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Chapter 1

	 

	[Mill Hill area north of London, England, 

	Evening of 29th November 2106]

	 

	From the great volume of darkness there came long groans, like the protest of a tremendous structure overloaded, and outbreaks of barking, like furious Alsatians stretching their chains. Whatever was out there, it was on the move. The direction was shifting, gradually but noticeably, as the minutes passed. Lawrence Aldingford seemed to catch fragments of shouts amidst the din. The impression was of a drive of cattle along the floor of the valley; slow, unwilling, cantankerous but inevitable. This impression was certainly wrong, for cattle did not get driven out of London, or anywhere else, through an autumn night. 

	Then, a tiny gleam pierced the darkness A deluge of sparks gushed. The darkness shut. That was a fireman on a steam lorry stoking his furnace. Lawrence guessed that a convoy of National Army wagons was moving north on the M1 Big Drain towards the Great Ring Drain of London. As the labours of diesel trucks and steamers faded, a commotion erupted from somewhere up the hill behind him. It flushed a tingle of alarm up his spine—such a despairing chorus of screams, as if a pack of dogs was mauling children. Well, it was true that anything, absolutely anything, could happen out here on these wild marginal lands, but he doubted wild dogs were eating children. Most likely, a bunch of gangsters was thieving horses from a neighbouring petty domain. The gangsters were forever raiding each other’s stock. 

	Lawrence was sitting on the Long 75 cannon of the ultramarine armoured car just won from Wingfield and his two troopers a couple of hours previously. The only sound from right close was a sporadic chiming, like water dripping on a xylophone. It did not mystify him. The ‘music’ was familiar enough to any ex-glory trooper. The armoured car’s twelve-cylinder diesel engine was cooled by a fan the size of an umbrella. As the heat seeped off its blades, they sang their strange song. His tension eased, the fear of attack by locals waned. As a place to stop, he had chosen an area the old Public Era road atlas called Mill Hill. It was marked “Free of marginals except in high summer”. This had proved to be true, at least so far.

	He heard someone climb the ladder up to the hatch of the turret behind him. His elder brother Donald broke the peace like a fool.

	“Are we safe here?”

	“Keep your bloody voice down,” Lawrence muttered.

	He swung a leg over the Long 75 and levered himself up to stand on the roof of the turret. His boots were within inches of Donald’s face, which gave him a momentary satisfaction. Three hours ago—even if it seemed like a world away—Donald and Sarah-Kelly Newman had sat across their desk in the head office of the National Party and judged him on nothing more than suspicion. Now it was a different matter. They were two frightened, shocked people, totally dependent on his violence to protect them. He stooped and rested a hand on Donald’s shoulder so that he could murmur into his brother’s ear. There was almost no wind. Voices would carry a long way.

	“I’ve parked the car on a slope so we can bump-start if we have to move,” he said.

	“What’s a bump-start?”

	“The car gathers speed on the hill and I start the engine with the momentum.”

	“How do you know there’s enough hill?”

	Lawrence rolled his eyes at Donald’s pedantic ways.

	“Because I reversed up here, now pull back will you?”

	The turret compartment was cosy with residual heat from the engine bay. It smelled of oil, sweat and Sarah-Kelly’s cinnamon and lemon perfume. Lawrence propped himself on the ladder, his eyes just above the rim of the hatch keeping a lookout. He left the dim red night lights off, as they would gleam from the driver’s viewing slot. Because of this, he had to judge the emotional state of Donald and Sarah-Kelly by sound and smell. They were restless. Sarah-Kelly’s breathing quivered. She was probably still trembling from the gunfight. 

	“Donald, what’s the time?” he asked, noticing the faint glow of fluorescent dial.

	“Seventeen minutes after eight.”

	“Thank you. In the next few minutes, I will satisfy your curiosity as to how I saved your lives, then I will summarise our situation, then I will make some recommendations as to what we should do.”

	“Who put you in charge?” Sarah-Kelly said. 

	“Events put me in charge, ducky, although you’re welcome to walk home by yourself if you wish.”

	Silence answered the offer. He continued.

	“I’ll concentrate on the ‘how’ rather than the ‘why’. It’s actually quite simple. Andrew Kalchelik is an old comrade of mine from my glory days. I learned all about prevention in his hygiene unit.”

	“Andrew? Led a hygiene unit?” Sarah-Kelly said. “You’re making it up, Lawrence. He was in logistics. With his limp he would never have been on active duties.”

