northumbria only the left-over bioethanol. 
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