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      Hilda woke up to a tentative knock on her door and a throbbing head. She didn’t answer but rubbed her hand across a large bump on her forehead.

      It felt as large as the Black Hills.

      There was another knock . . .

      “Ma’am?”

      “What is it?”

      “I have a parcel.”

      “Just slip it through the slitty thing . . .”

      “It’s not the slip-able kind.”

      “Well then, just leave it outside the door.”

      “It’s not leave-able either.”

      Hilda tutted.

      “It is but take-able,” added the robotic voice.

      “Take-able? What are you talking about?” said Hilda as she rubbed her bump. You could ride a floating platform around it, she thought.

      “It says here,” the voice read, “it is to be hand-delivered into our esteemed leader’s hands only. Definitely not leave-able.”

      Hilda, with a great muttering of “pickles,” staggered out of bed. She caught a glimpse of her face in the mirror and almost staggered again—it would be days before she could leave the pad with this face. She’d be laughed out of the room with a view before she even opened her mouth.

      “Turn the other way,” snapped Hilda.

      “What?”

      “When I open the door, you must turn the other way, or I won’t open the door.”

      “Turning as we speak, ma’am.”

      Hilda creaked the door open a few inches and peered into the blinking eyes of a delivery android.

      “Great pickled egg,” said the android.

      “I told you to turn away.”

      “You took me by surprise,” said the android.

      “You are a robot, you don’t do surprise.”

      “A figure of speech, ma’am. And it’s android.”

      Hilda stared at the so-called android. When did they get so smart?

      She snatched the parcel and made to slam the door, but the android stopped it with her foot.

      “Signature, ma’am.”

      “What?”

      “New rules. Signing required for parcels larger than an H-Pad or Alice is involved.”

      Hilda wrenched the door open, giving the android, along with her footman, a complete view of the esteemed leader in a onesie the size of a marquee, hair like a toilet brush, face as puffy as a blowfish, and a larger-than-life thumping red lump pulsating on her forehead.

      “You could ride a floating platform around that bump,” muttered the footman.

      Hilda threw him a look, grabbed the cheap-as-a-pickle signature pad, scribbled an esteemed-leader signature, and thrust it back into the android’s hands.

      “You have both seen nothing.”

      “Memory banks wiped, ma’am,” said the android.

      “My lips are sealed, ma’am,” said the footman.

      “Just as well,” said Hilda and, with a you dare tell anyone look, slammed her door shut.

      Hilda tossed the parcel onto the chair and missed. It clattered to the ground. She stared at a mirror and touched her bump. She looked like a back of a robotic turtle.

      She listened to the android reversing.

      “Hemp oil won’t even touch that,” muttered the footman.

      “Should have used filtered ice,” said the android.

      “Too late now,” muttered the footman. “It’ll be days before that thing vanishes.”

      “I can hear,” snapped Hilda, then stopped. Did that parcel just move?

      Grrrrrrrr . . .

      She poked it with her foot.

      Grrrrrrrr . . .

      The parcel began to vibrate.

      She nudged it again with her foot.

      The vibrations grew stronger, propelling it across the floor . . .

      What the pickle?
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        * * *

      

      Verruca, clutching an old-fashioned but still-fit-for-purpose remote, stared at a set of plans on her equally old and fit-for-purpose kitchen table.

      She sipped her hot weak tea.

      The plans were one of many that she had “pilfered” years ago during the great digital take-over when paper plans were burned on large bonfires.

      It had been rolled up for years; to keep it flat, she had placed a teapot on one corner and a biscuit tin on the other.

      She stared down at the layout of Hilda’s penthouse. Luckily, Hilda was not the redecorating sort of leader.

      “It’s working,” said Verruca. “There may only be a forward and back on this so-called remote, but it’s working—I can move the parcel.”

      Her robot, clattering about the inside of her fridge, didn’t answer.

      The screen on top of the fridge wobbled.

      “Will you leave the fridge,” said Verruca.

