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Rental riot

The house was down a backstreet
about ten minutes walk from Footscray station. Jack was early, so
he could drift towards the target address. He smiled at some kids
playing in the alleyway, Mostly still semi-detached houses of at
least 50 year vintage. In the middle distance stood row upon row of
new apartments. Strangely though, these semi-detached brick houses
were still very fashionable with the renters. He wondered what the
original owners would make of the prices they sold for now. Eye
watering numbers. To Ruby, Jack and Noah and their followers it was
a drain on the economy. Every dollar spent here was a dollar that
could not be invested in productive capacity. For a moment he was
disoriented, and almost walked in the wrong direction. The glasses
corrected him, he turned around and there it was. A crowd of at
least fifty people. Just for one house rental.

Way back even this government had
banned the auctioning of rental agreements. The exercise of market
forces: rather than a fixed rent for a house, auction it between
the prospective renters: the highest bid wins. But it was a bridge
too far. It was deeply unpopular, and the banning was widely
supported. But rather than eliminate it, the law just drove it
underground. So this crowd was gathered in the execution of the
rental auction. It couldn’t be online as that would alert even the
lazy authorities. Here the auction took place in a local grid of
device to device. All near-field and local. Bids circulated and
progress was only visible to the participants. If you looked
closely you could see fingers moving and rental prices moving ever
upward.

The real estate agent stood at the
door, calmly watching while the crowd worked it out. He was early
twenties, in a business suit with what looked like a fresh haircut.
This was not a plum job at the agency. All the senior agents would
be out selling the properties: rentals were for the juniors, and
rental auctions were for the most junior of the juniors. He was
frighteningly skinny with short dark hair and looked as if he
strayed from some high school classroom for the day.

So here they were, collectively
breaking the law. The power here was massively imbalanced. Property
empire versus the renters. As it had been, as long as anyone could
remember. Jack followed the auction, connected in the near field.
It jiggled along, with the agent giving it a nudge. "Ideally
located. You won't find another like it." The usual cliches, had
worked, always would work. Or so it seemed. Close to the house, in
the driveway, a young bidder suddenly became agitated. Shouting at
the agent.

"It skipped. It deleted it. You just
took out my bid. You bastard."

Jack watched closely. The irritated
bidder pushed forward towards the agent. The crowd parted at first,
collectively puzzled. A glitch in an illegal rental auction.
Happened every day. Well at least every second day. Except that
somehow it had flipped a switch in the crowd. There was an
undercurrent of emotion here. Along the lines of how much can we
actually bear of this. Have we had enough. A push, a surge, from
the back. A raw surge of animal emotion.

All of a sudden the crowd surged
forward. Jack held back. What was happening here? He scanned the
crowd of angry faces.

“Parasitic
bastard.”

“Fuck your stupid
rental auction.”

At first Jack was quite amused by
this development. He stood back, watching. As the very front of the
crowd came in contact with the agent, he could see what was going
to happen here.

He called Noah.

"We've got a situation here. The
crowd are going to tear this agent apart."

“You rung the
police?”

“Yes, but it’s
not a priority.”

“Just get the
agent out of there.”

“What?”

“Just get him
out. We don’t want him damaged.”

 


Jack was about five rows back from
the agent. He caught sight of the look in his eyes. It was an
existential look: naked fear. Hard against the brick wall just to
the side of the front door. Jack moved fast, elbowing his way
forwards. They were not expecting such direct physical action, so
their first instinct was to step aside. Only as he got to the front
row did someone turn and look at him with a look of rage. Jack
stared back, with a look that indicated that if he wanted to die in
a rental protest then he was only too willing to arrange that. Just
for good measure he raised his knee and kicked as hard as he could
upwards. Somehow the pain receptors also communicated that moving
aside was the best course of action.

"Come with me." Jack said to the
rental agent.

His look of confusion was now
combined with bewilderment.

"Who are you?"

"Your new and best
friend."

 


Behind Jack a surging crowd. The
surging was without purpose though. Jack sized up the crowd. It was
drifting down the path towards the front door. Just in front of the
house was a garden bed, a sort of natural barrier. Just a few
flowers, no real substantial plants. The crowd’s uncertainty was
his best advantage.

