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				Troubled Families 
‘Have Too Many Children’ 
Sky News, 2012

				Mothers from problem families should feel ‘ashamed’. They are damaging society and should stop getting pregnant, according to a senior government adviser. Louise Casey, the Prime Minister’s troubled families’ tsar, has said it is time for the state to intervene.

				They cost the taxpayer an estimated £9bn in benefits, crime, anti-social behaviour and health care, and one fifth of them have more than five children.

				Miss Casey warns that the state must start telling families to take ‘responsibility’.

				In her initial report on the challenge the Government faces, compiled after interviewing a dozen families, she painted a grim picture of generational dysfunction.

				See full article at: news.sky.com/story/963120/families-tsar-blames-mums-for-broken-Britain
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				‘Revolution Starts with Disillusion.’

				Anonymous

				They held Patient 5074 down. Two restraint cuffs strapped over the wrists. Two more above the knee. Another two at the ankles.

				‘Scalpel, please,’ said the surgeon.

				The orderly passed the scalpel.

				‘Local anaesthetic.’

				The orderly passed the syringe.

				The surgeon swabbed a small square on Patient 5074’s groin.

				‘I’d stop resisting if it were me,’ he remarked. ‘If I don’t make a clean incision, it’ll be the worse for you.’

				Patient 5074 fought back all the harder.

				‘Call Jenkins,’ ordered the surgeon.

				The orderly leant out of the door and yelled, ‘JEN-KINS!’ down the corridor.

				A man entered, huge, built like a boxer, and Patient 5074 felt the weight of hands press on both shoulders.

				The scalpel hovered.

				The surgeon adjusted his sterile gloves. Jenkins pushed down.

				The scalpel descended.

				A thin line of blood pencilled its way across Patient 5074’s flesh. The sheath of skin split.

				‘Swab etc.,’ said the surgeon.

				The orderly passed a kidney dish with small dissecting scissors, stitch scissors, sutures, chromic catgut, ties with cutting needles, small curved artery forceps, skin hooks, corrugated drain, adhesive tape, antiseptic solution.

				Gauze swabs.

				‘Hold now,’ ordered the surgeon. Patient 5074 tried to scream. Jenkins grunted with the effort of immobilisation.

				The taut flesh parted, exposing the tube. There it lay, slim as a flower stalk, bedded in pink-soft tissue.

				The surgeon addressed Patient 5074: ‘I’m removing two centimetres. I shall cauterise the tubes and stitch the whole back over it. I am required to say for your information: reversal surgery is illegal. Plus it may endanger your health.’

				Patient 5074 thrashed on the table.

				He snipped the tube twice. He removed the bud of flesh. He swabbed down the bleeding. He stitched up the incision.

				‘One less for the gene pool, then,’ remarked Jenkins.

				‘The left side?’ said the orderly.

				The surgeon nodded. ‘Fresh scalpel, please.’
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				1

				‘Masses Against Mass.’

				Anonymous

				There’s a sound like a wave crashing on shingle. A shout goes up. I crane my neck forward, trying to see what’s going on. Could be some new security measure for enforcing public order. Like tear gas. They could do that. I wouldn’t put it past them. Something’s flipping happening, anyway. Booing echoes from the front of the march. People jeer. I shoot a look at Lacey. She’s holding up OK. ‘Remember,’ I grin at her, ‘act your rage!’

				She looks back at me, slightly puzzled.

				Another bout of hooting. This time it’s a bit louder. Maybe the Prime Minister’s come? Maybe my father’s up there too. Bound to be. Fascist.

				‘Let’s get with the action,’ I say. Waving our placards, Lacey and I step out faster, pushing through the crowd. We’re doing it! We’re actually flouting the ban on demonstrating! They won’t shut us up. Ever. They can’t. We are the future. We are the dawning of the new age. I get a lovely fizzy feeling. Then I hear that drag on shingle again.

				‘Maybe they’ve come with some kind of backup?’ says Lacey.

				‘Probably,’ I shoot back. ‘Like the SS.’

				She shakes her head slightly.

				‘C’mon,’ I say, giving Lacey a confident smile. We push forward. Dear Prime Minister, we’ll stop when you do. (Dear Father, I will never stop.) Oh yes, I don’t wanna miss this.

				Up ahead a sea of people boils over: some older, but mostly students, teenagers, thousands of us. The ones the new Snip Bill’s designed for.

				The new Snip Bill. Ha! The forced sterilisation of all school leavers without secure further education plans, guaranteed employment or a wealthy sponsor. Ha ha! What a good idea. Youngsters like me, from moneyed backgrounds, escape. Others, like Lacey, with a single mum on benefits, don’t. What a totally fabulous idea. Why not give discrimination a chance?