	“Is that what he told you? Like all great deceptions, it’s not a lie, rather, it’s not the whole truth. His limp was barely noticeable ten years ago when I knew him—he worked in logistics because he had a good head for numbers. After a few years he asked for a transfer to something more, ah, physically active, and got it. I’d say that limp is an affectation he’s maintained for so long that he’s come to believe it himself. I liked Andrew, he was a dedicated hygienist and he gave me a glowing recommendation for promotion—but I digress.

	“So, I spotted my old colleague Kalchelik and I followed him. One thing led to another and who should turn up but Tom Krossington’s intelligence chief Wingfield in this Long 75 beast dressed as an owner of the Ultramarine Guild.”

	“That is true, Skay,” Donald said. “That ultra officer was TK’s top thug in disguise. He was going to abduct us for God knows what ends—probably to whisk us back to the Lands of Krossington in this big car. He must have known the Republic is giving ultramarine traffic complete freedom. Once Wingfield had me in this car, nothing would have saved me from the Krossingtons’ vengeance. It’s all about saving their precious sovereign vanity.”

	“But Andrew’s straight, he would never in a million years get involved in a scam like that.” Sarah-Kelly’s defence was stated with utter conviction. 

	“I’m sure he was deceived just as we were,” Donald said. “Look at how he got treated, the poor sod.”

	There followed some seconds without talk, in which the main sound from the hull was Sarah-Kelly’s stressed breathing. 

	“So we were saved by pure fluke,” Donald said.

	“That’s how people live or die, Donald. It was pure fluke that bullet grazed your cheek instead of punching a hole through your brain, just as it was pure fluke a fenland bandit stabbed my jaw bone, not my windpipe. On the other hand, I once had a friend called Liam who was standing guard when a spear from the darkness hit him in the stomach. We couldn’t get him to hospital fast enough to save his life. Whichever bandit threw that spear wasn’t aiming at anything—it was pitch dark—he just chucked it at our camp on spec. So it goes.”

	“You took a huge risk to save us,” Donald said. “So I have to thank you. But why? Are you seeking forgiveness?”

	“You are welcome to be as grateful or as spiteful as your conscience dictates. What I now wish to address is our situation. Our safety feature is a single Tokarev pistol with three rounds in it. Our transport is an armoured car stolen from the ultramarines. We have no food or water. Once it’s daylight, every ultramarine in London will be searching for a stolen armoured car—they’ll be severely pissed-off that one of their Long 75s has been stolen. So, whatever we do has to be completed long before dawn.”

	“We?” Sarah-Kelly said. “You’re free as a bird, Lawrence. Fly! Fly away! Far away!”

	“It’s a matter of practical detail that there are three of us but only one means of transport,” Lawrence said. “I offered you the chance to walk and I heard a deafening silence, so by default you’re riding with me, ducky.”

	“Drop us in the Central Enclave,” Donald said. “Skay and I will get changed at my house and start campaigning around the clubs of town, starting with my own club. Yelcho can’t shoot professional people and get away with it.”

	“Oh come on, Donald, do you honestly think TK and this Wingfield character won’t try again? You’ve got to come back to Brent Cross for your own safety.” When Donald said nothing, Sarah-Kelly spoke on in a new, cold tone clearly addressed at Lawrence. “We obviously can’t go back to Brent Cross in this thing, so take us into the Central Enclave and drop us at Euston depot. We’ll get the shuttle back to Brent Cross.”

	“Not a chance. We aren’t going anywhere near the Central Enclave in a stolen ultramarine car,” Lawrence said.

	“The National Police won’t bother us—Farkas has ordered them to leave all ultramarine traffic alone,” Donald said. “Farkas is doing everything to curry support from the Ultramarine Guild.”

	“It’s not those narks I’m worried about. This car must have been stolen from an ultramarine garage somewhere and the word will be across the city in hours with a reward to get it back.”

	“I think not. I’m pretty confident Wingfield meant to drive us across London to the Lands of Krossington. It’s probably a spare vehicle painted black. You can still smell the paint.”

	Lawrence had also noticed the smell of fresh paint outside.

	“Would you bet your life on that?”

	“Oh, for god’s sake, just take Skay and I somewhere near the Central Enclave and be done with it,” Donald said, exasperated.

	“You’re both fools.” Lawrence shook his head. “I have just rescued you by the skin of your teeth from a Krossington plot you never saw coming. I won’t be around to save you next time.”