 


“Do I what I do.”
He said. He jumped onto the garden bed, and headed for the front
line of the crowd. Crouching low, he struck with the elbow, up into
the stomach. The look of absolute surprise from the girl in the
front row as the elbow found soft tissue. He nudged past her, with
the agent right behind him. Now he was getting the drift of things,
but swinging wildly. Jack aimed between the two in front of him,
opening space. Now he was avoiding contact, just looking for
openings. It was working, as they were not with a purpose, they
were just milling about. Another surge, sideways, into the
gap.

 


Around the corner the car was
waiting, and in an instant they were on the freeway heading towards
the city at high speed.

 


“Thanks.” The
agent said. “I think you saved my life.”

“Don’t be silly.
They were just a bit agitated. Five minutes and they will have
forgotten all about it.”

 


Jack remembered clearly the day he
had decided. There he was, constructing yet another advertising
campaign. In that office high in Elizabeth Street - what was the
company name? Some weird Greek god. God of advertising? He laughed.
More like the god of rampant and uncontrolled greed. His companions
in slavery? They never talked about it, the backdrop, it was a
silly question. Why were they there? What useful purpose did they
serve? It was all-pervasive, like air or water. When you thought
about it, the mission was simple. “We tell them what to buy, and
they buy it”. The models burped up the emotions required: show a
beautiful head of hair blowing in the breeze, and attractive model.
Stimulus. Response.

Noah and Jack went back together.
Way back. To Warragul. They grew up together, as the smart kids.
Not for them the stealing cars, the late night parties, the rush to
oblivion. No, they were going places. They were going to ‘get out
of here, real fast’. They had it. Ambition. As the official golden
haired boys, they had been feted by their teachers, had been the
shining light in their parent’s eyes. Uni had been a breeze, a walk
in the park really compared with the challenge of fighting your way
out of Warragul.

It was Noah who had joined first,
had sent the messages to Jack. Sitting there dreaming up slogans
for fast food, it flashed on his screen like a naked person
suddenly appearing in a subway station. It jumped out in front of
him. An end to the excesses of predatory capitalism - a return to
open markets and vertical mobility.

Noah was persistent.

“It’s the best of
all possible bad systems.” Jack would say to Noah, nursing a drink
after work.

“That’s what your
billionaire founder says. Of course he’s going to say that. The
system is a vacuum cleaner that sucks up money and puts it straight
into his bank account.”

“It’s not that
simple.”

“It’s not far
from it.”

“So what are you:
capitalism with a human face?”

“You don’t think
that’s possible?”

“Greed works, it
seems”

“Bullshit.
Untrammeled greed is what got us into this mess. A city with
nowhere for people to live. Zero hour contracts. The whole
thing.”

“What are you
going to replace it with: the five year plan dreamed up by the
central committee. Some breathless group of academics who have
never seen a hard day’s work in their lives?”

“There is not one
capitalism. No such thing as a pure market. There are many
capitalisms, all different from each other. Norwegian capitalism is
not the same as American capitalism. We make our own capitalism.
What’s stopping us remaking it?”

In the end, Noah had worn him down.
Advertising was the sort of thing you could do as long as you
treated it as some sort of intellectual challenge, or game. Once
you looked at it, really looked at it, there was no point to it. It
was pure, unadulterated crap.

Melbourne was a successful city.
Like all successful cities, it attracted people. You looked at the
numbers, at the jobs, and you started researching the life. On the
surface it looked so attractive. Those images, that weather. If you
were in a basement flat in Helsinki, or living in a cupboard in
Tokyo it all beckoned. You bought an airline ticket. You came. But
of course you had many companions.

Melbourne stubbornly remained a
mono-centric city. All the high paying jobs were in the centre.
Most of the new housing was on the periphery. In a healthy city
some areas would change character. Go from suburban housing to
higher density. Price of land pushes, system responds. Quiet
suburban streets become quiet apartment block streets.

Except that it got clogged. In the
middle suburbs the landholders didn’t sell up. Instead they erected
signs that said “say no to inappropriate development”. The genteel
version of “fuck off we’re full". Try as they might, they couldn’t
be dislodged. As sticky as plaque in an artery and just as
dangerous.

Surely they would come to their
senses? Not so. The semi rich were numerous enough to happily clog
it up. They had the ear of enough in the government to keep it all
at bay. All they had to do was sit tight. Successive governments of
all persuasions pandered to them. In part it was an age based
divide. Those with the property, with the stability, were not about
to surrender their place to those younger.

