
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


ADVENT OF LIBRA

A novel by Chris Wimpress

At last, I perceive that in revolutions, the supreme power rests with the most abandoned.

Georges Jacques Danton

For Augusto, with love
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Chapter One
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Lara slips into the abandoned Greenwich churchyard as dusk falls, keeping to the deeper shadows underneath the trees. She’s travelled through the darkening streets alone, to avoid the endless police and Army patrols. Groups of young people are always being stopped and searched, especially this close to the evening curfew.

She’d clung to the sides of buildings; guessing those blindspots the security drones hovering above her wouldn’t be able to scan. A side street, an underpass, even through the hollowed-out shell of a derelict building; there’s usually some way to move around undetected, without resorting to the hellishness of the abandoned Tube tunnels. Sometimes she’d taken shelter in an empty building when a government helicopter swooped in low, its searchlight panning around the empty roads.

Now she’s reached the first waypoint of her mission she finds herself shivering, even though it’s a muggy evening. She hears the rustle of feet on decaying leaves, the snap of a twig, the sudden intake of breath. She’s not alone, here. Those she’s been teamed up with are lurking in other bushes, none of them wanting to be the first to reveal themselves. Despite all the precautions, it’s hard not to worry they’re about to fall into some kind of government trap.

After a few minutes of shuffling around in the undergrowth Lara steps forward, so the others can see her face in the flickering glow of a streetlamp. Recognising her wide eyes, tight mouth and long auburn hair, each of them slowly moves into view. They form a semi-circle around a small family headstone, bearing the remnants of names that have become blurred and unreadable by decades of rain.

The other three have thin, drawn faces. It’s become fashionable within Libra to actively work towards that look; followers often come close to starving themselves, their young, plump cheeks wasted away, leaving them looking older than their years. These Librans aren’t from London; they’ve been drafted in from other places in England. They’re here for the final push, the moment that’ll bring an end to the violence and upheaval.

Only Lara still has a suppleness to her cheeks, marking her out as coming from the capital. She silently reminds herself that she’s been a sleeper agent; that adopting the Libran look would have been counter-productive. Still she feels somewhat guilty, knowing she’s travelled here on a full stomach.

None of these young men and women have ever met before, at least not in real life. They glance at each other, perhaps trying to gauge whether any of them are scared. Lara definitely feels more than a little troubled by what they’re about to do; it will cross a line, mark a new frontier in Libra’s campaign. It’s audacious, hitting somewhere inside the capital, and with audacity comes risk. 

It's the realisation that they’re about to snuff people. Okay, merely old people; those who have been designated as stiffs. Snuffing isn’t murder. The phrase was adopted from the phrase S’enough, or so the rumour went. Putting down old husks who should’ve reached a natural end to their lives long ago.

Still, technically humans, and while Libra has snuffed plenty of stiffs already, and in a similar way, none of these four have ever taken part in that first-hand.

One of the young men – gaunt with a shaven head - wonders if the government has foreseen this next step, might there be police waiting for them?

Lara offers him a pep talk. ‘We have to remember what Eddie told us,’ she says, trying to find a pitch for her voice that conveys authority without becoming too loud. ‘There’s more than one kind of death, because death is always the opposite of life. Where is the life for us, the young, where’s our future? It’s been stolen from us, by the stiffs.’

Murmurs of agreement. Nods of approval. 

‘It is not people we’re targeting,’ she goes on. ‘It’s just the building they’re living in. But those people have taken our lives away from us, so they can live in luxury while we barely have a chance to live at all.’ 

She doesn’t mention how the building they’re heading towards is her own grandmother’s home. She’d considered revealing this, but then worried it’d raise doubts in her cohorts’ minds. Maybe they’d suspect she’d have second thoughts, right at the last moment. And anyway, it’s irrelevant. Completely and utterly incidental, in the bigger scheme of things. She’s been telling herself that, all day.

The others nod, to themselves as much as each other. They respect Eddie, trust him. He’s managed to take Libra this far, after all. His tactics are beyond question.

They check their supplies; glass bottles filled with petrol, slow burning cardboard to stop the Molotov cocktails from blowing up in their faces, cans of spray-paint. Cricket bats in case they run into any resistance. Satisfied they have everything they need, they set out, leaving large gaps between each of them, slowly weaving their way through the rubbish-strewn streets, sometimes having to divert to avoid soldiers, other times having to wait in bushes for them to pass by. It takes them longer than Lara had expected, but after about an hour they reconvene within sight of their target; a compound with electric gates and high walls, a sign bearing the name of the complex in frilly gold-leaf lettering: 


Westgate Grange
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Stella hurries to the open window and peers out over the compound of the care home. It sounds like the angry yelling is getting closer, but she can’t see anything untoward in the gardens. The gates are closed, and after a moment she spots one of the security guards pacing in front of them. She lets go of the breath she’s been holding in her chest. She knows she shouldn’t worry herself like this; probably just kids messing about, as usual. Those arson attacks on homes like hers have only been happening up north, never in London. They wouldn’t dare, would they?

She closes the window and pads back to her armchair, placing her visor over her face and turning it on. A thin line of light escapes from the sides of the device. She’s never much cared for the canister headphones that wrap around the headset – she finds they make her ears sweaty, but she can put up with it.

