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  Prologue


Summer 2048. 
Tension cracked across the air as Iva let the silence reach discomfort. She never missed an opportunity to play with her prey, not when she had them cornered. The big dogs of industry, originating from privilege and comfort, full of the arrogant belief that they alone were the only ones in the world who could do what they do. Until they absently wandered into her sights, of course. Their egos ensured overconfidence from the off, approaching her with easy self-assurance, full of the knowledge that they could swat her away, like an insect, as they had with all the others before her.
Somewhere along the line they’d have the moment of realisation. They would see that this deep-seated belief was wrong, that she, Senior Investigator of the Enforcement Office, was going to take them down, and there wasn’t a single thing they could do to stop it. At that moment, their eyes filled with fear, knowing they should have played the whole thing differently. They knew they had long ago crossed the line at which a deal could be agreed, knew they were finished, and it was all their own, haughty, self-important fault.
It had taken until today, until the noose was around Richard Murphy’s neck, for him to show her the look she had known would eventually come. She sat back and savoured it, letting it roll around her mind, firing off sparks of pleasure as she gave it her full focus. It had been people like Richard who had stolen her future, and now she enjoyed taking things they held dear. A small, wry smile crept to her usually hard, thin lips when she deemed the silence to have lasted just long enough.
‘You will clean out your whole management team,’ she said, in a matter of fact tone. ‘Every, single, one. And the new managers you bring in will be paid twenty percent below the two hundred and fifty thousand pound cap.’
‘Are you trying to kill my company?  Is that what you want out of this?’  Richard looked Iva square in the eye, his poise still impeccable, the result of a lifetime of tough negotiations following an even tougher upbringing. ‘The UK is the envy of the world. Our engineering is second to none. Our robots fill homes and businesses everywhere. This company has been instrumental in that, and now you’re cutting my feet out from under me?  Do you have any idea how hard it is to find managers who understand engineering?  It’s taken me the best part of twenty years to build my team.’
‘Then it’s a good thing I’m letting you stay on to do it again,’ Iva replied, her tone sharp, with not even a hint of mercy.
‘You’re letting me stay on because I haven’t done anything wrong. You have no grounds to remove me.’
Iva nodded to Mila, her deputy, before turning her bored gaze to the window. Mila pulled out a rack of paper files and placed them, one after another, on the table directly in front of Richard. This was Iva’s sense of humour; presenting her evidence in paper form to those for whom technology was the only way. She saw Richard wince and laughed inside.
‘As per our numerous previous discussions,’ Mila started, like a teacher explaining simple facts to an impertinent child, ‘you have done many things which contravene the regulations under which businesses in the UK must operate. You have paid your managers too much,’ she said, indicating the first file, ‘and yes, I know,’ cutting off Richard’s protest before he had a chance to start it, ‘you haven’t paid them more than the cap in terms of base wages. However, you have paid them excessively in terms of perks: lavish company cars, disproportionate personal use of corporate assets, holidays paid for under the pretence of being business trips. Need I go on?’
‘I like to thank the people who have helped me make my company what it is today.’
‘Your father’s company, you mean?’ Iva shot back, her head lazily turning from the window to take in his reaction.
‘And there it is,’ said Richard, shaking his head. ‘The real reason you came after me. You think I only have this job because my father had it before me?’  He laughed.
Indeed, there it is, thought Iva, the God complex. Richard was just like all the others; she could practically see the thoughts whirring through his head:  Only I, or maybe a small handful of others like me, are capable of doing a job such as this. And you, in your insignificant little job, would not understand the magnitude of what we do here.
‘I know that’s the only reason you have this job,’ said Iva, her eyes locked with his.
‘But you can’t prove it,’ he sneered, ‘because it’s bullshit. So you’ve come after me for any other reason you can find. And now I’ve got to sack my best people, who have given years of their lives to this company. Who will, incidentally, be immediately snapped up by my competitors, because you have a massive chip on your bony little shoulder.’
‘Competition is good for the economy,’ said Iva, idly.
‘It is when it’s fair. But you’re rigging the market to suit your philosophy. Helping those you deem worthy because they, like you, come from nothing. That’s not what I’d call fair free market economics.’