Footscray was ground zero for rental
demand. This was the place. East, South, even the North were way
too expensive. Here you could be at work in minutes on the new
metro. Trouble was, everyone else had performed the same
calculations and zeroed in on the same location. There were no
pressure relief valves, so the pressure just kept
building.

Jack walked slowly from
Bourke Street down towards Degraves Street. The alleys of
Melbourne, supposedly the secret to its live-ability. Except that
almost all of the population lived and died without ever setting
foot there. It was like a symbolic place. Jack saw Noah, and
gestured as if to show that, yes, he had gathered the agent, and
yes, he had delivered him safely.

 


“I saved the
parasite from the mob. I should have served him up to them.” Jack
said

“Which would
achieve precisely what?”

“Making me feel a
whole lot better. Same feeling the renters would
get.”

“It’s not about
how we feel. Is it?”

“No.
It’s about the plan.”

“The plan. It
seems like a pretty slow plan to me. I’m not up for rescuing more
of these bastards.”

“Coffee?”

“Desperate for
one.”

 


They liked this place. It was
austere. A tiny, almost hole in the wall cafe. He remembered that
they used to have gas heaters fired up in the middle of
winter.

 


“I miss the
heaters.” Jack said.

“You want a
planet, or the heaters?” Noah replied.

 


Then there was a silence. That
stretched. As Jack caught his breath, and soaked in the familiar.
The location, Noah. An anchor in his fast changing life.

 


“Who pays us?”
Jack asked Noah. Out of nowhere.

He laughed.

“You really want
to know? They are generous, isn’t that enough for
you?”

“Don’t you find
it a bit surprising that we don’t know?”

“I’m ambivalent.
The backers. The supporters. The great engines of commerce. Well at
least the enlightened ones. Those that recognise the roadblocks,
and want to drive the bulldozers through them.”

“You’re speaking
in riddles.”

Noah looked away.

 



 


Ruby meets
the backers

It was a temporary office, but they
had been there for months now. Robinson Street in Dandenong, just
up from the station. Upstairs in an office block. Even now they
only used about half the floor. The rebellion was in its sixth
month. Ruby was early thirties, with dark hair and thick black
rimmed glasses. She glanced out the window. So quiet here. For the
moment it was just Ruby and Noah in the office. Noah had the
athletic good looks of a young executive. He like to dress well,
neatly, as if it projected order over the chaos that filled the
office. Noah looked as if he surfed a lot, but it came from long
hours at the gym.

A new government had been elected in
a landslide only months ago. The populist new conservatives. Older
voters were in the majority, and these guys dished it up big time.
Concessions, benefits, you name it. The tyranny of demographics.
Most voters were older, didn’t work. A policy to increase benefits
was irresistible. The minority of workers who funded this lifestyle
didn’t even figure in the political exchange. It was somehow
assumed that they would quietly not rock the boat. Beneath the
surface, in strange and unpredictable ways, it surfaced. To work,
but not to own property - to have it thrust in your face every day.
Your rental somewhere in the outer, your journey into the city
through the entrenched. That statement, that exclusion.

So the movement had been born.
Almost in exile. Dandenong was a business district, but it was
always second best. Or third best. Know your place. Well, did you?
Those that funded the rebellion had certainly had enough. It
exploded. In weeks they had enough funding for years of operation.
Which left them in this office, with a plan, and expectations from
their supporters.

 


“I’ve had an
approach, from a group.” He said.

“What
group?”

“Business group.
Some military. I think they are powerfully
connected.”

“They want to
donate? That’s good. ”

“I get the
impression that it’s more than a donation, but they are very
cautious. Want to meet with you.”

“Just
me.”

“Yes.”

“They gave quite
explicit instructions.”

“Meet in this
warehouse so it can be bombed, that sort of
thing?”

 


Noah sighed. Yes, it was hard to
trust anyone.

 


“They have a
boat. On Westernport. They want to meet on the
boat.”

“Out in the
open.”

“Think about it.
We can watch the whole bay. It’s not a busy place. They can watch
too. They say they can secure a 100km perimeter.”

“How?”

“Some of them are
military, they said. I didn’t get them to
elaborate.”

 


Ruby had more questions, but thought
better of it. No pain, no gain. If they really were offering
something significant, then she had to take risks.