				‘HANDS OFF OUR BODIES!’ someone shouts.

				A chant reverberates from the front, back down through the march: ‘HANDS OFF OUR BODIES!’ I chant along too, loud and proud. Stop taking orders, start taking over! Someone adds ‘SEXY’. That’s quite funny. The chant changes. I join in: ‘HANDS OFF OUR SEXY BODIES!’

				Overhead the air starts vibrating. Underfoot the pavement shudders. They steal our dreams, we’ll steal their thunder. The tramping from the march almost drowns out that dragging sound again – but not quite.

				Suddenly I know what it is.

				It’s the sound of armoured vehicles rolling across tarmac.

				Instinctively I glance behind me. More than twenty thousand people. All of them crammed tight. All of them pouring into the square. The square that’s cordoned off on three sides. A sudden shiver runs through me. It’ll be OK. There were armoured vehicles rolling after our last demo. Nothing happened. The army won’t actually do anything, will they?

				The road shakes again. The juddering underfoot is unmistakable now. The crowd hears it.

				They lift their heads, all at once like a flock of startled sheep. Someone cries out above the chant, ‘TANKS!’ The new cry’s taken up. Suddenly everyone’s yelling ‘TANKS! TANKS! SEXY TANKS!’

				Lacey grabs my arm. ‘Tia, let’s go,’ she says. ‘I’m scared.’

				‘Don’t be,’ I say. ‘We’ve seen tanks roll in before.’

				‘Not at the start of a rally,’ says Lacey.

				We can’t give up now. We are the Barbarians at the gate! But something drains away inside me. I wouldn’t put anything past this government. I pull out my phone. ‘I’m gonna Direct Message them all,’ I tell her. ‘Only a few more minutes. Then we’ll go.’

				I pass my placard to Lacey. I check the time. The speakers are due to arrive at noon, and it’s one minute to. ‘All the press’ll be here,’ I say. ‘They won’t do anything.’

				I watch the seconds as they count down: forty-seven, forty-six, forty-five . . . I feel for my zipper. Then I message forty thousand followers on Darknet7: Tops Off.

				I did it!

				I punch the air. Hasta la victoria siempre!

				‘For ever until victory!’

				Guevara’s revolutionary cry.

				And I can almost hear the buzz as forty thousand Darknet7 message balloons ping up on forty thousand mobiles all round the country. And I can’t help but smile. Armoured vehicles or no flipping armoured vehicles, I will never let you defeat me, O my father who art not in heaven. Darknet7. My invention. My baby!

				Now for tops off. Me too. I struggle with my sweater. There’s a roll of noise from the front and a loudspeaker says something I don’t catch. Bloody zip. My hair twists down one sleeve. My head flipping jams.

				‘GO HOME. DISPERSE.’ I make it out this time.

				I yank at my sweater hard. It gives way. Clear of my top, I whip my head round. Lacey already has her shirt open. ‘HANDS OFF’ dips and swells across her chest. I scan the crowd. A thousand white T-shirts display: HANDS OFF. MY BODY, MY CHOICE.

				Message delivered then.

				I smile briefly, tie my hoody around my waist.

				‘STOP,’ hails the voice through the loudspeaker. ‘STOP THE MARCH. YOU ARE BREAKING THE LAW. GO HOME. WE WILL USE FORCE.’

				Water cannons roll into view. Huge trucks, massive tankers. They line up on a rise that borders part of the square. A cloud rolls across the sun. The cannon on every tank swings round and points directly at us.

				In slow motion the march tries to stop. Like a juggernaut turning, it ploughs forward. We’re carried further into the square. Buildings tower on either side. Glass fronted. Cold stone. The bank still with scaffolding half covering its front, where the latest EAT THE RICH graffiti is being removed. Such a shame. It was total art: fat bankers being served up with chips. Brilliant.

				There’s nothing brilliant about what’s happening now though. The protesters at the front are yelling. And we can’t stop. Like cattle we crush into each other, unable to do anything else.

				At the front, a cordon of police sway. Pigs. A sea of yellow and black uniforms: riot helmets, body armour, neck protectors, knee pads, gas masks, crowd-control batons, high-visibility bulletproof vests. Pigs in vests. The sun sparkles off their visors. Even cops hate cops. Last week they declared a state of emergency, banned demonstrations, brought in daylight curfew. Of course they were gonna bring water cannons.

				Someone screams, ‘DEATH TO THE OPPRESSORS!’