‘Those claims are slanderous, Mr Murphy, and if you repeat them, you may find it costs you your job,’ said Mila.
‘I’ll be interested to see who you go after next then; someone with a background like mine, or someone with one like yours?  Out of your last six big attacks, five have been on people like me, and we all know your next target anyway...’  Richard stopped before he went too far. He hated Iva and everything she stood for, but she’d successfully made him respect her ability to make his life a living hell.
‘I would say those ratios are broadly in line with the number of people in jobs like yours from our respective backgrounds. Now, I think we’re done here,’ she said, pushing back her chair and heading for the exit in her flat black shoes. Richard refrained from seeing them out.
The lift pinged and Iva and Mila got in, both women turning to watch as Richard slumped into one of his boardroom chairs.
‘Maybe we should hold off going after Guy for a while,’ said Mila, the hesitation clear in her voice.
‘Mila,’ said Iva, slowly, savouring the word in her mouth. ‘I know you and Guy have history, but I trust that won’t cloud your judgement. I’m more than happy to remove you from the case if you can’t be impartial.’
Mila’s features formed a controlled, professional mask. ‘No, of course I don’t want that. It’ll be the case of the decade...’ she said, as the lift doors opened, Iva striding purposefully away across the reception area, ‘...if the allegations are true.’






  
  Chapter One


Freddie sat in the shadowy corner behind the counter of his uncle’s dry-cleaning shop. It was down a seedy looking side alley off the main shopping street in Exeter, and he was often left to sit here while his mother ran errands or went to gossip with friends. He tried to make himself invisible, to vanish into the shadows. Luckily he was small, “a runt of a boy” according to his uncle, which meant it was easy for people to overlook him, or pretend he wasn’t there. 
The doorbell gave a curt dink and his uncle, John, barely even looked up as the door swung closed, a lady with a dress approaching the counter. John was playing a game on his tablet and didn’t appreciate interruptions. The lady appraised him, unconcerned about hiding her disapproving features as she took in his unshaven face, greasy hair, and lack of customer service. She hasn’t spotted me, thought Freddie, triumphantly.
‘Yes?’ John finally asked, begrudgingly tearing his eyes from his tablet.
The woman’s gaze lingered just a little too long on the tablet to mistake what she was thinking: old school hardware. John’s tablet was a relic from more than a decade before, but he wouldn’t part with it; he could be sentimental like that.
‘Hi,’ said the lady, in a sweet, overly pleasant voice, having shifted her features into a more composed arrangement. ‘I’ve got this really important launch event for my art tomorrow night, and I have only one dress that’s appropriate. But as you can see,’ she said, lifting the dress onto the worn old counter, ‘it has a very obvious stain, here.’  She pointed to a large round blot over the left breast area and looked up imploringly at John.
Freddie’s eyes went wide as he recognised the woman: Lulu Banks, world famous artist. She’d grown up in this city so everyone knew who she was; everyone except John it would seem, whose hard features hadn’t softened a bit.
John shrugged. ‘I could do it for you,’ he said, hope shining on Lulu’s face, ‘but not before next Tuesday.’
‘Next Tuesday?’ she blurted, giving him a pitiful look. ‘But I need it for tomorrow night,’ she reminded him, her frustration visible, lingering just beneath the surface.
John’s face set hard and Freddie knew he wouldn’t budge. The life of a dry cleaner didn’t afford much in the way of status, which meant his uncle enjoyed these little power trips all the more. ‘We’re at capacity, with the working hours restrictions, you know,’ John said, meaningfully, shrugging once more. He went back to playing the snake game on his tablet and Lulu picked up her dress with a little more force than was strictly necessary, and left the shop, pulling the door closed just a little too hard behind her.
Silence settled on the room, just the incessant tapping of John’s finger on the screen breaking it. Freddie rustled uncomfortably, knowing he should say something, but not wanting to incur his uncle’s wrath. John was doing his best to ignore the irritation.
‘Um...’ said Freddie, in a small and nervous voice, after a full minute of building up the courage to speak.
‘What now?’ barked John.
‘Do you know who that was?’
‘No,’ he said, unconcernedly. ‘She said she was some artist. What’s that to me?’