	“I shall arrange a bodyguard,” Donald said. “I’m pretty sure Valentin will join me, I know he’s getting jittery at how the generals are tearing about doing what they like. He’s got tough pals. The Big K won’t find me such a pushover next time.”

	“Your friend Valentin won’t stop a high-velocity rifle bullet. You people have no idea just how easily the sovereigns could wipe the Republic away if they chose to. They’re biding their time, waiting for you to screw thing up. Once the common people turn against your little rebellion, it’ll be over that week.”

	“Kindly take us to the Central Enclave as we have requested,” Donald said, with a suave assurance that left Lawrence smiling into the darkness. Of course, he could obey their silly wishes and let them go. As their shock faded, so their contempt of him was returning. Why not just move on in life?

	“If you were any other people, I’d leave you to die by your own stupidity,” he said. “However, you are special to me. The last four months have taught me how dangerous it is to be alone in this world. For instance, Donald, can you recall one Antonio Kwasu Pezzini?”

	He heard an abrupt rustle of clothing.

	“He used to be Tom Krossington’s appointed regent and chief demographer—where did you meet him?”

	“In the Value System of Nightminster. We escaped together, although regrettably Pezzini didn’t make it. He told me Krossington thought highly of you and had probably made you appointed regent after his, ah, departure. Did that happen?”

	“Yes.”

	“Do you honestly think the Tom Krossington who condemned Pezzini to a slave labour camp is going to let you scurry around the Central Enclave for a radical government? Are you really that stupid?”

	“I sense you are priming me for plans of your own.”

	This time Lawrence did not bother to stifle his laughter.

	“I’ll tell you about my plans,” he said. “I’m going to expose that slave labour camp to the world. It’ll bring down the Krossingtons and the ultramarines.” He rambled on, thinking out loud. “Farkas would jump on board if he understood the potential. What I have would give the Republic a super-weapon.”

	The silence that greeted this spoke loudly of their utter disinterest.

	“Just to be clear, Lawrence,” Sarah-Kelly said. “Farkas isn’t going to spit on a glory trooper who was a cost-centre lieutenant at twenty-six. As it happens, neither am I—that’s the only reason I haven’t spat on you.”

	Lawrence finally gave up on them. They would not be persuaded. Now he had to make plans strictly for himself.

	“Donald, did Father leave me anything in his will?”

	“What? Oh, well, yes. You have right of residency at the house, one thousand ounces of gold and ten thousand ounces of silver.”

	“Jolly good. Then I’ll drive back to the house, load up what’s mine and be gone from your lives.” 

	Lawrence accepted he would have to chance being stopped by the ultramarines. There was no other way of getting his share of the family treasury out of the Central Enclave, and he was not departing to a new life without it. The finality in his voice must have touched something in Donald. There was a pause of about half a minute before he answered in a thoughtful tone.

	“Won’t Krossington be watching the house?”

	“Why? Why would he waste resources watching an empty house in the middle of a rebellion? As for Wingfield and his guys, they’re stuck at Brent Cross. They’ll be lucky to escape the National Police after all that shooting.”

	“Where will you go?”

	“You don’t need to know.”

	Lawrence ducked his head, locked the turret hatch and felt his way past the breech and recoil cylinders of the Long 75 to the driver’s compartment, where he switched on the night lights.

	“If you want to be useful, come through and navigate.”

	He extracted the Public Era road atlas from the car’s document box and tossed it onto the co-driver’s seat. After which, he selected cross-country third gear, let the clutch in and released the brakes to bump-start the engine. 

	Bitter was his mood. He faced a life alone after all.


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	“We’ll go down the Great North Drain—it’s marked ‘A1’ on that atlas—through Holloway and Camden asylums to the Britannia fort of the Grande Enceinte—there,” Lawrence said.

	“Why that one?” Donald asked.

	“It’s the route to the glory depots of Euston and King’s Cross, which means big vehicles like this car will be common. The more normal we look, the safer we are.”

	“I told you the National Police won’t bother us.”

	“No point in tempting fate.”

	The armoured car lurched its way down muddy, overgrown lanes off the place known as Mill Hill. Lawrence marvelled at the tenacity of the eight-wheels gripping what were now mere stream beds. The car ground through some bushes and tottered onto the Great North Drain. This prime route was maintained in fair condition even this far out, where it was public drain. They proceeded on a good surface of brick rubble worn in by decades of trucks and half-tracks. The half dozen miles into Holloway asylum should have taken only twenty minutes. In fact, it took double that due to surplus flow slowing them down even with the blackout headlights on and blasts of the siren. This flow baffled Lawrence to begin with, as it was mostly composed of troops of all three glory trusts bearing small arms, many in addition pulling carts loaded with steel ammunition boxes. Yet they displayed not the least martial order. Then Lawrence understood what was happening.