 


The car accelerated as they joined
the Westernport highway. The main road south. Early morning. Heavy
traffic going the other way. The extreme commuters. Live out in the
sticks, leave home at 5am, work in the car for 2 hours. Check in at
the office. Then do it again arriving home at 7pm. Her thoughts
drifted back to teaching a classroom filled with adolescents. She
smiled. Those moments through the fog, the drama, when it
connected. When someone actually learned something. For no
particular reason she recalled an unscheduled parent meeting. That
tight feeling in the stomach. What were they going to complain
about? They didn’t fit the profile. Didn’t look like pushy middle
class climbers. Bullying? ‘We just want to thank you for all of
your work with Eric. He’s never connected with school
before.’

 


They swirled around a roundabout.
She lurched to one side in the seat. Shook the daydream. This was a
one way trip, wasn’t it? Rebel leader throws it in and takes a
teaching post in Mildura? No. Nope.

 


As they pulled into Tooradin she
linked her glasses to the drones. Split view. She could take in
straight ahead together with the overhead. Told herself that she
should trust what she was hearing, that all clear meant just that.
The open spaces made her jumpy.

 


Tooradin sat at the northern end of
Westernport Bay. It was surrounded by housing estates, but it had
never really shaken off its country town feel. A nondescript place
that everyone drove through at high speed. Ruby approached the
jetty, in the mangroves at a small creek. A tiny boat, a nervous
fisherman. She smiled at him. Could imagine the windup Noah had
given him. No, they hadn’t been tracked, no there wasn’t a
government ambush. There was just this small boat puttering out
into Westernport bay.

 


“Quite shallow is
it? I’m Ruby.”

She extended her hand. His was
rough, from an outdoor life.

“Max.”

“Ruby.”

“It is very
shallow. You have to know your way around. Know the
tides.”

“Been doing this
long?”

He smiled.

“Since I was a
kid. It gets into your blood.”

 


She thought about that. The jetty
was high above the mangroves, and she wondered whether they would
be even able to navigate out. But she refrained from asking the
obvious tourist like question. He wouldn’t be getting the boat
ready if they couldn’t make it. Early morning cold, with a slight
mist of the water.

 


“I just have to
check in.” She said

“Of
course.”

 


Instinctively she walked up the
other end of the jetty, to not be overheard. He just smiled
again.

“Ok?” she asked
Noah.

“It’s all good.
Nothing on the radar.”

She was so used to
working in the city, where there were backups on backups. If things
went pear shaped she could run, knew where to run. Nowhere to hide
out here. Sometimes it required trust beyond trust. To jump into
free space in the darkness after you have been told there is a net
down there, but not knowing one way or the other. No words. Noah
could tell what she was thinking, and there was no way of
reassuring her. It would sound trite.

 


“Ok.” She
said.

 


He eased her over the edge of the
boat and into the small cabin at the rear. Moving up front, he
pulled the lever back, and they chugged out into the small channel.
A few birds flew out from the mangroves.

 


“Southern most
mangroves in the world.” He said as if by reflex, as he would for a
group of tourists or day fishermen. Then cut the speech short. They
motored through the channel in search of the open water. It was
absolutely flat, almost reflective, with a slight ripple just
breaking up the image. She sat back, taking it in. They had this
whole bay, it seemed, to themselves. Turned slightly to the west,
with French Island in front of them. On the other side of the bay
the mainland stretched south, similar to this side with mangroves.
No beach.

 


“We in the
channel yet?” she asked

“Yes. You can see
it’s a bit darker.”

“How deep is
it?”

“Just enough for
a supertanker.”

“It looks really
shallow everywhere else.”

“The tide is
coming in, so we will be ok. You have to watch it
carefully.”

“Get
stranded?”

“Yes, you can get
stuck high and dry.”

“You?”

Again the grin.

“Not since I was
ten years old.”

 


Outside the channel it looked so
shallow that you could walk in it. She was concerned that they had
not sighted the other boat, but in the distance she could see a
larger boat coming towards them. The luxury cruiser still fitted
easily in the channel. It could handle tankers. So she wasn’t going
to ask about tides.

 


“I’m General Adam
Kowalski.” A tall, blonde man, looking just shy of fourty. He
smiled. “This is Xiuming , from the business group.” He was similar
age, looking serious.