				‘Tia, I. Really. Am. Scared,’ says Lacey.

				The riot police link arms, stare straight ahead like zombies. The water cannons point menacingly at us. Mounted police materialise behind the front line, as if by magic. Last week they told us: ‘There will be zero tolerance of further disruption on our streets.’ But they wouldn’t dare turn on us, would they?

				A helicopter overhead suddenly illuminates the crowd, spotlights over us, pauses, searches. Its blades flicker through sunlight.

				‘Maybe they’re looking for you,’ hisses Lacey.

				They could be too. They know I’m here. EVE, of Darknet7, hacktivist, flash mobster. Disturber of the streets. Mother of the Future. I twist my mouth into a wry smile. Not that they know who I really am, of course. I’m not that dumb. I could be anyone. Hacktivist Rule No. 1: Stay Anonymous.

				I shade my face and look up, tracking the helicopter. That’s funny: they’re circling back. Shit, maybe they do know who I am! They might’ve set up some kind of trackerbot on the words ‘tops off’ and satellite-mapped it to every square centimetre of the march.

				I act fast. They’ll be trying to lock on to my signal, if they haven’t already. They’ll find out who I am quick enough then.

				I pull out my mobile, erase the last connection. A sudden surge in the crowd makes me stagger and I drop the phone. Shit. I need to turn it off. I duck down to retrieve it.

				It’s wedged beside a plastic device screwed to the road. Relieved, I pick it up, turn it off and half straighten up. A plastic device screwed to the road? That’s weird. What kind of flipping device gets screwed to a road? I look again. It’s neat and it’s only just been put there. Corkscrews of plastic are still scattered near it. I kick the thing hard. Its cover pops off, revealing a canister. A gas canister.

				I squat down and look through legs along the kerb. There’re more. What a dirty trick.

				They’ve rigged the entire square with flipping gas canisters!

				Quickly I pull my T-shirt up over my nose. Tear gas? Pepper gas? Smart gas? Shit. They’ve outsmarted us. They mean business. Last week they outlawed gatherings of more than a hundred people. This week they’ve screwed gas canisters to the pavement.

				They’ve targeted this rally! Of course they have. They knew we’d break the law. They’re going to teach us a lesson. A lesson we’ll never forget . . .

				The Prime Minister must be long gone. Out the back, into an army tank; off the roof, into one of the helicopters. If he ever came at all.

				He never came, did he?

				That’s it. He didn’t come. And my father, Dr A. J. Thomson, Minister of State, didn’t come either.

				None of them came.

				It’s all been set up.

				And if anyone does anything stupid, starts a ruckus, starts smashing and grabbing, we’re screwed.

				We’ve been flipping set up.

				With horror I realise they want us to do something stupid. They want to release the gas. They want to teach us a lesson.

				And of course someone will do something stupid.

				‘Let’s go.’ I grab hold of Lacey. ‘We need to go. Right now.’

				They’ll make someone do something stupid.

				She nods. She buttons up her top. ‘At least they never got to promote their campaign,’ she says.

				‘Great,’ I say. One up to us, hundreds down to them.

				Together we try to edge to the side of the mass. I pull out my mobile. It’s risky but I turn it on and quickly DM the protesters: GAS – GET OUT! Then I turn it off again.

				Instantly the helicopter’s back. Lacey was right. It’s looking for me. It spot searches, seeks out girls, settles on faces, one by one. They’ve honed on to my signal. They’re trying to pinpoint EVE.

				I try to compose my face, wipe off any reaction. I continue edging towards the side of the square. I pull on sunglasses to fix any retina-recog system they might run. The helicopter hovers – it must be running something. Face ident? Movement patterning? But at that distance, with that shake? Can’t be very accurate. Not that they can measure it against anything. They can’t possibly know who I really am. My Darknet7 identity is encoded. All links scrambled. All posts unspecified. I’m just the mysterious EVE, Mother of the Future. Taster of the forbidden fruit. Database coordinator for the equally elusive ADAM, Commander X of the HANDS OFF Campaign #OpStopHandsOffActa. But I puff out my cheeks with air nonetheless. I have other reasons for staying anonymous. I don’t duck my head though. That’d be like running before hounds.

				The spot settles on a girl where I was a minute ago. Long hair, like my webnet avatar. The blades whirr. The spot locks on.

				Her.

				‘YOU.’ The loudspeaker hails her directly. The crowd around her shifts.

				‘DON’T MOVE.’

				The demonstrators continue pressing. The spotlit girl can’t help herself, she tips forward.

				‘Stop pushing!’ I yell.