	“These are deserters from sovereign lands around London,” he said, frowning. “They’re flowing in to join the National Army. The question is, whether Farkas can make an army of such a rabble.”

	With his trained eyes, he estimated the flow was running at about five thousand head per hour. When they reached Holloway, which was barely more than a cluster of workshops around the cross roads, he was forced even slower to edge a way through a crowd of glory troops milling in the dark like lost sheep. A few officers strode about bawling their heads off, achieving nothing much. Once on the final stretch of turnpike into Camden, the flow thinned out. The car rumbled across the very marketplace where Lawrence had encountered Master Sergeant Ratty on his motorbike the previous Thursday. 

	Lawrence eased the armoured car into a line of National Army traffic. Before them chugged a steam wagon overflowing with troops, while behind them was a light armoured car sporting a machine cannon. The queue was slowing all the time as the squat mass of Britannia fort loomed closer. A mix of troops and civilians walked on both sides, none of them paying any attention to the eight-wheeler—in the darkness its black colour was not noticeably different to the matt green of the glory vehicles.

	“If things don’t work out going through the fort,” Lawrence said. “I’ll get away through the side hatch, you surrender with Sarah-Kelly and blag your way back into good standing with Farkas. That bullet wound in your face will help—tell them I abducted the two of you for ransom. Make it good and you’ll be fine.”

	“What about you?”

	“I’ll be fine.”

	He laid the Tokarev on his lap. The line of traffic shifted and stopped, shifted and stopped. Lawrence opened the driver’s hatch and leaned out to get a better view around the steam wagon. There did not seem to be any kind of document check, the edging progress was apparently caused by congestion passing through the arch of Britannia fort. He noted a group of men in black leather raincoats standing under the archway, chatting and laughing amongst themselves—National Police. He withdrew and shut the hatch, rehearsing in mind the choreography to come. He judged his chances of getting away into the crowd quite high, although his prospects after that would be pretty low. 

	The steam wagon rolled to a stop. A couple of the slick police stepped over to it, plying the driver some jokes as they seemed to be acquainted. Meanwhile, the three remaining police had noticed the ultramarine armoured car and were staring at it. The blood pulsed in Lawrence’s face. 

	The wagon jolted forwards, belching steam through the legs of the police, whose spell on the armoured car broke as the dank vapour swirled around them. Lawrence switched the gear ratios to cross-country as he did not trust himself to pull away in the road gears without stalling the engine. The car growled forward at walking pace, up into second, more like a jogging pace, they were through the arch and had big black night sky above them again.

	“What did you think of that?” he said.

	“Pretty tight.”

	“Is that all you’ve got to say?”

	“It’s over—that’s all there is to say.”

	Lawrence laughed while he laid the pistol under his seat.

	“You’re pretty cool for a town rabbit.”

	As Donald said nothing further, Lawrence asked:

	“Are there any weapons at the house?”

	“Some old military rifles passed down from Sir Bartleigh’s time. I haven’t looked at them in years but I think they’re still serviceable. There’s a Webley 455 revolver that Wingfield gave me a few weeks ago—you can take it, if you like.”

	“Just how pally with Wingfield and Krossington were you?”

	“Very pally indeed—it’s shocking how suddenly things change. Something I only understood tonight is the viciousness of sovereign vanity. It was my wife who conspired with Krossington to create tonight’s trap. I would never have fallen for it had Kalchelik not been primed with something only Lavinia could have known.”

	“Were you screwing around, or what?”

	“She was outraged seeing Sarah-Kelly and I together. She’s the worst kind of blinkered snob from a manor on the Lands of Krossington.”

	“I remember you braying to Father you were going to marry into a sovereign clan.”

	“Yeah I know...” Donald sighed. “Be careful what you wish for, Lawrence. Our marriage failed years ago, we only stayed together for appearances.”

	“Was it Sarah-Kelly who sold you all this nationalist crap?”

	“I was never a nationalist. I joined the National Party to stay alive, not out of conviction. Last night, Sarah-Kelly and I were going out to Brent Cross to stay with a friend of hers when the National Police pulled us in and next thing I found myself in front of President Farkas. He was going to extort a ransom out of TK for my return. When I told him Krossington wouldn’t give a Georgie for me, well, things looked less than good, in fact, I think they were pretty grim. It was Sarah-Kelly and some others who spoke up for me. They said I should be a minister in the Provisional Cabinet to snub the sovereigns. Farkas liked the idea, so that’s what I became—for a day.”