 


He continued

 


“We came around
from Mount Martha. I’ve got an apartment , and we keep this tied up
there. I don’t get out on it much. Rich boy’s toys, as they
say.”

 


Ruby couldn’t help but ask,
again.

 


“Why
here?”

“Look around,
great lines of sight. We can get support from the naval base at
Cerberus.”

“I’m relieved,
and so grateful that you’ve both come.” She hesitated. Did she need
to persuade them?

Adam pointed towards the
shore.

“You can see the
houses over there.” Ruby could just make out the edge of a house
roof. “My childhood home. It’s not a flash area, Jacks Beach, not
at all. We used to run up and down that beach, just up from the
jetty. It was paradise. Just us kids, and the sea. The
mangroves.”

“Long way from
there to this.” He just smiled.

“Seems a long
time ago.”

“So why do you
want to see the government gone?” Ruby asked, cutting to the
chase.

“ We fight the
Pacific War way out there.” He pointed in the general direction of
north, then continued.

“It’s invisible,
most of it. Because it takes place far out at sea. The government
makes all the right noises, flies the flag at the funerals. But
what is it about really?”

“Standing with
our allies?”

“How does it go
now? All the way with Russia and America? Exactly how does that
help us?”

“The balance of
power. All that?”

“Well balances
shift, and we’ve had enough of it. We see a future in making peace
in the region and excluding meddlers.”

Ruby paused, wondering how that
would look on a transcript. Picturing an interrogation room. Adam
smiled, as if to say that yes he had considered that.

“I can’t see the
Federal government or Sydney going along with that.” She
said.

“It splits.” He
said. “North and South. We go with our backers, they go with
theirs.”

 


She thought about that, about
borders. How do you do that? Ruby looked across at Xiuming, as if
to ask ‘and you?’

 


“We are not
concerned with the global balances. I’m part of a network of
business people that like what you stand for. People have had
enough of predatory capitalism. Taking a short term profit by
skinning everyone. We are solid businesses that know the importance
of social cohesion. Your approach resonates with my network.” He
looked across at Adam, who continued.

“You put yourself
in the line of fire. Then you come back and can’t even afford to
buy a house. We’ve had enough. ”

 


The discussion continued in this
vein. Ruby relaxed a bit, got out of her huddled in Dandenong funk.
Felt like that just maybe it would work out. Afterwards there was
time for them to go up onto the top deck and take in the view. Adam
leaned against the railing.

 


“Conspirators.
All of us. They will disappear us, if we let them.” Adam
said.

 


Ruby’s boat was ready. As it drifted
out, and her journey back to Tooradin began, she wondered what
would become of them all. It was hard not to look up and expect to
see an armed drone swooping low, or even a fighter jet. Hard to
believe that what they imagined could actually happen.

 


At Tooradin the car was
waiting.

 


“I’ve got a stray
drone in the east.” Noah said.

“Armed?”

“No, it’s too
small. I think it is just curious about you.”

“We scanned the
car again. Nothing transmitting from it.”

“I know. It’s
working visually I think. You’ve clicked over a threshold
somewhere.”

“Stray fishing
person doesn’t fish for long enough?”

“Something like
that.”

“So what do we
do?”

“A salmon in the
stream. We find an ensemble and establish our membership. Lull them
into a false sense of security.”

 


They were both silent while the car
looped around. While Noah watched the drone path.

 


“It’s hard to
imagine. Even after meeting with them.”

“You can’t think
like that.”

“I know. Dream it
into reality. But it seems so unlikely.”

“That’s what they
want you to think. It’s how they hold on.”

“We lose that
drone?”

“It’s off chasing
shoppers. Yes.”

 


Noah was buried in something as she
walked in, but looked up.

 


“Made
it.” She said.

“Not what you
expected?”

“No. Not at all.
They were so relaxed about it. So confident.”

“So should you
be.”

“Maybe on the
outside it looks so strong, but in here it seems to be held
together with tape. So fragile.”

“You know there
is some guy sitting in government headquarters, staring at data,
saying exactly the same thing. Imagining the rebels have amassed a
huge army, ready to strike.”

 


She smiled.

“Yes. I
guess.”


 Takeover

At the top of the top of Collins
Street, it was tense. Hard not to imagine some huge force sitting
somewhere poised to strike them. It was eerily quiet, and the
screens were strangely empty.