				The girl sways, tries not to move. The damp morning air condenses on her. Out the corner of my eye, I catch glinting on a rooftop. Jesus Christ. They’ve got sharpshooters too. She staggers, topples. Her top isn’t off either. She’s wearing a bulky jacket. A bit too bulky.

				‘RAISE YOUR HANDS.’

				Ominously bulky.

				Suddenly everyone’s focusing on the confrontation. Nearby kids try to step away. There’s something weird about the way she’s holding on to the front of her top as well. She isn’t even trying to raise her hands.

				‘WE WILL SHOOT.’

				She can’t step back, that’s for sure. Behind her the crowd wants to see, so they’re all shoving forward. She’s yelling. Suddenly I’m as scared as Lacey. There really is something suspicious about her. Why doesn’t she put her hands up?

				‘Try to back off,’ I hiss at Lacey. ‘Make for that corner. Get into that street.’ I point to an alley behind us, leading off the square.

				We’re far too near the girl. If she’s got something explosive under that jacket we’re gonners. ‘Move it!’ I shriek at Lacey. I shove out with my arms. I back up. I elbow, poke my way out. I don’t care. I’m not going to get blown up by some fanatic. This is supposed to be a peaceful demo. Non-violent, non-cooperation. Make Sense not War.

				Not gas and marksmen and water cannons and set-ups.

				And bombs.

				The girl in the jacket moves her hand down its front. She pats as she goes, as if she’s locating something. She’s fumbling with the zip.

				Why the hell hasn’t she got her jacket off? That’s the whole point: jacket off, slogan screened on T-shirt, every link in the country getting the message.

				‘Hurry!’ I scream at Lacey. ‘She may be wired!’

				Glints of light flicker from the far roof.

				‘RAISE YOUR HANDS.’

				She doesn’t move. But we do. Towards the alley. The helicopter hovers closer. The spot steadies on her face. ‘She looks like you,’ yells Lacey.

				A rattle of gunfire.

				She staggers.

				No blast.

				Like ketchup from a squeezy bottle, a jet of scarlet squirts out from her front, sprays the faces around her. A sea of red blooms across her chest. For a moment, the press of crowd holds her upright. Then she just crumples, sags and is down on the tarmac. The crimson pool spreads. Her front soaks red. The crowd freezes. The screaming starts.

				No blast. No bomb. No boom. No flash.

				Without warning, the police form a needlepoint. They charge into the crowd, swinging batons, cracking bones, thrusting all aside. I’m pressed tight in the mass. A phalanx of soldiers reaches the girl, surrounds her body. The crowd stumbles aside. I stagger, nearly fall. A bomb-disposal agent in thick gear lumbers through the crush. He’s slow. He’s yelling. People squeeze back.

				He bends over the body of the girl. Cautiously he opens her soaked jacket.

				A head blocks my view. I duck and peer. I can’t see anything. A tremor goes through the crowd. The bomb-disposal guy holds something up. Something red and tiny with little primrose-yellow booties.

				Definitely not a bomb.

				A cry goes up from the crowd.

				The first brick flies. The first window breaks.

				I see someone pull on a hoody, whip a bandana over a face. I look around and suddenly, as if by some signal, there’s a load of hooded faces. My heart races. Blood pounds in my ears. This is it. They’ll start on us now.

				‘Run,’ I scream at Lacey. Get into that alley.

				This is what they wanted. An excuse to mow us down.

				‘Run!’

				There’s a roar behind me. Screaming and screaming and screaming.

				A rush of people skid past on a column of water, all arms, all legs. I’m knocked back. Knocked over. All water. They’re choking and screaming.

				I grab Lacey, coughing.

				Gas.

				I stagger upright and run. I sprint, arms flapping, legs tripping, tugging Lacey. People everywhere. Dodge them. Shove them. Tread on them.

				‘RUN!’

				I run. Lacey runs. We run. Screams and sirens and the wail of water cannons and the rush of helicopter.

				And I can’t breathe.

				I’m falling.

				I feel it then. Searing pain. White fire. My legs don’t respond. My arms fling out in front of me. I tumble forward. I hit the ground.

				Cold tarmac.

				Hot blood.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				‘People Against the People.’

				Anonymous

				I’ve been hit.

				Lacey’s here. She pulls my arm.

				The pain’s unbearable.

				She jolts me. ‘Tia!’ she shrieks. ‘Get up, they’re shooting.’ She jolts me again.

				I recoil. I try to get up. I put my good hand to my shoulder. It comes away red. Lacey sees it and screams. Rushing air blasts overhead. The helicopter’s still there.