      Her robot slammed the fridge door shut and the screen toppled onto its side.

      “Leave where?” said the robot, adjusting the screen upright.

      “Leave it where it is but shut,” said Verruca.

      “Shutting completed.”

      “Good, now go and do something useful,” said Verruca.

      “Clean fridge.” The robot opened the fridge.

      “No, I can’t see the screen when you open the fridge . . .”

      The screen wobbled.

      Verruca sighed.

      “No screen in fridge,” said the robot.

      “The screen is on top, and if you keep opening and shutting⁠—”

      “Shut door,” said the robot with a robust slam.

      The screen crashed to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Hilda stared at the parcel. The vibrating stopped, she waited . . . nothing.

      She decided to go back to bed and, in the vain hope that the footman was wrong, slapped hemp oil on her face.

      Maybe, when she woke, her face would return to normal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            DBO

          

          “A good footman always knows who to spread a secret to.” —Beryl

        

      

    

    
      DBO stood at the same “no need to shut” gate Vegas had stood at.

      She inhaled the damp air. She knew the moment the shed exploded that there was no turning back. And did she care?

      Not one jot.

      She felt excited, liberated, a new woman. All her life she had been waiting for something big to happen, something better than, well, anything so far, and here she was—out into the unknown, advising Vegas, the biggest Voted In since Hilda herself.

      She stopped for a moment to take it all in . . .

      This was her chance to make her mark, change things, and the thought thrilled her.

      “I am going in,” she said to Verruca. “When there is saving to be done, you can’t hang around.”

      “And Vegas,” said Verruca. “She knows you’re coming?”

      “Vegas is in panic mode—I think Hilda may have made contact,” said DBO.

      Verruca chuckled. “Don’t you worry about Hilda, I have her in hand.”
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        * * *

      

      Vegas waited for the so-called fairy godmother on the veranda. Squinting into the distance, she wondered how she was making it through the fields. She hadn’t heard a pickling word for ages.

      What was taking her so long?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Unlike Vegas, DBO’s curiosity gave her no time for fear. She was making her way through the fields like a scientist, taking notes. To her, the fields were a thing of fascination. She had, like many, heard little of what was outside the city and, like a few, often wondered what it was like. She had asked many times, but no one seemed to know apart from Verruca, whose only comment was “All in good time.”

      She moved across the stony footpath like an expert walker, her tough shoes impervious to the dry stones and odd mud patch. Her clothes, hard and scratchy, were similar to the workers’ and gave her protection against the rain and wind. In fact, the fieldworkers assumed she was one of them, lost from another field. She had the walk of a worker, she took notes like a worker, and she didn’t wave, even when the odd head appeared from the high hemp crops. Workers never waved; they had been brought up to be invisible.

      DBO carried on, her imagination in full flow as her face was pelted by the rain, followed by a biting wind, then a scorching sun. It was a continual cycle of hot and cold that had her pondering how anyone could work in such conditions—conditions that made the shed seem like a palace.

      “Which field you heading?” shouted one of the workers.

      DBO looked up. She saw three weather-beaten faces peering from the high hemp grass.

      “Or are you lost?” said another.

      DBO stopped. “You talking to me?”

      “Don’t see anyone else on the road,” said a worker.

      DBO stopped and smiled. “Well, that is true.”
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        * * *

      

      Vegas looked at the sun making its way down toward the horizon. How long did it take to walk through the fields?

      “She’ll be there a while,” muttered Prudence. “Those workers are a curious lot; seeing nothing but hemp can do that to a woman.”

      “Women? Those workers are women?” said Vegas.

      “Of course, what did you think they were?”

      “Well, workers . . . never really thought about them being all feeling, all moaning women . . . like, well, me.” Vegas eyed Prudence. “You sure? I mean aren’t they another more, you know, robotic sort of thing?”

      “No, just women,” muttered Prudence.

      Vegas squinted into the horizon. “I couldn’t even last an hour in that field. How do they stand it?”