 


“That coffee van
still down by the river.” Ruby asked

“Not sure.” Noah
said

“Task a drone to
find it.” She said.

 


They both laughed. But they did, and
yes, there it was. They sprinted for the lift and were out in the
street before anyone had the chance to notice.

 


“Adam, the army
guy. What do you make of him?” Noah asked.

“Serious.
Committed. I trusted him. He was confident of carrying almost all
of them. Only a small minority loyal to the
government.”

“You believed
him.”

“Give me a reason
to doubt him.”

 


It was surreal getting information
feeds from army bases, drone bases, naval bases. Noah
continued.

 


“You know the
drill. Communications first, then the airport, then energy,
transport and water.”

“Water.”

“The others seem
important, they are all flashy but without water it all fails.
Water is everything.”

 


It was still there, the cart. They
sprinted across the bridge towards it. The guy remembered them. He
was mid 20’s, seemingly enjoying what he was doing. Certainly
business was brisk. Four or five in front of them.

 


“It’s you,
again.” He said. “The rebels.”

“Yes.”

“I love you guys.
Blowing it away.”

 


The barista continued.

 


“They suck you
in, with coin offers, equity. Once they have you in they work you
over. Pay you for fourty hours and you work one hundred. You don’t
dare complain because they will delete your equity. Bastards. They
just work you over until you can’t do it anymore. You leave, and
there is another victim coming in the door as you go
out.”

 


Ruby waited for him to finish, then
smiled.

“You won’t have
long to wait.”

 


As they walked back, more slowly,
sipping the coffee. Noah glanced along the river. There were mists
coming off the water. As you looked to the west, the arc of the
river stood out with the tall buildings as a backdrop. The sun
glinting off the glass. Noah turned towards Ruby.

 


“You think you
should have let that information out? The
timing?”

“You think there
is a microphone on the van, a low flying drone? A parabolic
microphone pointing from one of the buildings? Or a guy up a
tree?”

“They know,
anyway.”

“Of course they
do. We are watching them. They are watching us. Waiting for a
move.”

 


Back at the top floor, it all
unfolded so quickly.

 


“What’s that?”
Jack asked, pointing at the big screen. On the airport ground view
there was something just visible in the distance, flying low,
amongst the trees north of Tullamarine.

 


They all looked at the screen
showing the airport. At first there was nothing. Then the
fluttering of drone blades, low on the horizon. It was almost
invisible , coming in low from the East with the sun behind. Oldest
trick in the book.. To confuse any humans or vision systems trained
in that direction. Only the satellites would have a good view, and
even then it would just show as motion. None of the automatic
systems were good enough to detect it.

 


“They haven’t
responded.” He said.

“Can’t see them
yet.” Ruby said.

“Triggered
automatically?”

“No, a human
trigger.”

 


Somewhere there was a room just like
this one. With a group much like this staring at their
screens.

 


“Much easier to
defend than attack.” Jack said.

“Only if you are
well prepared.” Ruby said.

 


The incoming drones were in
clusters. The larger armed drones were surrounded by a swarm of
smaller drones. It looked like a swarm of bees rapidly circling a
mother ship. Although they looked like they were touching, it was
just an illusion as they circulated. They were approaching the
airport, and as they came within range of the peripheral sensors,
the response began.

 


“Here we go.”
Said Noah.

 


It was almost too fast to follow.
The protector drones for the incoming engaged with the outgoing,
chasing each other in a whirl of blasts, and destruction. Mostly
there was movement. Just movement.

“Surely the
defence will take out the incoming missile drones.” Noah
questioned.

“I don’t think
so.” Ruby said.

 


Noah edged backwards, till looking
at the screen. Jack also retreated to the back of the room. Nervous
excitement filled the air. In the gap between what you imagined and
what you saw. As if to watch too closely was to somehow cause it to
fail.

 


Jack swept a hand in the
air.

 


“Awesome.”

“It looks good so
far. But they will push back. Yes?”

“Second
wave.”

“But at the
building perimeter? They can just sit and defend. We going to wait
until they run out of food?”

“You worry too
much.”

 


Even those at the front were really
just observers. Warfare was mostly autonomous, which in a way made
it harder to watch. At least when you had your hand on the trigger,
your eyes tracking a target, there was distraction. There was no
relief from the frenzy.