Inside the VuzR Stella’s memories fly by; her whole life digitised and curated into albums, timelines, organised by places and faces.  She smiles to herself as her irises flick through pics and vids, her wrinkled lips widening over immaculate implanted teeth. She prefers to see the photos amble by in a steady horizontal line. With this model of visor, it’s possible for the images to run more like ripples in a stream, or even a tunnel of light and colour which Stella can control. Her daughter Kelly taught her that, but she finds it tiring. She’s also tried the new-fangled contact lens model of VuzR, but her eyes get too dry to use them; she’s happy enough with what she has, and considers herself far too old to be keeping up with modern trends, anyway.

She hovers over the album Corfu 2018 and selects it; one of her favourites. Twenty year-old photos of her and Bob amid lush hillsides, the two of them having dinner in front of a calm bay beneath an apricot sunset, Bob holding out a pole towards the lens.  Selfie-sticks, they used to call those things.

The pair of them on a plane with blue leather seats, the middle chair between the two of them occupied by a tray of champagne and cheese straws. She looks at the image of herself raising her glass to the camera, which must’ve been held by a stewardess. Most of that world of luxury travel and attentive hosts is long-gone now, as is Bob. 

From outside the nursing home there’s the wail of a police siren. Stella’s response is to turn up the music accompanying her photo stream. Petula Clarke. Couldn’t live without your love. It had been one of the chart-toppers when she and Bob had first met and started courting. She doesn’t hear how the siren outside ends abruptly with a bang and the tinkle of smashed glass, then a man yelling out in pain.

She pushes the visor back over her eyes and returns to her photo galleries, turning Petula up higher. The music’s so loud in her ears, she fails to hear the compound gates being forced open, the shouts of the private security guards turning into moans as they’re clubbed to the floor. The whuff of cardboard catching light, the smash of a window when a litter bin’s lobbed through it, followed by the Molotov cocktail. She remains oblivious as the fire alarm sounds; she’s moved on to Winter Cruise 2022, smiling to herself at the images of her and Bob at the bow of a ship, Norwegian fjords drifting behind them.

Elsewhere in the nursing home some of the night staff are desperately trying to put out the fire in the recreation room, but their extinguishers and the sprinklers are no match for the propellant that’s engulfed the upholstery. Others are running down the corridor on the ground floor where the frailest of the residents are sleeping, rousing them one by one before none-too-gently hoisting them from their beds into wheelchairs and pushing them quickly to the emergency exits. Most of these clients are over a hundred years old and in various stages of dementia, oblivious to what’s happening around them.

An entire wing of the home is ablaze by the time the staff get to the second floor and Stella’s bedroom. She’s smelt the burning but assumes it’s just some kind of culinary disaster underway in the kitchens. One of the porters – a man - bursts into her room and shakes her; she pushes the VuzR upwards, giving him an indignant stare because she’s told them, time and again, that she only wants the female staff coming into her room.

‘Got to get you out of here, Stella,’ he shouts over the fire alarm. ‘The whole place is going up.’

Stella protests loudly as she’s half-dragged towards the fire escape staircase, complaining she doesn’t even have her slippers as she notices the smoke corkscrewing along the ceiling above her. Then she falls silent as another bedroom door opens, and one of the residents bursts out; she’s wailing because her fluffy purple dressing gown’s on fire. The porter lets go of Stella, trying to stop this human torch from thrashing around the corridor, but he can’t get a grip on her; her robe is made of cheap synthetic fibre, and some kind of chemical that’s been applied to it is producing waves of blue flame like northern lights. 

Stella recognises the old woman; one of the few residents she doesn’t mind that much, though she can’t remember her name. She watches in horror, an acrid smell hitting her nostrils as the flames reach the other woman’s hair. The porter’s still trying to wrestle her to the floor, finally managing to grab a part of her that’s not ablaze, before rolling her over onto her back to put the fire out. 

Stella leans against the wall, noticing how warm it is against her back. She starts to cough as the smoke stings her throat, but she can’t take her eyes off the resident on the floor, whose face has become unrecognisable, just a mass of blisters. The woman’s mouth is trying to scream, but nothing’s coming out except her dying breath.

The porter looks up at Stella, clearly gauging whether he can get both of them out of the home at the same time, but then the woman gives a shuddering croak, her jaw dropping down slack. The porter rests his face near hers, listening for another breath, then shakes his head and stands up, turning back to Stella. ‘Come on,’ he says with a pained expression, taking her hand again, his bloodshot eyes fixed on hers. ‘She’s gone.’

Stella’s not comfortable with just leaving this frazzled woman here, even if she really is beyond help. But as she’s about to say something, the lights in the corridor go out; it makes her feel more terrified. She allows herself to be pulled along by the porter, struggling down the stairs of the fire escape that’s barely lit by the emergency lights. It’s only when they’re on the ground floor and the porter is gently pulling her towards the exit that she remembers something. ‘My photos, they’re upstairs.’ She plucks at the collar of his uniform. ‘We have to go back and get them. Please, would you?’

The porter shakes his head in disbelief. ‘Got to worry about people, Stella, not photos.’

‘No, you don’t understand, they’re my life, they’re all I have,’ She’s trying to stop herself, literally digging her heels into the plush carpet, but the porter is stronger, continues to marshal her out through the fire escape doors, setting her gently down on the grass outside. One of the staff runs over to drape her in a shiny silver survival blanket, even though it’s not particularly cold. 