				‘They’re trying to kill us,’ sobs Lacey.

				I force myself up.

				‘Tia,’ screeches Lacey again. ‘Hurry.’ Her eyes are wide with horror. She’s staring at something behind me.

				I look. A huge grey horse is slashing down towards me, iron-shod hooves, massive legs. Its eye rolls white. I spin away. Its muzzle sprays out foam. A row of mounted police are charging straight at us, arms raised. Batons thwack down. People fall.

				I struggle up. I limp down the pavement, my arm hanging. ‘Wait, Lacey,’ I whisper.

				There’s so much noise. Someone shoves me aside and barges past. I overbalance. There’s screaming and gunfire. The world spins. Lacey is here again. ‘Hide,’ she sobs. ‘We gotta hide.’

				There’s nowhere to hide, just people shouting and shoving and everywhere the pain in my shoulder. The street ends. Water shoots across the tarmac. I’ve been shot. I’m running. I shouldn’t be. Running will pump blood to my shoulder. I try to remember what I should do: apply pressure, elevate the injury, remain calm, summon an ambulance.

				‘If left uncontrolled, bleeding may lead to shock or even death.’ I hear my mum’s voice. ‘Blood needs to clot . . . ice won’t form on the rapids of a river . . .’

				‘Down here,’ Lacey hisses.

				I follow her. Walls and roads and shops and tarmac swirl. The huge poster of the hand points at me, shouts out its slogan: YOUR COUNTRY IS IN TROUBLE – ARE YOU PART OF THE PROBLEM?

				Lacey dips down some steps, round a corner. I just follow, then I don’t think I can follow any more. I sink down. The ground feels soft. Lacey drags at me. I think she’s saying ‘Fire’, but I can’t hold on to what she means. Overhead, shots rattle.

				‘Lacey,’ I say. ‘I don’t think I can.’

				She looks at me. ‘You must.’ And somehow we’re edging along the paving, creeping into a car park. The world is still red. I think Lacey’s holding me.

				‘That poor girl,’ she wheezes out.

				I don’t say anything. I don’t know what to say. The air’s thick with smoke. I don’t know what to think. I need to get hold of ADAM. He’s the boss. He runs the campaign. He’ll know what to do.

				In some distant past I hear Mum saying: ‘In every struggle there are sacrifices.’ Mum would know; she’s a front-line aid worker. She saves lives in India. So far away.

				‘That poor baby,’ whispers Lacey.

				It’s not a car park. It’s a delivery area at the back of a huge shopping precinct. It isn’t until I try to focus that I realise how badly I’m bleeding. Blood runs down my arm. My front is soaked.

				‘Lacey,’ I whisper. ‘I can’t go any further.’

				‘Please try,’ she says. ‘If they spot us . . .’ Her voice breaks. ‘They’re everywhere. They’re firing at people. We can’t stay here.’

				Up ahead are some recycling pods and one huge dumpster husk. ‘Just get me over there,’ I say.

				We crouch together behind the pods. Lacey helps me take off my backpack. I press down on my shoulder. Stop the bleeding. The pain sends silver edges around everything. I think a bullet’s in there. I can’t apply pressure. I grind my teeth tight. I try to press harder. That girl’s face. The way the blood sprayed out. Thick like ketchup, but somehow oily too. I can’t stop seeing it. I can’t stop the bleeding. I think I cry out.

				‘Ssh,’ hisses Lacey. ‘People!’

				‘Who?’ I catch on to the last word. I’ve missed something. ‘What?’ I say.

				‘Ssh.’ She lays a hand over my lips and gesticulates like crazy. ‘Looters,’ she mouths.

				I look at the corner of the dumpster. Then, suddenly, beyond it, across the delivery area, I see them: young men, hooded up, faces covered. They swim in and out of view.

				‘Just stay very quiet,’ whispers Lacey. ‘They’ll go.’

				I hope to hell they’ll go.

				I nod and grit my teeth. Don’t let them see us. Above, the helicopter whirls back; it spotlights the corner of the superstore. Maybe they’ll go, maybe they’ll think the helicopter’s on to them.

				‘That first one,’ whispers Lacey.

				She’s peering round the side of the bin. I try to increase the pressure on my shoulder.

				‘He’s got those eyes,’ she says. ‘I think it’s that Cobain.’

				‘Who?’ I whisper.

				‘That one,’ she says. I try to follow her direction. But I can’t see anything. They’re under a government billboard now, which reads OVERPOPULATION KILLS, and they’re much nearer. Hoods up. Faces concealed. They’re carrying stuff. There’s so much smoke. Can’t see how she can make out any of them.