      “They don’t,” said Prudence. “They usually squat.”
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        * * *

      

      DBO stood at the edge of the field as three workers made their way onto the road. They eyed each other as the wind died down.

      Up close, DBO looked nothing like a fieldworker. Her skin was white and smooth, a sight new to the fieldworkers. Worker One reached out to touch her pale cheek; the rough skin of her forefinger scratched against DBO’s cheek, but DBO didn’t flinch. Instead, she touched the face of the worker and felt the leathery face.

      DBO had seen brown wrinkled skin on women at the market stalls, but these women were blacker, muscular, and much taller. Worker One’s gnarled finger moved to DBO’s hair as Worker Two blurted out questions.

      Soon, DBO was explaining like an animated storyteller the life of a shed Operator as the sun came out (yet again) and began to burn her skin.

      “You work inside?” said Worker One.

      “Yes.” DBO squinted at her.

      “In a shed?”

      “She said that already,” said Worker Two. “The shed is for communicating?”

      “We put tools in ours,” said Worker One.

      “We did have tools, but not anymore,” said DBO.

      “Yeah, that’ll be right,” said Worker Two. “A worker with no tools.” She pulled a face. “A worker ain’t a worker without tools.” She turned to Worker Three. “Ain’t that right?”

      Worker Three didn’t answer. She, pondering such curious ways of using a shed, was scribbling notes.

      “Too right,” said Worker One.

      DBO talked of her footman (leaving out the massages) and how she recycled old equipment to intercept the enemy (bragging just a little) and finally ended with, as she called it, “the phantasmagorical explosion of the shed” with an illustrative capow!

      The fieldworkers looked unimpressed.

      “Our tools are incombustible.”

      “Really?” said DBO, breaking out in a sweat.

      “Need to be, you should try working with hemp effluent under this sun.”

      DBO, who had never heard of hemp effluent, was about to ask what it was when Worker One began a barrage of questions on why she was here and where she was going.

      DBO, trying to keep Verruca’s plan hush-hush, talked of Earth, Beryl’s landing, and a dwarf named Woody, who “once seen could never be forgotten.”

      The fieldworkers’ eyes widened. Even Worker Three stopped writing, pencil hovering. “A dwarf?” she said. “That’s the stuff of legends.”

      “And Beryl is our leader?” said Worker One. She turned to Worker Two. “We have a leader, is that the stuff of legends?”

      “You have more than one,” said DBO.

      “More than one? That’s taking it too far,” said Worker One.

      “Ridiculous,” muttered Worker Three.

      “Hilda,” said DBO.

      “Beryl and Hilda,” scribbled Worker Three.

      DBO began to describe the Voted In and the much-talked-about room with a view.

      The three fieldworkers looked from one to the other and started to laugh.

      “And this woman with those stupid gloves for shoes, she is one of those?” said Worker Three.

      “Well, yes?” said DBO. “Apparently the room with a view is so high that we women below look like ants.”

      Worker Three began to scribble. “. . . look like ants . . .”

      “Well, they know nothing about walking, I can tell you. Her shoes were as ridiculous as two leaders.”

      The three workers chuckled.

      “Those shoes were as good at being shoes as I am a man,” said Worker One.

      Worker Two let forth a roar of laughter, startling Worker Three from her writing.

      DBO didn’t see the joke.

      “You don’t like puns?” said Worker Two.

      “Puns?” muttered DBO.

      Worker Two let out a louder roar which echoed across the field. A sea of heads popped up. DBO started to count and stopped at twenty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            VERRUCA

          

          “Pickles is for swearing, not for eating.” —Cook

        

      

    

    
      Hilda looked at her reflection. The hemp oil had no effect on her puffy face. In fact, if anything, she looked worse; the whole side of her face was now like a balloon. She could hardly move her lips.

      So much for a good night’s sleep.

      Hilda dimmed the lights and wrapped a head scarf around her face, like a good old-fashion Earth terrorist.