Stella just wails. ‘Please, they’re my only memories of Bob. You must,’ she hisses, but everyone is too busy trying to get the remaining residents out of the building. She’s being ignored, something she hates more than almost anything. She almost envies the dead man who’s just been placed on the ground next to her; his face is covered in soot, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. Nobody has bothered to close his eyes. 

She lies down on the grass, rolling onto her side, the condensation cool against her flushed face. From the other side of the building there’s the boom of an explosion as one of the gas mains ruptures. She doesn’t care about that; she’s weeping silently, her eyes scrunched up, the skin on her cheek concertinaed as it presses against the ground.

It’s only now that the sound of sirens begins to drown out the shouting and screaming as the first fire engine arrives. Stella turns over to watch the men jump out of the cab and run towards the dry riser unit at the side of the building. She looks across the lawn to see one of the other residents is on their VuzR, presumably talking to her relatives. She hauls herself up into a sitting position, feeling around the top of her head and sighing in relief when she finds her own device has managed to stay attached to her hair during her evacuation. She pulls it down in front of her eyes, scrolling through to the calls function and trying to connect to her daughter. 

Kelly’s not answering. All Stella can do is put her visor on the grass next to her, and look around at what’s left of the place she never really saw as home. Her eyes lock onto one of the walls next to the gates, where someone has very recently spray-painted a yellow symbol she’s seen before on the news; below it there’s one word, in huge yellow letters: 

LIBRA
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​Chapter Three
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Kelly is in a wine and skunk induced trance. She grins to herself as Blur’s ‘End of a Century’ comes on. She’d been twenty in the year 1999. What surprises her most; that she’s become a completely different person to that optimistic girl, or that she’s still alive at all?

Despite being pretty smashed, Kelly’s too high to sit down. She’s slowly pacing up and down her small flat, glass of wine in one hand, the other running through her dyed-red hair. She tells herself that she paces the room like this to get her steps up to fifteen thousand a day, which gives her a third off her medical. Vaping might not smell as bad as smoking, but the super-strong skunk liquid she inhales leaves a residue. The walls have become a jaundiced off-white. Sometimes she likes to have a cigarette, even though they’re illegal, now. She assumes her landlord has noticed but can’t be bothered to evict her, or raise the rent any further. She’d probably have to move out, and then he’d have to let refugees take her place. Kelly might not be the ideal tenant, but at least she pays some rent.

A call comes in. The screen on the wall that usually shows fractal images dissolves and the word ‘Mum’ appears in green letters, next to red and green images of old telephones. It’s strange how icons still sometimes reflect abandoned technology in this way, she thinks, as she says ‘reject’ to nobody and the screen duly reverts to a kaleidoscope of colour and Blur fades back up.

‘Play Fleetwood Mac,’ she mumbles, and immediately the music changes. She’d always found this old band a bit pedestrian and weird, at least until her own breakup. Before that, she’d always casually listened to ‘Go Your Own Way’, assuming it was some kind of uplifting song of self-empowerment. It was only after her husband had told her he wanted to separate that she started to believe that it had been written solely for her. Now it’s in her top 50 most-played. She could call it a guilty pleasure, but it’s more accurate to describe it as a guilty pain. 

Her mum tries to connect again, but Kelly rejects the call. She’s told her a dozen times that she doesn’t like to be disturbed in the evening, and that if she needs anything urgently, she should just send a message first. Unfortunately, her mother is often stubborn, and is always inventing flimsy reasons for wanting to speak. Kelly knows she needs boundaries from Stella; they have to be strictly enforced, otherwise her life - such as it is - wouldn’t be her own.

Fruit flies have taken up residence around the wine bottle in the kitchen corner. A couple of them are disturbed when she picks it up and recharges her glass. She winces as the internal organs on her right-side protest at this latest invasion of alcohol. Is it her liver? She’s looked that up a million times, and apparently it doesn’t register pain. She assumes it must be her gallbladder, clogged up with all the sulphites from her wine. Maybe one day they’ll all accrete into a big stone and pass through ducts and tubes, triggering a fatal attack of pancreatitis. She wouldn’t mind that.

Her drinking has been slightly curtailed recently, since her niece has started spending time in London and crashing at her place. Luckily Lara’s got a boyfriend who lives not too far away - Deptford, she seems to recall - and she spends almost every night over there. Kelly’s agreed not to tell her brother about this, because he’d only worry. Grant hasn’t met the boyfriend, neither has she for that matter. But it’s none of Kelly’s business, really; Lara’s well into her twenties and old enough to make her own decisions, and there’s been enough interfering in other people’s affairs in their family over the years. Kelly has only one mantra in life these days; don’t turn into Stella.

Her pacing takes the form of a loop. The kitchen, dining and living areas are all in the same small room, so she can only retread a small rectangle. Occasionally she’ll deviate into her own bedroom, which is literally just that; a two-foot gutter running around the sides of the double bed. The sliding doors of the built-in wardrobes are pulled back, inside it looks like a bomb has gone off at a vintage clothes shop. The bed’s unmade, the fitted sheet mottled and rippled. Back to the front window, pacing circuit complete. Outside the sky is slowly turning a smoky white as the street-lamps illuminate the undersides of the thick cloud cover.