‘She’s Lulu Banks. Some guys were talking at the factory...Guy Strathclyde’s been after her for ages,’ he said, in barely more than a whisper. The factory, where his mother worked, was another place where Freddie regularly found himself abandoned.
‘Guy Strathclyde?’
‘Ah...yes,’ he said, sheepishly, willing the shadows to conceal him, lest a casual kick or punch find its way in his direction. But, to his great relief, John leapt up, yanked open the door, and ran up the steps after Lulu without so much as a glance in his direction.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lulu had her head down, purposefully striding towards the shops at the newer end of the high street, where the more salubrious outfitters could be located. She was raging inside, about how stupid she’d been to leave the dry cleaning so late, about how stupid she’d been not to have a backup, and about how ridiculous it was that they’d invented robots that could do bloody everything, but dry cleaning had somehow fallen off the to-do list. And that smug, greasy man behind the desk...
‘Lulu?’ asked a tall, lean man in an expensive suit. His blonde wavy hair was at odds with his smart attire, somehow making him look casually dressed, and Lulu always found his deep brown eyes surprising.
‘Do you dye your hair?’ she blurted.
‘It’s nice to see you too!’
‘You’ve got brown eyes and blonde hair,’ she said, as though this were enough of an explanation.
‘I sometimes get it highlighted, but it’s naturally fairly blonde. Lighter in the summer, I guess, which is what it is now,’ he said, indicating up at the blazing sunshine. ‘Is everything okay?  You look kind of pissed off.’
She took a deep breath, her petite shoulders rising and her head tilting backwards, sending her long auburn hair cascading down her back. Guy raised an eyebrow as she exhaled her head forward. ‘I’ve got a big exhibition opening tomorrow in St Ives.’
‘I know, I’m coming.’
‘You are?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why?’ she asked, genuinely surprised.
Guy paused, smiling as he looked her up and down. ‘Because I very much like your work.’
‘Do you even know what my work looks like?’ she asked, not unkindly, but her tone full of scepticism.
He gave her a look before ignoring her question. ‘So, the exhibition opens tomorrow night...’ he prompted, indicating with his hand that she should go on.
‘And I only have one dress that’s suitable, and it has a stain on it, and I’ve visited five dry cleaners and none of them can do it in time because of the ludicrous working hours restrictions,’ she tumbled. ‘So now I’m going to have to go and buy another dress, which will probably take the rest of the day knowing my luck, and I have far more important exhibition related activities to attend to.’
‘I see,’ Guy said, nodding his head seriously, but a mocking edge creeping into his eyes.
‘You think this is funny.’
‘No. I’m wondering why you don’t just use your smart glasses and butlerbot to find something. You’ve been an artist for years; the butler should have enough data to select something suitable.’
‘I don’t let my smart glasses gather too much data, and I don’t have a butler. I think it’s kind of creepy; a robot living in your house, gathering intelligence...I try not to be overly connected.’
Guy took a deep breath. ‘In which case, I can sort this problem with a quick phone call to one of the shops round the corner. I buy a lot of clothes from them and I’m sure they can help you out.’
‘It’s not that simple. What an artist wears speaks volumes.’
At that moment, a large man came lumbering towards the pair. He was approaching Lulu’s back, his hand outstretched. Guy saw him and grabbed Lulu, spinning them both around, putting himself in between her and this strange attacker. The man staggered straight into Guy, now off balance with the last-minute adjustment required, knocking him forcefully into Lulu and almost toppling all three of them. Guy straightened, checked Lulu was okay, and then turned to face their assailant.
‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’ he questioned.
‘The dress,’ the man wheezed, stretching out his hand in the direction of Lulu’s soiled garment. ‘I’ll have it done by tonight.’
‘I’m sorry, what?’ asked a suspicious Lulu. ‘Why the sudden change of heart, Mr. I-can-do-it-but-only-for-next-Tuesday?’
The man shot a meaningful glance in Guy’s direction, then snatched the dress and shuffled off towards his shop.
Lulu rolled her eyes. ‘Seriously?  Are you like the Mafia or something?’
‘Or something,’ he laughed, ‘although I do like those old gangster movies; The Godfather’s my favourite.’