	“Well, if you ask me, brother, you are well and truly screwed now. You won’t get anywhere with this crazy plan to set up in competition with Brent Cross for the simple reason Brent Cross has the bully-boys and you don’t. Every power that existed began with violence—without violence you’ll be like a rabbit hit by a landslide.”

	“There are thousands of guns in the Central Enclave and thousands prepared to use them. That Brent Cross mob has got to be stopped. They’re simply terrible people. This afternoon, Farkas and that Yelcho character forced me to watch fifty men being neck-shot into a trench. It was the most terrible thing I’ve ever seen. They claimed all the men were smugglers, yet I saw no proof, no documentation, no legal code defining such a punishment. They’re completely out of control. And in the next few days they’re going to start confiscating gold from everyone in the Central Enclave—that’s why I’m so certain town society will rally around me as the new government. Demands to hand over hard-earned gold will spark a new rebellion!”

	Lawrence thought this over. Here was someone not conditioned to violence who in the space of a few hours had seen a mass execution of the most brutal nature and had then endured a gun fight in which death had skimmed his face. The truth was, Donald was a traumatised case; he was not fit to make his own decisions.

	Lawrence decided on a shift of tactics.

	“I’ve just had a great idea—it’s blindingly obvious, that’s what makes it great,” he said. “We load all the family treasury into this car and go into hiding until this nationalist idiocy is over. It’s a waste of time trying to get anything done until normality returns to London.”

	“Hide where?”

	“Out east around the Port of Erith. There are miles and miles of marshes and ruins and jungle. We also have to save Sarah-Kelly from herself. We’ll take her back to North Ken basin and settle things up with her brother—she’s got to keep her head down until this rebellion is over.”

	“You aren’t bloody taking me anywhere. Don’t you bloody dare talk over my head like I’m a teenager! The ruddy cheek of some people!” 

	Lawrence had not noticed Sarah-Kelly was kneeling behind Donald under the ammunition box for the machine gun.

	“You’ve got to stop running with top killers and get your snout back to your studies,” Lawrence said. “If you run with top killers, you’ll become one yourself.”

	“There’s a perfectly simple way of bringing Yelcho and his like under control,” she said. “I had this idea while we were driving. From now on, every National Army unit will have supervisors from the Atrocity Commission to stop any neck-shooting—on pain of death. I know Farkas will back it, he’s pissed-off with Yelcho. There’s no law that says I can’t stick Yelcho on the Arrest List.”

	Lawrence laughed out loud.

	“That’s the bloody stupidest idea I’ve ever heard,” he said. “Have you any idea how many of your atrocity commissioners are going to get shot in the back?”

	“You can jeer all you like, I heard what you were saying about running away... Whatever happened to you?” She punched Donald in the back of the shoulder. “The fearless conqueror one moment and next thing you’re skulking off.”

	“That was my brother talking, not me. I’m sticking to my plan.”

	“Well I’m getting the next shuttle back to Brent Cross—it runs through the night,” she said. “Are you joining me, or not?”

	Donald did not reply. It was Lawrence who spoke up.

	“If you go back to Brent Cross, Skay, you’ll die. You’ve no idea of the scale of military power the sovereigns can throw against the Republic. Krossington’s marines alone could rip up Brent Cross. It’s not numbers that count, it’s military prowess. We’re taking you to North Ken basin after we’ve got the treasury loaded.”

	Sarah-Kelly said nothing, Donald said nothing, they drove in silence. Lawrence’s attention faded from the outside world. God, how happy the old Sarah-Kelly and the old Lawrence were in Oban. How innocent. For a silly moment, he yearned for the oblivious contentment of orthodoxy where the little people led their lives. He did not have the time to waste on grief but he wasted it all the same. Damn and damn and damn the times they lived in—but this could have been any other century and it would have been the same. Never had there been a time when people led happy, harmless lives unless others were killing for them. Sarah-Kelly was never going to understand that.

	He jolted out of the reverie, startled and embarrassed to find tears dripping from his nose. He steered to the side of Euston Road—they were about halfway between King’s Cross and Euston depots—and stopped to gather his wits.