There’s a sickly tang to the air coming through the window; Kelly looks around the street to see if someone has set fire to a bag of rubbish again, but then her eyes focus on a plume of orange rising above the rows of houses, maybe half a mile away from her. She watches as it dissipates, wondering if it’s something to do with Libra. Every Londoner knows the terror threat is at critical, but there’s never been a direct attack inside the city. She tries to work out in her mind where the source of the explosion might be, and slowly it dawns on her that it must be near her mum’s care home. She thinks about the two calls she ignored, and her stomach tenses up.

‘Call Mum,’ she says, and the music stops. After a few seconds there’s a downbeat, sullen chime to indicate the call won’t connect. She stares at the source of the fire, the patch of clouds above it have taken on a ruddy tinge. Her skunk-addled brain tries to work through some scenarios; 

The fire isn’t at her Mum’s care home, and she’s asleep in bed. 

Or she’s survived the fire and the VuzR network has gone down. 

Or she’s been burnt to death. 

Which one of these does Kelly want the most? She feels guilty for not being sure. Either way, she should go, even though it’s past curfew. She walks over to the kitchen area, emptying the half-full wine bottle into the sink and placing it into the recycling bin. She heads unsteadily back into the bedroom, frantically picking up the mass of crumpled clothes on the floor and stuffing them back into the wardrobe, the doors making a screeching sound as she slides them shut before grabbing her first-generation VuzR from one of the shelves. She doesn’t put the visor over her eyes, she just pushes it up and turns it into a makeshift hairband, making her face look less dishevelled. 

It’s a fifteen-minute walk from her flat to the care home, which was the main reason her brother Grant had chosen it. ‘She won’t want to live in Maidenhead,’ he’d insisted. ‘She needs to be near her friends.’

‘But Grant, all her friends are either dead or they’ve left London. She spends all day and night plugged in, chatting to them,’ Kelly had tried to mount a defence, but for many years her brother had made it clear he didn’t see her as capable of making big decisions. He knew how much she drank.

At the end of her street there’s an Army truck covered in khaki tarpaulin. Two soldiers with their submachine guns cocked, their fingers nestled just above the trigger. Do they notice that Kelly’s not quite walking in a straight line? 

One of them steps towards her as she’s about to cross the road. ‘You’re out way too late.’

Kelly holds up her hands. ‘I have to get to Westgate Grange. I think it’s on fire, and my mother’s living there.’

The soldier nods, as though he already knew most of this. ‘Don’t try to make it back on foot. It’s high alert. See if you can get someone to pick you up.’

She nods at him, trying to pull a grateful face. The last thing she wants is to upset the Army, for it’s their regular patrols near her flat that keeps the refugees off the streets, along with those who’ve been left destitute or insane by what’s happening.

It’s only two more blocks before she finds plenty of these kinds of people, sheltering outside an abandoned shop. She pulls out her pepper spray and brandishes it clearly in her hand, that’s usually enough to stop most would-be hasslers. Some people have started to refill their canisters with acid, if they can get hold of any.

Westgate Grange is almost entirely consumed by flames by the time she rounds the corner and reaches the gates, which have been pulled off their hinges. Inside the compound the surviving residents are laid out on the lawn in front of the fiery shell of the building, looking like they might be doing some kind of relaxation class, the shiny survival blankets they’re draped in reflect the orange glow from the fire. More frail old ladies are hobbling across the lawn, the staff trying as hard as they can to marshal them away from danger.

An ambulance tears down the little street with its siren wailing. Kelly waits for it to pass through the gateway, then follows it into the compound. It only takes her a moment to spot Stella, who unlike most of the residents isn’t lying down but kneeling, shouting at the care staff who are doing their best to ignore her. ‘I need my photos, why can’t you understand?’

‘Mum,’ says Kelly as she draws near. ‘You’re lucky to have made it out.’ She doesn’t embrace her. She doesn’t say I’m so glad you’re alright.

Stella just glares. ‘Kelly, will you get one of these... flunkies.... to go back in there and get my photo albums?

‘They’re all in the cloud, Mum,’ says Kelly.

‘Oh, for crying out loud, not those. The actual photos, the old ones in the albums. You can’t possibly have forgotten about them, surely?’

Kelly draws in a deep breath. She knew her mother was going to be difficult. ‘We’ll get them back, Mum. We can download them and print them out, if you want.’

Her mother scowls as she shakes her head. ‘Oh, that’s not the same, you of all people should understand that.’ She grabs hold of Kelly’s waist to pull herself to her feet. ‘Grant would understand, if he were here. He knows the value of things.’

One of the care workers spots Kelly, recognises her and approaches. His face is blackened with soot, intersected with clear lines of sweat beads. ‘We’re running out of space here, miss. If you can find a way of taking her away for the night, we’ll try to work out the next steps in the morning?’

‘Yes, of course. I’ll have to get us picked up somehow.’ Kelly pulls down her VuzR. The plexiglass immediately becomes opaque on the outside, signifying to those around her that she’s online. She swipes through to try to get a Bubblecab, but there are no cars out this close to curfew. She keeps trying, finally one car comes up as being available, but the surge fare is 10 times the normal. She shakes her head, even the short distance would bankrupt her.

She closes the app and switches to her contacts, but she already knows this is pointless; she has so few real friends, and those she might be able to call upon don’t have a car. After a few moments of aimless scrolling, she pulls her visor back up and shakes her head. ‘There are no Bubblecabs, Mum. We might have to wait a bit.’

Stella grabs her by the elbow. ‘Well, what are you going to do? I can’t just sit here all night, I suppose you’re going to have to drag your brother in, aren’t you?’ she adds, before Kelly can reply.