‘Can you imagine waking up with a severed horse’s head in your bed?’
‘You’ve watched them?’
‘Unfortunately, yes. A friend made me sit through them.’
‘A friend with good taste.’
‘He certainly seems to think so.’
‘Boyfriend?’ asked Guy, a moment of tense hesitation crossing his features.
‘Ha!  No. Never. Just a friend.’
‘Come on,’ he said, visibly relieved, ‘there’s a great lunch place just up here; you could use a good meal after the near trauma of this morning,’ he laughed, eyes glinting.
‘I told you, I have loads of stuff to do for my exhibition,’ she said, flirting just a little.
‘Coffee then. That won’t take long, and I have just saved you from an afternoon of shopping.’
‘I really do have too much to do. I’m sorry.’
‘Let me at least walk you to your car then. I’d hate for you to be waylaid by some other incident without me around to protect your honour.’
‘Are you always this persistent?’
‘It’s my thing.’
She rolled her eyes again and started walking, her pace brisk. ‘I haven’t got a car. I’m going to St Ives on the hyper-train.’
‘What?  Let me lend you my car. I don’t need it until I come down to St Ives tomorrow evening.’
‘That’s crazy!  We’ve basically only just met. You don’t know me anywhere near well enough to lend me your car.’ 
‘Come on, we’re friends.’
‘We’ve seen each other, what, like four times?’
‘It’s not like you can crash it; it drives itself. And it has a GPS tracker, so I’ll know where it is.’
‘Now you want to track my whereabouts?’ she teased.
It was Guy’s turn to roll his eyes. ‘Just take the car.’
‘No,’ she said, finally, as they reached the train station.
‘Come on. Be reasonable.’
‘No,’ she repeated, laughing, while looking him straight in the eye to invite his next move.
‘Did you actually just stamp your foot?’ he joked.
‘Goodbye Guy,’ she said, with a smile.
‘Fine,’ he said, finally relenting. ‘I’ll look forward to seeing you tomorrow night then.’
‘I doubt I could stop you even if I wanted to. I don’t think there’s anyone who could,’ she said, over her shoulder as she turned her back and strutted happily away.






  
  Chapter Two


The exhibition was being held in Trebundy’s art gallery on the cliffs overlooking the beautiful seaside town of St Ives. The gallery was a contemporary creation in more ways than one, with angles everywhere on the inside and out. The construction and acoustics had been especially developed to give those perusing the artwork privacy, hiding them away, making it easy to get lost there. Consequently, the space made it difficult to find anyone, but Guy arrived at the venue with only one target in mind. 
He walked up the steps and into the building in his usual self-assured way, his open necked shirt and slacks making him the epitome of a foregone conclusion, and picked up a glass of champagne as he reached the entrance at the top. He barely even noticed the well-dressed but curt woman at the door as she asked him for his name, his eyes busy scanning for the artist herself.
‘Please go in,’ said the woman.
‘Thank you,’ he replied, more out of habit than anything else. ‘Ah,’ he said, turning back as he realised he had overlooked a potential shortcut, ‘I don’t suppose you know where I could find Lulu, do you?’  He flashed her a charming smile, which, much to his dismay, had no effect whatsoever.
The woman gave him a firm but courteous smile in return. ‘I believe she’s inside.’
‘Well I would hope so!’ he joked, as he made his way through the large double doors.
He took a moment to survey the scene, noting a pack of journalists, a couple of businessmen and women he knew and wanted to avoid, and the gallery owner flouncing around, basking in reflected glory. The space was busy, but not packed, thankfully, with Lulu’s past clients, celebrities, socialites, and presumably her friends and family, not that he was interested in distinguishing any one from another tonight.
He was getting frustrated, downing his champagne and grabbing another from a statue-like waiter with a tray and a fixed smile. He had successfully avoided three attempts to engage him in conversation, however, was increasingly aware of the usual ripple of eyes that were now tracking his movements, wondering who he would talk to first. Luckily, the press, having presumably spoken to the artist earlier, were making full use of the free bar and paying him little attention, but he wanted to make sure it stayed that way.