      She turned to Alice. “Switch on spy mode.”

      “Ma’am,” said Alice.

      “Let’s start with the kitchen,” said Hilda through swollen lips.

      Alice projected an image of the kitchen onto a blank wall. Hilda poured herself some sparkly, pulled a straw from a drawer, and watched . . .

      The dark lady who considered herself the head cook was casually leaning on her bench, eyeing Lilia. Lilia was on pot-scrubbing duty, and the dark lady was instructing Lilia like she had never cleaned one before. Lilia, attacking the bottom of a pot with a wire brush, hummed to herself. She’d had a great morning, and nothing the dark lady said could dull her mood.

      “The Voted In are loving the cycling,” said Lilia.

      The dark lady tutted. “You’re cleaning it all wrong.”

      Lilia, with a hum, brushed hair from her eyes. “I made scones for them,” she said.

      Hilda jolted in her chair. Scones? she thought. Since when are scones appropriate in the basement?

      “Yes, they love them,” said Lilia. “Gobbled them up—no complaints.”

      The dark lady choked on her tea. “They gobbled up your scones?”

      “They even paid extra for hemp butter,” said Lilia.

      “Pay?” yelled Hilda.

      The two cooks stopped. Where did that voice come from?

      Hilda threw a look at Alice. “Use the silencer,” she mouthed.

      “Ma’am,” said Alice, “the silencer has been affected by the shed explosion.”

      “Great pickling egg,” shouted Hilda.

      The two cooks stopped.

      “We are on spy lock-down,” said Alice.

      “Spy lock-down! How can I spy when there is a pickling lock-down?”

      The two cooks looked at each other.

      “Who’s that?” hissed Lilia.

      The dark lady looked about the kitchen. There was no one, not even a mechanical mouse.

      Hilda waved a “switch it off” to Alice . . .

      Alice tried to explain that switching off was not an instant thing. “Spy lock-down,” she said, “caused stalling . . . it will take time, ma’am.”

      “Time,” snapped Hilda. “I have no time for time. Switch to the cleaners.”

      “Cleaners?” muttered the dark lady.

      Lilia looked at the dark lady. “Thought that was me.”

      Hilda nodded a “switch quickly” look at Alice.

      There was a rustling of noise as channels were changed; a loud piercing squeal filtered into the kitchen and Hilda’s bedroom. Hilda cupped her ears as the dark lady swore, while Lilia carried on cleaning.

      “That’ll be the spy lock-down,” said Lilia over a loud scraping.

      “And that’ll be you through to the other end if you keep that up,” snapped the dark lady.
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        * * *

      

      Hilda focused on her wall as an image of Cleaner One and Cleaner Two slowly appeared. They were casually standing outside the barracks, talking about the Voted In’s lack of gratitude.

      “That’s the seaside resort up and running, and do they care? Are they interested?” said Cleaner One.

      “No appreciation,” muttered Cleaner Two.

      “‘Rather have a hoover robot suck my nose,’ said one of ’em.”

      “As if they know what a hoover is,” said Cleaner Two.

      “‘Teeth clamped together and eat through a straw,’ said that so-called Baby,” snapped Cleaner One.

      “Bit rich. Many would give their eyeteeth for a turn of the seaside. I know I would,” said Cleaner Two.

      Cleaner One eyed her colleague. “Eyeteeth? Since when does a cleaner have any of those?”

      “Well, if I had one, I would . . . gladly . . .”

      Hilda sighed. “Is this what I pay these workers for?” she snapped. “To stand around idly chatting⁠—”

      Cleaner One stopped. “What was that?”

      “Sounded like Hilda,” said Cleaner Two.

      “Hilda?” said Cleaner One. “She’s unavailable, some say on holiday.”

      “Holiday?” said Cleaner Two. “She’s as likely to take one of those as a Voted In is to say thank-you.”

      “I heard her face is like hemp pulp,” said Cleaner One.

      Hilda glanced at herself in a mirror. Hemp pulp?