‘I’ll call Matt’, whispers Kelly. ‘He’s not that far away, he won’t mind.’ She scrolls through her favourites; glad Stella can’t see that Matt is still among the few numbers listed there. She selects his name and hits the call button.

This is the first time this year they’ve communicated. Kelly sent him a personalised message for New Year’s Eve, got back the generic family one; Matt with his not-so-new-wife and their two kids at some kind of water park. Kelly got very drunk that night.

It’s taking him a long time to answer. Maybe he’s just doing that thing where you let the call ring and ring, neither answering or rejecting. That would be like him, but he forgets how annoying Kelly can be. After a few more rings his face appears on the screen. His hair is wet. 

‘Kelly. What’s the matter?’ It’s said like there’s always something the matter with her.

‘I’m sorry to call so late. Actually, I’m sorry to call at all, but I’m desperate, Matt. Mum’s care home’s burnt down.’

‘Oh Christ,’ Matt never did swear properly. ‘It must be Libra. In London.’

She nods. ‘We’re stuck here and I can’t get a Bubble. I’ve tried everyone I can think of, and nobody will come and pick us up. I hate to ask, but Mum’s freezing out here. I think she’s in shock.’

She hears him sigh. ‘You do know there’s a curfew.’

‘Yeah, but not for essential business, Matt. There’s a good reason to come out. Honestly, I don’t know what to do.’

He pauses. ‘Are you drunk, Kelly?’

‘What does it matter? Am I supposed to stay sober at all times, just on the off-chance someone burns my mum’s home down?’

In the background of the call a woman’s talking at Matt in a hectoring French accent. Kelly can’t make out the words, but she knows it’s Corinne and that she understandably doesn’t sound too pleased. 

Matt blows air down the line. ‘Alright. I’ll be there. There’s nothing on the roads, so I shouldn’t be more than half an hour.’
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​Chapter Four
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Lara is sprinting down an empty, silent row of semi-detached houses, nearly tripping over a mouldy sofa that’s found its way into the middle of the road. She’s been keeping to the side streets – here many of the street-lamps have worn out but haven’t been replaced for months. The relative darkness both helps and impedes her journey back home; she can’t stop and check where she’s going on her VuzR, so she’s already taken several wrong turns.  Now she’s nearly home. Her boyfriend’s flat can only be half a mile away. 

The sound of a helicopter’s rumble forces her to jump over a low wall into someone’s garden, scrabbling to get cover under a dormant cherry blossom tree as a searchlight begins to comb the road.

She rummages around in her small backpack, finding the small plastic vial of liquid that promises a swift and painless death, if ever faced with certain capture. Suicide is not usually part of Libra’s playbook, but there are exceptions. The government already makes plenty of deepfake confession and repentance vids, the last thing Eddie wants is any real ones emerging. 

She watches as the spotlight sweeps down the street, her heart pounding from all that running, yet she feels strangely calm even as its full glare creeps towards her. They’ll have a thermal camera up there, and she doubts whether the bush she’s sheltering under will block her heat enough to save her. She remembers her training; those cameras can’t detect something that’s underneath glass. 

She crawls out from under the bush and runs across the small garden towards the two nearest houses, which have a shared driveway leading to their back gates. The one on the left is just low enough for Lara to see a greenhouse in the far corner of the little garden. She remembers her training; thermal cameras can’t see inside those.

She bounds over the top of the gate, only for it to swing inwards as she grabs hold of it, sending her crashing shoulder-first into the wall of the house, rotten wood collapsing underneath her. Her cheek slams into the wall and she bounces back onto the floor, landing in a heap surrounded by what’s left of the gate. 

At least this means there’s probably nobody still living in the house, she thinks, staring up at the night sky for a few seconds before the rumble of the approaching helicopter galvanises her to spring to her feet and stagger towards the greenhouse and slide the rusted door open. Nobody has grown anything in here for years; it stinks of mildew, but still she lies flat on the ground, wincing in anticipation of spiders crawling over her.

The helicopter arcs over the houses, its spotlight bathing the gardens pallid white. Throbbing pain is starting to creep up Lara’s neck from her shoulder, her hands sting from splinters. She squints as the full glare of the beam passes over the greenhouse; does it seem to stop for a moment, has she been detected? Lara finds herself thinking that it might even be preferable to accept she’s facing capture. Death, at least, would make the pain running through her body go away.

After a few seconds the light moves on, the tone of the chopper’s motor changing slightly as it becomes a receding noise. Still Lara doesn’t feel safe; this last-minute intervention has come too close to home. Sure, helicopters often fly over the neighbourhood and searchlights aren’t uncommon, but if there’s any chance they’re looking for her specifically then she might draw them back to Twister’s flat. He doesn’t deserve to get captured, owing to a stupid move on her part.

She wishes she’d used the tube tunnels. Libra’s biggest victory in London to date was shutting down the underground; it only took a few well-placed bombings with hardly any Londoners snuffed to make the whole network unviable. But nobody goes down there, now, if they can avoid it.

After ten minutes of silent waiting, she slowly pushes herself up onto her feet and looks at the house in front of her. None of the lights are on; chances are its occupants have already fled the country. The government never acknowledges how many people have emigrated, but it’s likely to be hundreds of thousands. They must’ve escaped some time ago, she thinks, before all the airports were closed. She remembers when the skies above London used to be filled with planes taking off or landing. Planes still fly, but only high above, making fluffy streaks in the sky. They don’t glide into land here any longer. England is on its own.