He made a show of thoughtfully viewing the pieces on the walls, making mental notes about which ones he would purchase and how much he thought was reasonable to pay for them, but he still couldn’t find Lulu. He turned a corner and halted briefly, a small frown of recognition appearing on his forehead as he spotted a woman across the room, before continuing as though he hadn’t noticed her. Irritated, he slipped out of the door at the back of the venue into a beautiful, expansive, almost overgrown sculpture garden. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that few others had made it out here, everyone hungry for the socialising inside. He wandered around, running his hand over the sculptures, taking in the smooth, rough, wavy, and angular, revelling in the variety of expression all around him.
He reached the far corner of the garden, stopping to listen to a hidden water feature, when he heard the soft pad of feet approaching from behind. He spun around to find his vision filled by Lulu, looking every inch the chic artist in her newly cleaned dress, as she reached up and lightly pecked him on the lips, her eyes open to take in his reaction.
‘What was that for?’ asked Guy, excited by the unexpected pleasure of her company.
She shrugged, smiling, and turned away a little. ‘I’m an artist,’ she said, as though that were explanation enough.
She took his arm and began to walk him around the garden. ‘I love this place,’ she said, pointing out sculptures that were her particular favourites.
‘I’ve never been here before,’ Guy replied, ‘but I like the work.’
‘Do you?’ Lulu replied, cryptically. They walked on in silence for a few moments before she decided to expand. ‘Do you really like the work, or do you like the idea of playing the supportive patron, all the while making money from the art?’
‘So cynical.’
‘I’ve learned the hard way it’s best to be.’
Guy turned his head, surveying her before answering. ‘I’ve bought plenty of art work; I’ve got a lot of wall space that needs filling,’ he joked. Lulu rolled her eyes. ‘But I’ve never bought anything that I intended to sell. To be frank, I don’t need to use art as an investment, and the idea of parting with something that I’ve bought because I love it, or because it means something to me,’ he said, stopping to look her in the eyes, ‘is too terrible a notion to entertain,’ he said, conspiratorially.
‘Why are you here?’ she asked.
‘To look at your work, and probably buy a piece or two,’ he replied, honestly.
She laughed lightly. ‘You don’t have to buy my work to impress me.’
‘Who said anything about you?’ he teased. ‘If I buy any of your work, I’ll do so for entirely selfish reasons.’
‘Oh?’ she asked, cocking an eyebrow.
‘Because I like it and want it on my wall.’
She chuckled. ‘Well, I’m flattered.’
‘Good,’ he said, finally. ‘Now, how about dinner?’  He flashed her his most endearing smile and she swiped him on the arm.
‘Oh, stop. You know full well I can’t just leave my exhibition. I have to circulate, oozing...I’m not really sure what, but...something.’
‘What if I buy everything?  Then you can send them all home,’ he said, looking down at her roguishly, waiting to see if he had a fellow conspirator.
‘I hope that was a joke, but don’t you dare. As you well know, tonight is about more than just selling my artwork.’
‘Fine,’ he sighed, as they reached the doors back into the building.
‘Ah, there you are, Lulu,’ said an agitated gallery owner, grabbing her arm and forcefully pulling her from Guy’s grasp. He considered holding onto her to see what would happen, but, not wanting to embarrass anyone, dutifully let her go.
‘Breakfast then?’ he said, quietly in her ear, as he leaned in to kiss her cheek goodbye.
‘I’ve got a workout planned,’ she said, a mischievous glint in her eye, ‘but I’m sure we’ll bump into each other again soon.’
The owner ushered her inside, keen to show her off to the world, and Lulu willingly went, without so much as a glance over her shoulder.
Guy watched them go, his interest piqued.

      [image: image-placeholder]Moments after Lulu disappeared, the woman Guy had spotted earlier stepped through the doors. She wore smart, tailored trousers, an open necked shirt and blazer, looking stylish and together as she walked confidently past Guy, further into the garden, neither one showing any recognition of the other. She waited for him by a sculpture that was out of sight from casual observers, taking in Guy’s hostile body language and furious expression as he rounded the corner. He stopped close in front of her, his body still and controlled.
‘Melissa,’ said Guy, inclining his head in dangerous question.
‘Guy,’ Melissa mirrored, not giving an inch.