	There was a clunk from behind them and a cold blast. When Lawrence and Donald leaned around to look into the turret compartment, it was empty and the side hatch ajar. By the time Donald had scrambled outside the armoured car, Sarah-Kelly had vanished into the night.

	“She’s not herself—and she has my sympathies after that gunfight, it was terrifying. It still turns me cold when I think of the instant numbness after that bullet grazed my face.” Donald climbed back in and shut the hatch. 

	“Where does the Brent Cross shuttle leave from?”

	“Both the King’s Cross and Euston depots.”

	Both depots were within a few hundred yards of their current location. 

	“I wish she’d taken the pistol,” Donald said.

	“There’s nothing we can do about it now.”

	“I’ll try and contact her tomorrow when I send the official notice up to Farkas of the new government I’m forming.”

	Lawrence glanced at his brother and just shrugged—he could only hope his brother recovered his senses quickly, as there was not much time left for convalescence. Barely five minutes later, he stopped the armoured car a hundred yards short of the Aldingford house to make a reconnaissance using his secret access route. The house was deserted. He returned to the car and, guided by Donald walking outside, he reversed into the lane to park enormous vehicle outside the gates of the house of their upbringing.


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	Nailed to the front door of the house were three envelopes of the standard design used by messengers of the Central Enclave. They were stamped: “Only to be opened by the addressee”—the addressee being of course Donald Bartleigh Aldingford. Donald had to search out a claw hammer from the garage to free the envelopes.

	Lawrence hastened down into the basement to start with essentials: safety features. The rifles lay in their cradles on the wall of the gun room exactly as he recalled from his boyhood: a Mauser 98, two Lee Enfields and a Remington, which he left. The military rifles were designed for the rough life of trench warfare and could be relied on to keep working. Civilian rifles like the Remington were just fashion accessories so far as he was concerned.

	The ammunition was all mixed up in a drawer, as the original containers had no doubt rotted long ago. He raked through it, looking for signs of corrosion of other deterioration. It looked all right. He found a canvas sack and tipped the ammunition into it, to be sorted out later. For now, his expert eyes picked out ten of the narrow-shouldered 0.303 rounds with which he loaded up one of the Lee Enfields. He stowed the rest of the ammunition in the front compartment of the car.

	On returning to the hall, he found Donald slumped in a state of collapse on a couch. Something devastating had occurred. He was pale and close to tears.

	“What the hell’s wrong?”

	Donald made a hopeless gesture at the three messages that had been nailed to the front door. Lawrence skim-read them.

	The first was from the Bar Standards Board. Donald had been expelled from his inn of court for “degrading the good name of our profession through association with radical elements”. The next was from the committee of his club, informing him of his expulsion for “loyalties unbecoming of a respectable person”. The last was from the clerk of his chambers, to say his room had been relet and all his effects disposed of. A cheque for the balance outstanding in his favour was enclosed (836 ounces, 11 pennyweights and 17 grains of gold). This document was an obsessively-embellished certificate of vellum, embossed with a gold stamp, close inspection of which revealed the authority of the Balancing House of Lonsdale. 

	“What are you so upset about?” Lawrence said. “Gentlemen’s clubs and inns of court? Such places are hotbeds of the most odious, hypocritical posturing. No honourable person would have anything to do with them.”

	“I’m destroyed. I’m nothing. The people I needed to form a new government will shun me...”

	“You never had a chance anyway, Donald.”

	“You’re wrong, I did have a chance. Look at what happened after the Bloomsbury Massacre—decent people voted with their feet. Now Farkas has shown his mob is no better—if anything they are worse—decent people will vote again.”

	“The new gang never is better, Donald. Rebellions never make things better, because things never are ‘better’. There is the tyranny of the sovereigns, the tyranny of demagogues, or the tyranny of indulgence a.k.a. the Fatted Masses of the Public Era. Nothing is more guaranteed to end in disaster than starry-eyed idealists who fail to grasp the certainty of tyranny.”

	“I think that’s very cynical.”

	“I suspect I’ve read more history than you have. In the meantime, can I have some action please? We don’t have infinite time—if the National Police start hunting for an ultramarine armoured car, our lives will get interesting—rapidly.”

	“They won’t do that,” Donald said tiredly.

	“Until you’re the chief of police I’ll follow my own judgement, thank you. As for now, what I need from you is action.” He clapped his hands. “We’re going to need water and food for two weeks. And we’ll have to make room for the gold and silver. The gold won’t be a problem, but the silver might be. How much is there?”

	“Forty-five thousand ounces.”