She’s buzzing as she arrives at the low block of flats and lunges up the stairs two at a time; elated at evading capture, excited to see if what they’ve done at the care home has made it onto the social feeds. Perhaps it’s even made it onto the news. That would be incredible, she thinks, as she taps her key fob on the panel and pushes on the door. 

Twister is standing on the inside, fully clothed despite it being long after midnight. He pulls her close to him, kissing her on the lips and then all over her face. He smells unwashed and his mouth tastes acrid and repellent. She lets him kiss her, anyway, writhing her arms to let the backpack still attached to her fall to the floor before releasing her face from his. ‘We did it. We torched it.’

He grins at her, grabbing hold of the sides of her face before kissing her again. ‘I know. It’s everywhere. I’m so proud of you.’ His eyes are damp. 

She pulls away from him as gently as she can. ‘I want to see.’ 

‘Of course, sorry.’ He breathes out. ‘Do you want a drink? There’s still some of that whisky left.’

She nods, dragging her backpack through the short hallway into the main room. Their flat is a studio. She knows her grandmother would have dismissed it as a bedsit. ‘Do we have ice?’

The sofa has already been unfolded to become the bed. She sits down at the end of it, as Twister walks over to the fridge by the far wall. 

‘Show me London news,’ Lara mutters, unfastening her hair as images of Westgate Grange ablaze flood the screen in the far wall. The ticker at the bottom tells her that many residents are feared dead, and that Libra are, of course, the prime suspects. Then a message comes in from her father. 

Grandma’s home was set alight – but she’s okay. With your Auntie Kelly now. Don’t worry.

Lara’s mouth clamps shut, her face trembles. She leans forward, her hair tumbling over her face. She lets out a low, guttural groan.

Twister turns around from fixing her drink. ‘You okay?’

Lara shakes her head. ‘She got out. She’s still alive.’ She stands up, a little wobbly on her feet, and starts pacing the small living room. ‘She got out,’ she repeats, seemingly to herself. 

Twister walks over to her and tries to hold onto her, but she writhes out of his arms, taking the whisky from him taking a large gulp, coughing after she swallows.

‘Dad says she’s with Aunty Kelly, now, which probably means I won’t be able to stay there, for the time being.’ She stares out of the window. ‘You know, it’s just as well my Dad hadn’t tried to call me on VuzR, otherwise I’d never hear the end of it. My aunt’ll cover for me, she knows the score, but that’s not the point.’ She laughs with bitterness. ‘She got out,’ she states this as though she’s describing how she forgot to buy milk.

Twister places a hand on her shoulder. ‘You know we are targeting buildings, not people. That’s the way of these things.’

She whirls around. ‘Are you stupid? The problem is, if she ends up moving in with my aunt, that’s not fine. It’s bad, Twist.’ She puts down the glass and pushes her hands into his chest. ‘Bad for my aunt, who’s not a stiff, and bad for me, because Dad’ll expect me to move back to Maidenhead.’

She barks at the little speaker in the corner to turn the news off. ‘Play Buddy deFranco,’ she adds, and immediately the sound of slow, soothing jazz clarinet fills the room. It’s an odd soundtrack to the news, which has cut away from the care home fire to other stories; a reassuring statement from the prime minister insisting the government doesn’t want to escalate things. A report from Leeds, where there’s been a Libra march through the streets violently broken up by riot police. A train derailment near Bedford; eight people killed, sabotage of the tracks suspected.

Lara shakes her head, turning back to the window. ‘I don’t even understand why they asked me to do this. What was it, some kind of test? See if I’d be prepared to murder my own grandmother for the cause?’ She smiles to herself. ‘If it was meant to be sadistic, they got what they wanted. But not in the way they think.’

Twister frowns at her, walking to her side, opening his mouth, closing it again. ‘I have to ask you something,’ he says, finally, waiting for her to acknowledge him, which she doesn’t. ‘Say your grandmother had been snuffed tonight. Where would that leave you?’

She looks up at him. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, would you still be doing this? I’m worried you’re only in Libra for one thing, and that’s to finish her off. It makes me wonder, that without her in the picture, you wouldn’t be here, and that makes me question everything, including us.’

Lara screams, leans forward and picks up a thick candle stand from the coffee table and throws it at him. He has just enough time to raise his hands in front of his face and it lands on the floor with a heavy thud. She stands up, grabbing a picture frame containing a photo of Twister’s dead parents from the bookshelf and throwing it at him. The glass front smashes as it hits the floor. Then she reaches for the shelves and hurls a book neither of them has ever read, then another, and another. Twister just stands there, hands raised, waiting for her anger to subside or for her to run out of projectiles.

Lara doesn’t cry, she just breathes heavily. ‘If you think that of me, then there really is no point in us. None at all.’

Twister holds his hands up in front of him. ‘Okay. I’m sorry.’

‘You should be. And your apology is not accepted.’

His face suggests he’s staring at a stranger. ‘Well, what do you want me to do?’

‘Leaving me alone would be a good start.’ Lara throws herself on the bed. ‘Lamp off,’ she mutters, before throwing herself down onto the bed and lying there, face down.

Twister sighs to himself in the darkness, tells the music to turn itself off before sitting down on the chair opposite the bed, his hands on the back of his head. ‘Eddie wants to meet you, by the way.’