				‘I’m sure it’s Cobain,’ hisses Lacey.

				I don’t understand. ‘Cobain who?’

				‘That guy – the one who’s all over the news.’

				I search my memory.

				‘The one with the eyes. Who led those riots.’

				Oh, him.

				I remember the riots. Our last demonstration, hijacked by stupid louts.

				The one they called ‘The epitome of what this country has become.’ Some kind of self-styled ghetto guerrilla.

				All that hard-won sympathy. All those ruined businesses. Those poor people, they lost everything.

				I remember. Me in the prefects’ common room watching the television. My father being interviewed. My mates laughing. His monologue.

				‘We must ask the question. The question that is on everyone’s lips: Why do these young adults riot? Is it the lack of education?

				‘Is it the lack of jobs?

				‘Is it the lack of community?

				‘No, it’s not the lack of these things. It’s family. Wasteful, irresponsible parenting. Mothers who have child after child so they can sponge off the state; work-shy fathers who’d rather breed than get a job. This is the canker in our nation. And it’s their children who are rioting.

				‘And it must stop.’

				Then they showed that famous footage. And I remember him, the boy with the cat-green eyes, the Che Guevara boy, the one caught on camera smashing a shop front, the one giving us all a bad name.

				The boy with the message on his T-shirt: IF IT AIN’T BROKE, BREAK IT.

				I press on my shoulder again. Overhead, the helicopter circles back. My head swims. ‘You need to get away,’ I whisper. ‘I could drag myself to the back of that superstore.’

				She glances at the shopping centre behind us. ‘I’m not leaving you,’ she says.

				I look up. The helicopter has swooped in quite low. It’s hovering.

				‘Go while you can,’ I say.

				‘Uh-uh.’ She shakes her head. Her blonde curls bounce. I look at her, small, petite, pretty. She won’t stand a chance against those boys. They’ll take her mobile off her and maybe worse. Take both our mobiles. All our Darknet7 data. Then we’ll be really screwed.

				And what if they turn my mobile on? That helicopter will be straight back. She sees what I’m thinking.

				‘Maybe it’s not Cobain,’ she whispers.

				‘Check,’ I whisper.

				Lacey scoots to the corner of the pod. ‘He’s tall,’ she says, ‘and broad shouldered, kinda good looking – you know: dark jeans, dark hightops?’

				I grit my teeth; sounds like him. ‘Walks like he has swagga?’ I whisper.

				‘Yep,’ she says. ‘It is him. He’s got those eyes.’

				‘Then you got to go,’ I say. ‘They’re not nice. You know that.’ I clasp my shoulder tighter. Blood seeps between my fingers.

				‘But what about you?’ she hisses.

				I’m too weak to argue. I want to put my head down and rest. I want Lacey to go.

				‘Go on.’ Something breaks in my voice.

				‘I’ll get help,’ she whispers.

				‘Yeah.’

				‘Keep out of sight,’ she says.

				‘Let ADAM know.’ I rest my forehead on the ground. ‘Don’t tell anyone anything. Just message ADAM.’

				‘OK . . .’ She sounds unsure. She turns to look at me, her face white with fear. ‘You gonna be OK?’

				‘Yeah,’ I say.

				She turns away. Shots rattle across the delivery lot, echo off the buildings. Lacey darts forward behind the dumpster, makes it to the trailer bases lined up by the chute outlets, hesitates, looks back, ducks down behind a side wall. She’ll make it. Please God let her make it. The last I see of her is a flitting shadow on the street as she turns a corner. At least, I think it’s her. I sink down.

				Above me the smoke swirls.

				Above me the helicopter is back.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3

				‘A Mask is a Face You Can Trust.’

				Anonymous

				They’re coming, all hoods, all durags, snapbacks, jeans busting low. I drag myself in tighter behind the pod. They’re carrying swag: bags, screens, boxes. They’ve finished with the superstore, then.

				They stroll from the direction of the loading bay, whooping. That means they left the store at the back, through the stock entrance.

				A way in at the back? If only I could get there. I might be able to get help.

				Lie low. Stay out of range. They’re very near now.

				I flatten myself behind the bins, press down on my shoulder. I hear the scuff of their steps.

				‘Stupid bitch,’ says one of them. ‘If she’d organised a mob in the high street as well, we’d’ve got into MaxMart too.’

				‘And the Plaza,’ says another.

				‘Flash mobs, flash robs,’ jokes a third.

				‘Now the po’s cordoned it off.’ One of them kicks a can across the tarmac. It rattles. It slams into the pod with a hollow clang.