	“Just over half a ton—call it ten gallons of space. Is it crated?”

	“No, it’s stacked in bars.”

	“Of what weight?”

	“I’ve no idea, Lawrence. Father showed me the treasury once on my twenty-first birthday. After he died, I opened the strong room to add my own savings, such as they were. I never made any audit of it.”

	“Then how do you know what’s there?”

	“Do you suppose Father would lie to me?”

	“Describe the bars.”

	“I suppose they’re about the size of big chocolate bars. There are smaller ones too.”

	“It’s probably a mix of kilo and ten-ouncers. We’ll lift out some of the 75mm gun rounds to make room in the car—I doubt we’ll be engaged in battle between here and the eastern marshes. You gather warm clothing and waterproofs, make sure you include hats and gloves. Then food and water. Make it three gallons of water, more if you can. A primus with a gallon of oil, a kettle, a pot and a pan. Stick to bottled meats and dried stuff like rice and beans. And dried fruits too. And flour and butter, we can fry dampers. Now get bloody moving.”

	With his own plans obliterated, Donald became a model subordinate. He opened the combination lock of the strong room to reveal a much smaller place than Lawrence had expected. The floor area was similar to a toilet cubicle, taken up with stacks of gold and silver bars and some stacks of bullion coins. There were also deep shelves running in about a yard loaded with paintings sealed inside a clear heirloom skin-like material that he recognised as plastic. However, there was no room in the armoured car for objets d’art. They would be left behind.

	Having sent Donald away to gather clothes and provisions, he crouched to examine the bullion. In volume, the total amount of gold would have fitted in a shoe box, although it seemed bigger in the form of bars and coins. The largest bars were stored in a peculiar metal frame. It looked a bit like a multiple barbeque grill, although more heavily built, with the gold bars on three levels, each level bearing two bars about the size of large and thick rectangular biscuits. The frame was made of a dull grey metal with a mottled surface, which Lawrence assumed to be lead. It appeared to be held together by steel pins of dimensions similar to matchsticks, from each of which dangled a steel label on a keyring. The steel labels bore a black skull and crossbones on one side while on the other was the engraved message: “MUST remain in place for transport!”.

	He hefted one of the bars. It was of course far heavier than its modest size would suggest. He guessed these were kilogramme bars. 

	What he needed was a means of carrying and a crate of some sort to contain the gold inside the armoured car. A quick search yielded an old galvanised steel bucket used for mopping the floor of the generator room and a short plank shelf from the gun room. He laid the six largest gold bars in the bottom of the bucket, spaced out to spread the load, and added smaller bars up to what he could readily carry. That made the first load out to the armoured car, where he left the bucket in the front beside the passenger seat. He continued to take loads out on the plank to deposit in the bucket. By the hall clock, it was just coming up for half past nine. Things were going swimmingly. After depositing each load in the bucket, he paused and listened. Several times he hastened out to the main boulevard, where he found all was quiet. The absence of lighting would deter ‘tourists’ from roaming this far into town, while the residents hereabouts were keeping their heads down in their burrows. They would not be supporters of the National Party. No doubt many had fled town for asylum on the lands of their sovereign patrons.

	Brother Donald was adding load to the armoured car as well. Lawrence observed with approval two dusty old three-gallon steel jerry-cans of clean water and wooden crates packed with bags and bottles of food building up under the gun breech. To create more space, Lawrence started to unload the big 75mm gun rounds from the stowage locker at the rear of the turret cage to take them down to the strong room. The rounds were not particularly heavy, being about 20lbs each, however he took them one a time as they were not the kind of thing one would wish to drop. 

	It was on his third trip that he happened to glance down at the round he was carrying and noticed something that caused him to stop and ease it to the floor, baffled.

	“Something very strange is going on,” Lawrence said.

	Donald was just coming down the stairs with his arms full of clothing. He had smeared tar over the wound on his face giving him a war-painted appearance.

	“What now?” he said, irritably.

	“This is an imperial round—look, it says here ‘3-inch (76.2mm)’. In fact, the ultras use metric ammunition. That’s why their famous gun is called a Long 75. It fires a 75mm round.”

	“So what’s your point?”

	Lawrence turned to stare up at his brother.

	“But the Krossington marines do use imperial ammunition. The difference is significant. Imperial was the system of the old, traditional England of the Public Era. Metric was a foreign intruder from the Continent that supposedly ushered in modernity. The sovereigns adopted the Imperial system. The Ultramarine Guild fancied they were the new world, so they went metric.”