      “Or was it mashed pumpkin?”

      “Hmmm,” said Cleaner Two. “Too late for hemp oil . . .”

      Hilda, with a sigh, told Alice to switch off. Spying was pointless with the lock-down in progress. She huffed; she hadn’t banked on the Voted In liking the stationaries or designing bras from G strings. She thought they’d be begging for their room with a view back, working hard for brownie points.

      “Just tell me one thing,” said Hilda to Alice. “How do they pay?”

      “It is more bribe rather than pay, ma’am.”

      “Impressive,” muttered Hilda. “Never thought they had it in them.” She moved to her patio doors and glanced out onto her minions below.

      “Yes, ma’am. The control of the kitchen appliance is all in the peddle power of the Voted In, which they have used to their advantage—so to speak.”

      “Hmmm,” muttered Hilda. She was bored. She couldn’t spy, couldn’t go out, couldn’t even sip her beverages without a straw.

      Grrrrrrrr. The parcel moved.

      She looked at it. She usually loved parcels, ripped them open in seconds even when she knew what was inside. But not this time; she had no idea what was inside or how it moved, and she couldn’t care less. She had as much interest in that parcel as she did in a footman.

      What had happened to her? Was it the explosion? The bump?

      “Would you like to open the parcel, Alice?” she said with a flat sigh.

      Alice circled the room with excitement as her arms unfolded. “Certainly, ma’am.”

      Everyone hated Alice, even Hilda. She was, thanks to a dysfunctional app, too eager to please, too grateful for attention, and always looking for a “well done.”

      Now, thanks to Hilda’s face looking like the top of a pumpkin, Alice was the only robot she wanted. In fact, she found Alice’s gratitude reassuring in the midst of not knowing what to do and feeling like a fool. Alice circling the penthouse with a hemp duster while offering “hot drinks” cheered her. Besides, no one listened to Alice; even if she shouted from the Speech Balcony that “Hilda’s face was like a splattered hemp rissole,” no one would listen. Her face was safe in the hands of Alice.

      Hilda turned back to her patio doors as Alice attacked the parcel with relish. A bird fluttered by, took one look at Hilda’s face, and crashed into the glass with a shriek.

      Hilda, tight-lipped, pulled the curtains shut as Alice pulled what looked like a drill from the box and squealed with girlish glee.

      A leaflet fluttered to the floor.

      Hilda started, turned, and for a moment felt a small pulse of interest.

      “Such decoration,” muttered Alice. She turned it in her hand. “And so flexible, and yet . . . firm.”

      “All that work for something to screw things?” muttered Hilda.

      “Ma’am,” said Alice, “it is not a drill.”

      Hilda, with a “what is it then” on the tip of her tongue, spied the leaflet.

      Hilda looked down at the instructions. She’d never see diagrams like this before, not with a woman smiling. She began to read. Soon she had forgotten all about her puffy face and her disguise as Alice discreetly left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Verruca was outside preparing a bonfire when her robot, in siren mode, began to yell, “Warning, warning, map moving, map moving.”

      Verruca glanced at the kitchen window to see her robot circling the table, arms flying, in complete panic mode—an unattractive quality of earlier models.

      Verruca raced inside.

      “I told you before, it is merely the wind moving the map.”

      She stared at the map spread out on the table. It was moving around the table in a circular movement, with the area marked “Hilda’s Bedroom” lit up like a hot plate.

      Hilda had taken the bait.

      She messaged DBO. “Time has been bought. Use it well.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            VEGAS

          

          “Dictatorship suits you.” —Letters to Hilda (writer unknown)

        

      

    

    
      Vegas saw DBO’s tiny figure in the distance. She had waited all night for this so-called fairy godmother. She had watched the sun go down and come up again only to find the person who was going to save everything was a shed worker, an Operator. She watched the slip of a girl walk fearlessly through the scarecrows, ignoring the birds. Vegas had no memory of her. Who noticed a shed worker? They all looked the same.

      She waved.