				My breathing goes weird. Footsteps crunch nearer.

				‘Don’t worry, it’s burning now,’ says a fourth. His tone clears my head. I try to control my breathing. If they find me. I cringe. Please God don’t let them find me. I push my rucksack with my backup Darknet7 gear into a space by the pod. Don’t let them get my rucksack. I ease my mobile out of my pocket and hide that too. They’ll take everything if they find me. I peer through the smoke, praying they won’t see me.

				The lead guy straightens his bandana. For a moment his face is unmasked. Lacey was right. It is Cobain Reilly. I recognise him now. A bolt of disgust shoots through me. Cobain Reilly. He must be loving this.

				‘Think,’ says a boy beside him. ‘If we could get hold of that Darknet7 EVE, we could organise our own riots.’

				In the distance, I hear fresh alarms ringing.

				‘If I got hold of her she wouldn’t be organising nothing,’ says one, six foot and nasty.

				Cobain snorts, lifts his cat-green eyes and rolls them upwards. ‘That girl’s nothing special,’ he says. He says it all kind of angry, like he knows me and is personally disappointed at my lack of specialness.

				‘Too right,’ laughs his friend. ‘I don’t know why she’s so fussed about having her tubes snipped – it’s not like anyone’d want to do her, anyway.’

				They laugh. Laugh and laugh. I press harder on my arm. Dear God, let them go.

				‘You know why she hides her identity?’ says another. ‘Why she calls herself EVE? Mother of the Future?’

				‘No?’

				‘Because she’s so ugly even Frankenstein ran away.’

				Cobain opens his mouth and laughs. ‘That’s good. That’s really good. I heard she really is ugly.’

				‘All that lot are ugly,’ says his friend. ‘That’s why they’re so angry, because they’re panting for it and no guy’d ever look at them.’

				‘Not this guy anyway,’ says Cobain. ‘Like would I be bothered about some random bit of pussy that’s got to whip up support to get itself noticed?’

				Suddenly sirens start, deafening – even the pod shakes. The fire alarms are drowned out. Immediately I know what it is. Daylight curfew. Christ, it was only introduced last week! They’re not wasting time about using it then. I remember the warnings. ‘Gatherings of more than a hundred will be dispersed.’

				‘By force if necessary.’

				Cold sweat breaks on my forehead. Then right on cue the word: ‘DISPERSE’ is abruptly thundered out over the urban address system. It echoes across the loading bay. I start to shiver. Can’t stop shivering. Maybe I’m going into shock.

				‘Quick,’ says one of the yobs, ‘or we’ll be trapped in the open.’

				‘Like hell,’ says another. ‘This’ll stop them.’ He throws something. There’s a crackling, whooshing sound.

				They pound forward. Their footsteps fade as the words: ‘DISPERSE . . . PERSE . . . PERSE,’ crackle on.

				Very carefully I roll over. If I can get to that back entrance, I won’t be caught in any curfew sweep. I drag myself up. I think the bleeding’s slowed a bit. If I can hide. If I can rest. If Lacey gets ADAM. He’ll find a way to save me. ADAM’s clever. He’s the boss. He helped me set up Darknet7. He’ll work something out. He won’t leave me here. Though I’ve never met him in the flesh, he’s ADAM. And I’m his EVE.

				We didn’t think it was gonna be like this, though, did we, ADAM? When we planned our new Eden, our own rebellion against authority. I hacked into the databases, did all the techie stuff. Got our message to go viral. You did everything else – organised the rallies, kept tabs on the government. We didn’t think they’d strike back so fast, so savagely.

				So venomously.

				Not like this.

				I’ll need my mobile! ADAM can’t find me without that! But if I get caught and the army finds it on me, they’ll work out who I am. Oh hell.

				Hacktivist Rule No. 2: Leave No Trail.

				I pull my mobile back out from under the rubbish, snap off the back, take out the chip with all the Darknet7 data on it. I get my personal chip out of my jeans pocket and slide it in instead. That’s the best I can do. I wrap the first chip in a bit of paper and screw it up so it just looks like used tissue. Then I tuck it into the side pocket of the backpack. Zip it shut. They’ll never find it. It’s encoded too. It should be OK.

				The effort of doing all that drains me. I lie still and rest for a minute, then I heave myself up. Just let me get into that store. Hide. When I’m there, I’ll figure out what next.

				I stumble to the back of the shopping centre. It’s more of a crawl, a shuffle really, but I make it. I was right, there is a way in. I yank aside a broken bit of timber with my good hand. Somebody’s tried to board up the back, make it yob-proof. Ha ha.