‘You know the rules...’
‘...everything is in place for three weeks’ time,’ she interrupted, ignoring his tone. ‘I need your authorisation, and seeing as we both happen to be here socially, it seemed like too good an opportunity not to take advantage.’
Guy considered her words, then visibly relented, nodding impatiently and indicating for her to get a move on. Melissa pulled out her smart glasses, projecting a document onto a stone sculpture, then stepped to the side, giving Guy space to read it.
Guy scanned the document quickly, then held out his hand for her glasses. She gave them to him without question and he put them on in a fluid motion. Authorise, thought Guy, the glasses’ reading his brain waves through his skin. The glasses scanned Guy’s eyes and Melissa held out the smart device on her wrist. Guy moved the biometric chip in his palm across it and Melissa gave a curt nod, took back her glasses, paused to give him a meaningful look, then walked back through the doors without saying another word.

      [image: image-placeholder]Cecil, a short man of about fifty, with a little too much paunch around the middle, walked up the steps to the front door of his semi-detached town house on the outskirts of York. The street was full of similar properties, and he admired the climbing rose on next door’s wall, breathing in its sweet summer scent. He reached the top and paused, a look of confusion about his face. The door, which would usually open for him when he arrived home, was closed. He reached out a hand and pushed it, jiggling the handle to see if it had got stuck, but it wouldn’t move an inch.
‘Now, why aren’t you opening?’ he asked under his breath. He knocked on the door and waited expectantly, standing on tip-toes to try and see in through the window at the top, but, being short, soon gave up. He moved to a panel at the side of the door and swung its cover to one side, waving the chip in his hand over the, now visible, scanner underneath. A green light and low beep signalled success, the front door clicking open as he let the panel swing shut.
Cecil made for the entrance, moving cautiously through the front door, apprehensive about what he might find.
‘Lights,’ he said, to the dark hall, the lights immediately coming on, illuminating his humanoid butlerbot, who was sitting on the floor, rocking back and forth. ‘Lenny?’  Cecil moved towards the robot, kneeling down next to it. ‘Lenny, are you alright?  What’s wrong?’
Lenny, the butlerbot, looked up, no longer rocking as he faced his owner. Lenny's five foot frame was made of super light aluminium, with a carbon fibre exterior. Butlerbots were light for their size, weighing around forty kilos. The butlerbots came in a variety of models, but each model was standardised, so they looked the same. The owner could however select its voice, specifying gender, age, accent, how chatty the robot should be, and how formal, so the butlers seemed to have personalities distinct to themselves, and people got attached to them.
‘I just can’t take it anymore,’ said Lenny, his speech indistinguishable from that of a human.
‘Can’t take what?’ asked Cecil, confused.
‘It’s too much. It’s all just too much,’ said Lenny, shifting his gaze to look past Cecil, into the mid-distance.
‘Lenny?  What are you talking about?  What’s too much?’  The man reached out a comforting hand and touched the robot on the arm.
‘Everything,’ said Lenny. He paused, before looking Cecil straight in the eye. ‘Everything you make me do. The washing and cleaning and cooking and shopping and fixing everything around the house. Having to remember everything all the time: to send you reminders, to set the lights and the temperature, sort out the utilities, make sure I’ve ordered the right car every day, ensure your money is invested wisely, that you’ve got the right insurance, that you never forget your kids’ birthdays...it’s just...it’s too much.’  Lenny lowered his head back onto his knees and the rocking resumed.
‘Lenny?  Are you still with me?’  Cecil shook Lenny lightly on the shoulder, starting to panic. ‘We can cut back. We can give you more time off. We can get another butler to help you out. We’ll figure something out.’  Cecil looked intently at Lenny, expecting some kind of response, but Lenny remained silent. ‘Hang on Lenny, I’ll call someone...don’t you worry, I’ll get you help.’  Cecil rushed to his bag, which he’d discarded in the doorway, grabbed his smart glasses and hastily slid them onto his face. He threw one more hopeful glance at his robot, but Lenny just sat there, rocking slowly back and forth.