Only now does she turn around to face him, giving him a double blink. ‘Why would he want to see me?’

‘He’s heard about you. Good things about you. Says he wants to meet you face-to-face. In the flesh. Message came through tonight, after you torched the care home.’

‘How? We can’t leave London, not now.’

‘He’s here. In London.’

Lara shakes her head in disbelief. ‘He must be stuck here.’

‘There’s more going on than we know. I reckon it’s closer to the end than we think it is.’

Lara squeezes her eyes closed again, struggling to process this. ‘So, when am I supposed to meet him?’

‘Couple of days from now, all being well.’

‘Where?’

‘Not sure yet. Need-to-know information. Find out a few hours before it happens.’

‘Why can’t we just plug in and speak to him on VuzR?’

‘I’m only passing on what I was told.’

‘Do I have a choice?’ 

‘Of course you do.’

She turns her head to the side. ‘Doesn’t feel like it. If I don’t go, if I walk away from this, they’ll come and they’ll kill me, won’t they? And then they’ll go after my family.’

‘They’re not into snuffing people for the sake of it, you know that. And certainly not young people. They’re essential, we’re essential, if this is going to succeed.’

‘Who knows what they’ll do next. Did you ever expect this to turn into a civil war? Of course you didn’t. And you know what happens in civil wars, Twister? Everyone fucking dies.’

‘Nobody wants it to end up like that. If you come, then you’ll be helping to stop it.’

‘How’s that?’ She doesn’t sound remotely convinced. 

‘Eddie knows you’re smart. And he thinks you’re unique. That’s all I was told.’

She pauses for a second. ‘Unique? How?’

‘Like I said, I don’t know anything more.’

She lies there for a minute, feeling her windpipe clicking as her pounding heart pushes against it. Then she rolls over onto her back. ‘Alright, I’ll go.’

He smiles to himself. ‘Thank-you.’

‘And I meant it. If you question me again like that, there’ll be consequences.’

‘I can believe it.’

Once he’s in bed Twister spoons her, but she doesn’t hold his hand as he wraps his arms around her like she normally does. His hand strays downward towards her legs only to find they’re clamped together. She can feel that he can feel her tension.

He releases her. ‘You okay?’

‘No. I’m angry.’

He breathes heavily. ‘Lara, you scare me sometimes, with your temper.’

Lara lets out a big breath. ‘I know. Sometimes I scare myself.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with getting angry. We all do.’

‘I know.’

‘But you can channel the anger, harness it. Use it to change the world. Stop the fighting and get what we want, which is fairness. You know that.’

Lara says nothing, but her breathing is becoming more regular. A minute passes. Twister rubs his index finger across her thigh. ‘Don’t even think about going there,’ she says.

‘Sorry.’ He turns over. 

Lara just stares at the white lines on the wall where the streetlights are leaking through the venetian blinds. She lies there like that for most of the night, asking herself the same questions over and over in futile, unanswerable loops; why is Stella still alive, and how did things reach this point?
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​Chapter Five
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It’s hard to say when it started, for these things tend to have no discernible beginning. Small decisions taken over decades – or not taken – mount up. First the baby boomers all retired; that wasn’t an insurmountable problem, but before long they started to get sick and need their backsides wiping. The bill for that began to skyrocket, as everyone had long predicted it would. Perhaps someone should’ve told these boomers not to fritter their money away on long-haul holidays and expensive cruises. Maybe someone should’ve said, hang on, won’t you need that money for your own care when you get older?

But nobody did. Things might have muddled on for a while, had it not been for automation and AI coming in at almost the same time, replacing human jobs but not creating enough new ones that most people could actually do. A forklift truck driver either couldn’t or wouldn’t learn how to be a coder. It was stupid to pretend otherwise. 

Who could blame the nihilism of Lara’s generation? Get into colossal debt to attain a half-decent education, spend most of working life paying that off, never getting enough saved to buy a house, all the time watching their taxes rise to pay for the clean backsides of their grandparents. And how did those grandparents respond? They dismissed the young as whining snowflakes. Get off social media, get out there and work hard, like we had to. There were some protests about it, but really everyone was protesting about anything by then. Europe, climate, foreign wars, lack of money; there was a demonstration in London nearly every weekend. 

Then the weather changed, quite literally. One cold spring morning a storm came down the North Sea and produced a surge that inundated hundreds of miles of the east coast. Towns were overwhelmed and hundreds died. It was clear bits of Lincolnshire would take years to recover, if ever. English people, who had hitherto loved the security of their island life, began to look at the seas surrounding them with suspicion and genuine fear. 

Within days the biggest protest London had ever seen was arranged. A million people marched to demand immediate zero-carbon for the country, whatever the cost. It should’ve been a rare moment of national unity, but with so many people on the streets things quickly turned ugly. Anarchists had infiltrated the crowds, the police kettled groups into pens across the capital, people were inevitably stabbed and shot and within hours the worst rioting the city had ever seen had taken hold.

Then came Eddie Bannatyne. Many of the tales about him are apocryphal, but Lara remembered the truth. The son of an Army major, he’d learned military tactics from his father while still a boy. After university he’d worked for the government; some kind of adviser during a fragile coalition of all the left-wing parties. When they were eventually thrown out of power, he became one of those campaigning activists who posted vids about how he’d seen first-hand politicians in London caring nothing for the young. How it didn’t matter which party held power, they’d always super-serve the gammon. The boomers. The stiffs. Those people who’d voted to throw Britain out of Europe, signed petitions against any new houses near their own, demanded free benefits even if they didn’t need them, the racist, self-serving, small-minded people who had ignored the warnings about the climate, ruined the country and yet were still controlling it, even now.