				Hastily I check around. Don’t be seen. Tacked on a panel over one window is a picture of the huge hand. It’s pointing at me. ARE YOU PART OF THE PROBLEM? it demands. You know, if you look at that hand long enough, you start thinking you are.

				I crawl through broken glass into the store. My shoulder pounds like some explosion has detonated inside the bone. As I move I try to hold it steady.

				Inside, is some kind of Homebase. There’s electrical stuff and furniture: polished mahogany tables, chipboard shelves, chairs with wicker seats, light fittings, pads, screens.

				Cobain and his crew have definitely been here. Everything’s trashed. I hate that. I mean, when someone burgles a place and then they trash it. Why do they do that? Even if they have to take the stuff; they don’t have to trash it. I don’t get it.

				I slump against the wall. Thank God I made it. Thank God they’ve gone, and it’s calm. Except for the fire alarms. They’re ringing so loud, it’s hard to even think. I try to shut out their wailing. Thank God the place’s empty. I’m safe from daylight curfew here. I stumble to a sofa and collapse, my head swimming, my throat dry. I need to rest.

				I try lying down. The wall races, the ceiling sways. The air still splits with the ringing. I sit back up. It’s no good; the room tips sideways. I steady myself against an armrest. Tentatively I touch my shoulder. The T-shirt’s ripped. I daren’t pull the cloth back. It’s stuck over the wound. What should I do?

				Mum, I could do with you now. I really could. I know you had to go. I don’t blame you. I just wish you’d taken me too. OK, I do blame you a bit. I could have helped. I wouldn’t have minded going to school in Ahmedabad. Anywhere’s gotta be better than Grandmama’s and boarding school in Cheltenham.

				Boarding school in Cheltenham! I’m so screwed! How am I going to go back there now – covered in blood? I imagine Miss Dyson’s face, she’s such a clean-freak housemistress. She’d probably faint. She’d definitely call my father.

				I pull at my T-shirt a little. It’s still bleeding. How bad is it? I hope it didn’t hit the bone. Apply pressure, stop the bleeding. I really hope it didn’t hit the bone. I unwind my scarf and press it on to my shoulder. I’m leaning on a white lace cushion, and I’ve messed it up. Vaguely I wonder where everyone is. I wonder if they can get the bloodstains out of the cushion. Just rest a bit. That’s it. I press the scarf tighter until I can feel the pressure. Like a deflating tyre something airy sighs through me. I try to relax, try to stop my heart pounding so fast.

				I hope to hell Lacey made it.

				I should have known after last time. They did tell us: ‘We will use necessary force.’ They told us all right. And now they have. I grit my teeth, try to take my mind off the pain. The protests will have to stop. ADAM will have to drop the campaign. My heart sinks. I close my eyes. I let myself sink. Everything goes dark.

				The store fades.

				I blink out.

				I wake with a start, groggy, coughing. And I’m wet. The flipping sprinkler system’s started. I feel so thirsty.

				I reach for my rucksack and my water, and it’s not there. The flipping bag’s still stashed by the pod. Fabulous. No water. And no rucksack. My flipping backup phone’s gone too. And all the spare SIMs. What was I thinking? The air’s so thick. I’m soaked. I haven’t got the energy to crawl out again and get any of it.

				I cough. I should go and get that bag. My 5XG backup phone is in it, with all the rest of the HANDS OFF info, plus my money. My bank card? I search for my regular mobile, check my card’s with it. Phew. That would’ve been a dead giveaway!

				I shouldn’t have changed that chip. All that data’s just out there now: identities, URLs, codenames, IP addresses. Everything to close down Darknet7. Anyone could find it.

				I lift myself up. The scarf tears on my shoulder. I wince.

				And I cough.

				And I look over the back of the sofa.

				And I realise why the store’s empty, why the ringing’s so loud, why the sprinklers are on.

				The entire rear end of the store is seething in smoke.

				I blink. My eyes water.

				Not just smoke.

				The store’s on fire.
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‘We are not in the least
afraid of ruins. We are
going to inherit the earth.
There is not the slightest
doubt about that.

The bourgeoisie might
blast and ruin its own
world before it leaves the
stage of history. We carry
a new world, here in our
hearts. That world is
growing this minute.’

Durruti — Anarchist
Leader of the Spanish
Civil War, 1896-1936
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‘The time comes in
the life of any nation
when there remains
only two choices —
submit or fight.’

From Nelson Mandela’s
Statement from the
Dock in the Rivonia
Trial Pretoria Supreme
Court, South Africa,
20th April, 1964