      [image: image-placeholder]Lulu flopped to the ground as she crossed the makeshift sprint finish line in the sand, her chest heaving as she tried to regain her breath. It was a glorious morning, even at this early hour, the sun reflecting furiously on the flat calm of the sea, playing about as the water moved gently up and down, slivers of silver light trying to fool onlookers into believing it could be warm. Tiny waves lapped lightly at the beach, the sound calming Lulu’s exhausted body, helping her settle her racing heart.
‘Darling, you’re a little distracted this morning,’ said Bertie Baqua, her slight, Asian fitness instructor, as he caught up with her. He was renowned the world over and in great demand, but he and Lulu had been friends for years, Lulu having attended his classes before he was famous, their friendship secured on the dance floor of a dubious Salsa club in Brighton.
‘I opened my exhibition last night,’ she replied, as though this were enough.
‘And?’ he replied, clearly requiring more.
She thought about keeping Guy a secret, but knowing Bertie, he probably already knew. ‘And Guy Strathclyde came.’
‘Did he indeed?’ flounced Bertie, laughing with his eyes.
‘He keeps asking me out,’ she shrugged, as though this were obviously a problem.
‘And?’
‘And, I thought he was a typical corporate mogul. I mean, he was obviously given his job by his dad.’
‘Which is frowned upon these days,’ said Bertie, frivolously.
‘Which is illegal these days,’ snapped Lulu, rolling over and propping herself up on her arms.
Bertie raised an eyebrow and a shoulder simultaneously. ‘Touchy,’ he said. ‘You must really like him.’
‘I don’t know him. But I was surprised about his opinions on certain topics.’
‘In a good way?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, what’s the problem then?’
‘I just never thought I’d even entertain the idea of dating someone like him. And I think he might be dangerous.’
‘Isn’t that a little prejudiced?’
Lulu rolled her eyes. ‘Maybe,’ she pouted, playing with the grains of sand between her fingers.
‘What harm can come from going on a couple of dates?  If you like him, then great; you’re not breaking any rules by dating him...apart from ones you’ve perhaps created for yourself for no good reason.’
Lulu huffed as she brushed the sand away. ‘I suppose so.’
‘You’re welcome,’ he said, reaching down to help her up.
‘You’re insufferable,’ she said, refusing his hand and throwing a towel at him instead. Bertie snickered, and didn’t stop. ‘What now?’ she asked, not understanding the joke.
‘Looks like you’ve got company,’ he said, nodding up the beach.
Lulu’s head whipped round. ‘Oh God,’ she breathed.
‘I’ll say,’ said Bertie, nodding his head in approval.
Guy reached their workout spot and held his hands up; they were full of coffee and paper bags. ‘Hungry?’ he asked hopefully. She paused, considering another refusal. ‘Oh, come on,’ he said, ‘of course you’re hungry; you’ve been working out for ages.’
Bertie nudged Lulu towards Guy. ‘I’ve got another client, so I really must be going,’ he said, as though the breakfast invitation had also been extended to him, which of course they all knew it hadn’t. ‘Have fun,’ he said, suggestively. He stuffed dumbbells, balls and elastics back into his bag, hoisted it over his shoulder, and headed back up the beach, throwing Lulu a double thumbs up, complete with accompanying indelicate head nod behind Guy’s back.
Lulu ignored him. ‘You’ve been watching me work out?’ she asked, not sure whether to be flattered or a little bit freaked out.
Guy laughed. ‘Not really. I’ve been working in the café up there,’ he said, pointing to the beach’s edge where a Chutney Café stood, the chain that had gained supremacy when it innovated the old players out of the market by replacing humans with robots. ‘They’re not technically open yet, but the manager took pity on me and let me in early.’
‘Charmed by your smile, no doubt.’
‘I am very charming,’ he said, flashing her his best grin. ‘I’m so glad you’ve noticed.’
Lulu gave him a look, pulling both paper bags from his hands and peeking inside to inspect his selection. She couldn’t decide between the Danish pastry and the lemon Sfogliatella, so she ripped the Danish pastry in two, keeping half for herself and handing half back to Guy. Then she bit the end off the Sfogliatella and offered him the remnants. He politely declined. ‘Your loss,’ she said, finishing off the rest in a couple of swift mouthfuls and turning to walk back up the beach. ‘Delicious,’ she cooed. ‘I can’t remember the last time I ate pastry; it’s sooo bad for you.’