	“What is your point?”

	“That’s a Krossington car out there! Wingfield obviously got it painted matt black to look like ultra traffic. That means the ultras won’t be searching for a stolen eight-wheeler in the morning and that’s very good news. It massively improves our chances.”

	“Your evidence seems a little thin.”

	Without a word, Lawrence marched outside, crunching noisily down the driveway towards the gates. He returned a couple of minutes later with a leather folder under one arm and a brass round rather larger than a rifle round pinched between finger and thumb.

	“This round is for the machinegun. It’s 0.50 calibre, half inch. The ultras use the metric equivalent: 13mm. Please also take a look at this.”

	On seeing the front of the leather folder, Donald did not require further proof. It was embossed in the coat of arms of the Krossington clan, with their motto “Aurum Vita Est” (Gold is life). It contained maintenance records for the armoured car.

	“So, you’ve convinced me.” Donald spoke with an apathetic tone.

	“Help me with the silver,” Lawrence said, knowing from plenty of experience that action was the best cure for a sad mind. 

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	 

	 

	“Will you ever come back here?”

	Donald and Lawrence stood in the hallway. They had paused to wrack their brains for any essentials they might have forgotten. 

	“No,” Lawrence said. “There’s no business that will bring me back here.”

	It would be dangerous ever to return. The Krossingtons would be bound to watch the house once they learned their prey Donald Aldingford had escaped. Lawrence supposed it would take about a day for the news to get back to the home lands. 

	“I simply can’t believe that after I walk out that gate I’ll never see the family home again,” Donald said. “What’s going to happen to us?”

	“Now we are surplus.”

	“Where will we be next week?”

	“Let me give you some advice; when you’re surplus, next week is not the problem. It’s the next hour that’s the problem.”

	Donald issued a strange noise, between a wheeze and a whine.

	“What’s the point in going anywhere then? The only things I care about are Marcia, Cynthia and my professional standing. I’ve lost all of them and no amount of wandering about on the public drains is going to bring them back... The house is partly yours too—don’t you care that we’re just walking out?”

	“This place holds nothing for me.”

	Donald sighed.

	“Well, we’ve shuttered the ground floor windows,” he said. “There are no taxes of significance to be paid until the spring. Our whole situation could have changed completely by then.”

	Lawrence shook his head.

	“You just can’t get over what’s happening to you, can you? You think everything will be back to normal in a few weeks… I’ve seen the same delusion in extracted infestation. It’s too much for it to accept that the old life is finished and a great dark mystery yawns in its face. It’s a bit like religion—the inability to face a mystery.”

	“At the very least, I’m going to take family history with us. There’s a wealth of documents and photographs up in Father’s old study. We can’t just abandon all that heritage.”

	“Suit yourself. Just don’t get bogged down in mawkish sentimentality.”

	Whilst Donald hurried up the stairs to his study, Lawrence ambled back down to the basement. Having some idle minutes to pass, he decided to take a closer look at the peculiar barbeque-like frame in the strong room. He had left it behind as it appeared to be of no special value and the armoured car was pretty full. For all the car’s impressive outside dimensions, most of the interior was taken up with the engine, drive shafts, the elaborate steering for the eight wheels, fuel tanks and the mighty armament. It was not meant for expeditions.

	He tapped one end of the frame, surprised to discover it was hard and rang like cast iron. It certainly was not lead. When he tried to pick it up, its astonishing weight actually pulled him off balance. The damned thing was as heavy as an electric storage battery. He cautiously removed the pins one by one, looking from this angle and that angle without seeing any sign of sinister developments. With the pins removed, the frame could be pulled apart into five smaller pieces, which clanged when knocked together. The identity of the metal baffled him. It was without question many times denser than iron and certainly much denser—and far harder—than lead or silver. The only metal he knew of to rival the density of gold was platinum, however that was a shiny metal, whilst this one had a dull grey oxidation layer.

	All he could suppose was that it must be gold or platinum disguised with a surface layer of some other metal like zinc. It was unquestionably a welcome addition of the better part of a thousand ounces to the treasury! He piled the pieces up and, with a distinct effort, hefted them and waddled penguin-style to take them up from the basement to the armoured car.

	As his eye level rose enough for him to see down the hall to the front door, he froze. 

	A man stood in the porch. He was about forty, of dark brown complexion, with thick, shiny black hair. His build was big but in a light way, more that of an athlete than a hard labourer. He wore a brown leather jacket and black woollen
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