His new party was called Libra, and the aim was fairly obvious; to restore balance. At the general election the following year it became the second-largest party, and had a good chance of forming the government if they went into coalition; but Eddie refused to countenance that, saying there had to be an end to the miserable compromises of the past. If it caused political deadlock, so be it, he said.

It took every single other party to form a coalition to achieve a majority; described as a government of national unity, but one which quickly proved itself incapable of getting anything done. The economy worsened; taxes were eye-watering. Black markets sprung up in places like Doncaster, Grimsby and Barnsley; the kinds of towns Londoners used as a leitmotif at dinner parties to convey a place worthy of ridicule.

People - mostly young people - began organising themselves into collectives, paying themselves with virtual currencies traded peer-to-peer. In this way they dodged taxes on what they earnt and spent, kept all wealth away from London. It didn’t happen overnight, more a process of accretion over two years. The official statistics showed the economy was shrinking, the employment rate seemed to be falling, yet the numbers seeking benefits wasn’t growing commensurately. Officials in London scratched their heads about it, but it was only when the tax income started to be expressed in cold hard percentage points that the alarm was sounded. 

The first place to declare itself independent of the government was the unlikely town of Carlisle. Eddie was there to cheer them on, of course; never quite ascribing to the cause outright, but declaring it a symptom of the disease. The town’s economy was reorganised; all taxation was not sent to London but allocated to local projects, schools and hospitals. It was there that the first discrimination against stiffs was seen; anyone over 80 was told there would be no more pension, unless they sold their house back to the local fiefdom. Those who could move away did so, those who couldn’t saw their homes forcibly repossessed.

After a month the government sent in the Army, restoring the town’s links to London and sending the organisers to trial. The dissent was crushed, but not without two dozen people being killed, and not without the knowledge of how to sever ties from London being disseminated widely. Lessons were learned, and within a few weeks similar breakaway movements formed in York, Wakefield and Blackburn. Stiffs were loaded onto lorries and sent packing, driven 20 miles south of those towns and dumped at the roadside. 

In London there was political paralysis. Everyone agreed there couldn’t be ‘another Carlisle’, because it just wasn’t the done thing to be putting down rebellions with bloodshed. The government promised hyper-devolution but insisted that this could only come with a commitment that there should be no anti-stiff action. They didn’t use that phrase, of course. ‘Protection for our senior citizens’ was how it was couched.

As for the stiffs themselves, they began to form their own loose associations, trying to pay for private security for their homes and money. The trouble was, the kind of person who might’ve worked as a security guard was exactly the sort of person who had grown to hate the stiffs in the first place, so the results were patchy.  

In Cornwall vigilante squads occupied second homes and declared them for their own. They blew up the base stations for the transatlantic data cables that all made landfall in that part of the country, disrupting mainland Britain’s connections to the outside world. People renting out second homes were turfed out on their ears in the middle of their holidays and told never to return. Across the country certain makes and models of car became synonymous with stiffy owners, and as such liable to have a Molotov cocktail thrown underneath them. Railway tracks into London from satellite towns seen as being infested with stiffs were torn up in overnight raids, sometimes the carriages were torched in their sidings. 

Of course, all police were either proto-stiffs or were helping stiffs, despite their reluctance to take sides in what senior officers acknowledged was a delicate situation arising out of a political crisis. Many coppers had a lot of sympathy with Libra; after all some of them were still young, underpaid and renting. But the law is the law, and it was their duty to enforce it. Many of them went home at night with clenched jaws, quietly trembling. 

And then, finally, Eddie gave the order to start torching the care homes. The first one in Weymouth, the next in Lowestoft. The targets appeared indiscriminate, but were really based on those which were easy to infiltrate. Their names became a litany of places which used to sound safe and secure; Elmview House, Springmill Village, Homestead Corner, Blossom Lodge, Hawthorn Pavilion, Westgate Grange...
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​Chapter Six
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Kelly can’t help but marvel at her ex-husband’s ability to be exactly on time. Half an hour after they’ve spoken Matt’s car pulls up at the gates of the care home. Kelly sees his spectacles flashing from the reflected glow from what’s left of the fire. She notices how unhappy and tired he looks; when she saw him last, the only lines on his face were around his eyes from where he’d been smiling at other people. He’s not smiling, now; he looks rather old for his age. She feels strangely vindicated.

Stella miraculously manages to recover her strength to stand up when she sees him approaching. ‘Oh, Matthew, you’re so good to me, coming all this way. What with Kelly off the road, I’d be completely lost.’

Matt gives Kelly a quick look; she stares at the floor. ‘It’s great of you,’ she finally says in Matt’s direction, but not looking at him. ‘We ought to get going, so you can get home and have some sleep.’

‘I hope you won’t be making me stay in your counselling room,’ says Stella as Kelly puts her arm around her shoulder and guides her towards the waiting car. ‘That sofa bed digs right into my back.’

‘You can have my bed, Mum, it’s fine.’

‘Oh well if you’re happy to change the bed linen, that would be a lot more comfortable, I suppose. But what about Lara?’
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