 


On the tarmac it was a blur of
action. Parent drones that looked like huge dinner plates, with
several hundred micro drones hanging underneath the plate. They
approached each other, and like a swarm of mosquitos they embraced
each other.

“Why not just
fire a missile at the thing?” Noah asked.

“Need it intact.
If we destroy it then we have to replace it.”

“How do they get
in?”

“Cut through the
glass.”

 


The airport building went black. At
first it looked like the displays had failed, but there were sparks
of light out on the tarmac.

 


“What happened?”
Jack asked

“Power team
getting through.”

“But not to the
control tower?”

“No.”

“Is
there an emergency backup?”

“Takes a moment
or two to kick in.”

 


A momentary flickering, and then it
was back.

 


There were other groups around the
room. Clustered around a set of monitors. Power. Water. All of the
action seemed to be at the airport for the moment.

 


“What’s that?
Over there.” Jack asked.

 


A single vehicle made its way across
the tarmac. Unopposed. For the moment.

 


Noah glanced up.

 


“It’s
ours.”

 


It had both side and back doors.
They lifted and a swarm of various size ground robots slid out onto
the tarmac. Some raced ahead towards the doors. Smaller and more
agile. Forming a procession.

 


“Huh?” Jack
turned.

 


The group gathered speed. As if they
were all going to slam against the doors. The front runners climbed
the glass and in a flurry drilled - weakening it. Next the middle
sized robots laid charges as the vehicle approached.

 


It was as if it was going to ram the
doors. But just at the point of impact the charges blew.

 


A flurry of dust and
smoke.

 


“In.” Ruby
quietly said on the shared channel.

 


In confined space it too fast to
follow. Groundbots firing. Vehicles charging. It was just a whirl
of motion. The monitors gave assessments. All of the airport was
contested space. It held in the balance. All they could do was
watch and wait.

 


“Mess.” Noah
said.

 


It was like a physical punch. An
actual pressure wave. Noah and Jack almost lost their footing.
Certainly they stumbled. Instinctively they looked up. Nothing. The
two jet fighters were already snaking low towards the bay. Out
westwards. Low. So low. It looked as if they were actually shaving
the top of buildings. Did they bring up sand as they turned right
across the bay? Or was it their imagination? They kept turning,
looking as if the wings were actually touching the water. Almost
too fast to follow. Looping back for another run over the
city.

 


Noah turned to Jack to speak. But
his words were lost in another punch from the air. Four this time,
banking west out following the railway line towards Richmond.
Actually lower than the top of the MCG. Snaking along the Monash,
heading east.

 


Jack and Noah rushed forward, back
to where Ruby was standing. The whole room was watching as the
planes banked, and climbed.

 


“Jesus.” Noah said.
“We under attack?”

“No. Those are
ours.” She said.

 


As suddenly as it started, it was
over. Overwhelming force meets the remains of the ultra
capitalists. True to form they had only left a skeleton defence and
headed north. Beyond the Murray all points north aligned with
‘greed is good’ and ‘all the way with the USA’. Leaving the
insurgency in charge of the southern part of the
continent.

 


So there they were sitting beside
the coffee cart again, in shock, and in power.

 


“What do you
think tipped it?” Noah said

“As in how much
can a koala bear?” Jack laughed. “The aged payouts all paid for
with taxpayers money. Remember them?”

“Yes. I remember
the ad campaigns. A combination of the worst of pandering to the
old and pandering to dying regions.”

“So was it the
climate trashing?” Noah asked.

Jack looked up. “That wasn’t great
either. But, no, I don’t think it was that. It was, more than
anything the deal. The great bargain.”

“As opposed to a
seemingly endless Pacific war where you realise you are on the
wrong side?”

“Yes.”

“Our powerful and
new best friends.”

“You can’t just
go out on your own. Solitary rebellions are smashed. Quickly.
Everyone knows that.”

“So we reject the
enduring ties with the land of the free and the home of the
brave?”

They both collapsed with laughter.
Those two words in application to the United States of America was
so glaringly inappropriate. There was absolutely nothing free about
it, and certainly nothing brave.

“In favour of the
greater east asian co-prosperity sphere?”

“We are
pragmatists. We need friends, we are a tiny rebellion at the end of
the world. They are pragmatists like us. It works as much for them
as it does for us.”
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