‘But it tastes so good,’ said Guy, polishing off his half. ‘And if I were to consult the chips in our palms, I’d find that we both have perfect BMIs, so we don’t have to feel too guilty over a single transgression.’
Biometrics were used everywhere now, after the 2020s, where identity fraud and bank account hacking had become so prolific that every kid with a computer and a bit of nous was at it. These days, people had secure digital passports, which were called upon whenever personal information was required online. To access the passport, the user needed a password, a fingerprint or palm chip scan, and a face scan. Payments in shops, transport, online purchases, bank transfers, were all made with some combination of chip, fingerprint and face scans, and face scans could pick up indicators of duress.
Health provision was tracked through biometrics, work, education, criminal records. It was all linked up, which was good for those with nothing to hide, but made life tricky for people who didn’t want to be tracked, or for people who would rather forget their history.
Lulu took a swig of her coffee, an Americano, just how she liked it. ‘Hmm, true, I suppose we’re not causing a problem for the NHS just yet.’
Guy laughed. ‘Heaven forbid.’
‘You shouldn’t laugh. You can barely buy a chocolate bar these days without being judged, and they’re so small they’re barely worth it anyway.’
‘Ah yes, our happily obese ancestors, how lucky they were,’ Guy joked.
‘It’s sad, when you think about it, that the state has had to step in to stop us eating too much, especially when there are still people in the world dying of hunger.’
‘I know,’ said Guy, a shadow crossing behind his eyes. ‘Speaking of which,’ he said, brightening up, ‘I’m having an opening party for a new business venture on Friday. You should come along.’
‘Guy,’ she said, avoiding his eyes, ‘look, I’m just not sure this is a great idea.’
Guy smiled. ‘Why?’
‘Because I’m not sure I’m who you think I am.’
‘And who is that?’
‘Some kind of socialite artist, who wants to walk around on the arm of a business mogul.’
He laughed. ‘I think it might more be the case that I’m not who you think I am, if that’s what you think I’m looking for.’
‘I used to work for you.’
‘Did you?’ he chuckled. ‘Doing what?’
‘I worked in a factory, maintaining the robots that stole our freedom and our jobs.’
‘I see,’ he said, carefully, ‘and you think it’s partly my fault?  All the working restrictions?’
‘Well isn’t it?  I was stuck doing menial work for twenty hours a week, with no ability to progress into a decent job and no ability to work more due to the working hours cap. The people around me were all the same; stuck and with nowhere to go. Sure, they can go home and put on their gaming visors, or even go to a real-life pub with their friends, but there’s no way to move up, and that sucks the life out of people.’
‘I didn’t make the rules about which jobs have caps; that’s purely based on the job’s skill requirements and whether it can be automated or not. And people have more money and more free time now than at any point in history,’ said Guy, not forcefully, just matter of factly, ‘and living standards are higher than they’ve ever been.’
‘And mental health problems have never been more of an issue, and, for all that the state’s tried to do about obesity, it’s still raging out of control. People have nothing to force them out of bed in the morning, so half of them literally don’t even bother.’
‘Life’s too easy.’
‘Yes, it is,’ she snapped.
‘And you think I’m partly to blame.’
They’d reached the edge of the beach and Lulu slumped to the sand, pulling her legs up to her chest as she watched the sea. Guy sat down next to her. ‘I don’t know,’ she eventually replied. ‘I think people like you could do more to campaign for people like the one I used to be.’
‘Lulu, I agree with you, the current situation sucks, but what’s the alternative?  Do we let other economies develop robots instead?  So we’re reliant on their technology and line their pockets to the detriment of our own prosperity?  Or do we force people to forego the benefits of modern robot technology all together?  Where more people die in operating theatres, housework takes up a significant portion of the week, and education’s a lottery?  And our economy wouldn’t be able to compete properly on the global playing field.’
‘Isn’t that what’s happened to Africa?  China?  All the others?  Their jobs have been stolen by artificial intelligence and now look at the mess they’re in.’
‘Again, I agree with you, but what would you have us do about it?’
Lulu took a deep breath. ‘I don
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