      DBO, aware of the danger of waving close to mechanical birds, nodded.

      A parrot fluttered across to Vegas and nestled on her shoulder. She waved it away. It squawked into her ear; she cursed and tried a futile dodge and stepping-away motion. The bird fluttered in the air and flew back on her shoulder just as DBO strode onto the veranda.

      “Where have you been?” snapped Vegas.

      “Investigating, gathering information, taking it all in,” said DBO. “The fieldworkers have a lot to say.”

      “Fieldworkers?” said Vegas.

      DBO nodded.

      Another, larger parrot flapped onto Vegas’s head as it struggled to gain balance. Vegas swore, flapped at it, and, when it pecked, swore again.

      Vegas rubbed her hand. “The birds don’t bother you?”

      “It’s all in the body language,” said DBO. “So the fieldworkers tell me.”

      The parrot nestled into Vegas’s hair; a few strands tumbled to the floor. Vegas attempted another “get away” wave.

      “Especially the waving,” said DBO.

      Vegas stopped mid wave.

      “The birds respond to a more dismissive approach,” said DBO, sending an approaching parrot squawking in the other direction.

      Vegas eyed DBO. She had expected a woman like herself—hesitant, apprehensive, and, well . . . older, a woman who would enjoy and, yes, need a guided tour. In fact, she had planned one, with quirky asides and puns. DBO looked about as interested in a guided tour as Hilda in abstract art. This young slip of a thing was unmoved, steely, and, quite frankly, off-putting.

      Vegas fumbled with her words.

      “Well then, let’s get down to the escorting.”

      “Escorting?” said DBO.

      “Yes,” she said. “And get away from these pickling birds for a start.”

      DBO said nothing.

      “Nobody should go through this place alone,” continued Vegas.

      DBO looked around at the patio and pulled out a notebook.

      “Well, at least for the first time,” said Vegas.

      Silence . . .

      “We could start with the greenhouse, the robots are dying to meet you . . . the smell is bad, gets worse, and then . . . well . . .” Vegas feigned a chuckle. “It gets better . . .” She faltered. “And there are noises, weird noises, but don’t mind, just leaves rustling—the odd mouse . . .” She tried a smile. “So those pesky robots say.”

      Vegas stopped. DBO was nosing around the veranda, taking notes, like an inspector—ignoring her.

      She tried to explain about the three robots and was just going through their names when she caught DBO’s blank face.

      Was she listening?

      “You’ll need to mind how you go,” snapped Vegas. “Let me do the talking.”

      DBO peered at a plant and scribbled on her pad.

      “It’s one thing watching these things on a screen,” said Vegas, “quite another to be in the thick of it, so to speak.”

      DBO looked up from her notepad. “In the thick of it?”

      “Yes, it is said a lot around here, along with bee’s knees.”

      “Bee’s knees?” said DBO, making for the door.

      Vegas, attempting to stop DBO, skidded on a pile of leaves.

      DBO righted her.

      Vegas, with a tetchy huff, brushed herself down. “Look, smart bum—you may have just skipped through the Black Hills, scared off a few birds, made best pals with the fieldworkers, but I am still the Voted In around here and you the shed worker.”

      “That you have never heard of,” said DBO.

      Vegas stopped. “Well yes.”

      “Who you don’t recognize?”

      Vegas blushed.

      “Who saved your bum?” said DBO. She made to knock at the door again, but Vegas grabbed her arm.

      “Nothing can prepare you for this place,” said Vegas.

      DBO gestured to the door. “It says ‘Enter’.”

      “I am just trying to say, nothing is what it seems here,” said Vegas.

      “Like home then?” said DBO.

      “There’s fish for a start,” muttered Vegas.

      “So I heard.”

      “And crazy noises,” said Vegas.

      DBO, looking unconvinced, gestured to the door. “So, what’s in there that I should be so afraid of?”

      “Women, some dressed as men—even acting like them.”

      “Bit like yourself
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TERMINATION
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