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			In memory of my father, Len, and the conversation that sparked this novel.

		

		
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			
			1

			Beth manoeuvred through the crowds, which were pressing in on every side. The close contact of so many noisy people all squeezed into one place was wonderful. She wiped the sweat from the tip of her nose, pleased that she was getting the first-hand footage she needed to increase her credibility and gain the influence she’d been chasing for two years. She was more nervous than excited, but with a brave face she was going to make sure her first live cast was a good one. Otherwise, what was the point of leaving the security of her home town, the familiarity of its streets and its people, her friends?

			Chatting into her sleeve camera, she cast her commentary without giving herself time to overthink. “Here I am, Beth Haliford your trusted caster, talking to you from Pancras Square, London. This private piece of land is home to the headquarters of OS, OmegaSimera, who are accused of child exploitation.”

			She filmed the crowd.

			“As you can see,” she said, checking herself to make sure she was smiling professionally despite the oppressive heatwave. “As you can see, among the multitude of protest groups, we have those directly against child exploitation and also groups focused on the continuing extraction of fossil fuels, anti-capitalists, anarchists, and representatives of the anti-neoliberal movement. Look. They’ve all come together to protect their children’s future.”

			
			Although she was an orphan and struggled to understand parents, she wasn’t going to let it show. She paused for effect, and to ensure her smile was still in place.

			Continuing, she spoke in a quieter voice. “Not surprisingly, the OS Bot Police, the BP, are out of reach and yet close enough to intervene in an instant. Typical.”

			The mixed chants of the different groups grew louder and angrier, dominated by one in particular. “Stop your planet plunder. No more extraction,” they repeated.

			The closer to the front she got, the tighter the crowd became and the harder it was to concentrate. Breathing in deeply and bracing herself, she used her shoulders to move forward through this hard core of protestors. Not quite the same as when she’d carried drinks in a bouncing mass of fans, but the protest had a similar feel without the spillage, the delight of live music, or the friends she’d once had, before she ditched them all for a career in the city.

			She lifted her arm up high and performed a three-sixty panoramic. “If you’re here, please take the time to look around. If you need to leave quickly, head for the canal or the train station to escape OmegaSimera’s jurisdiction.” Conscious that an essential part of her casting persona was to reflect what her followers felt, she added, “My city is still the best capital in the world, but a country without the newly formed nations of East Albion and Wessex is greatly reduced. Like you, a small part of me grieves for the England that was.” It was a clumsy cast and she wished that she was in the editing suite rather than casting live.

			The crowd moved, squeezing her up close to those at her side. She twisted her body, and with it the cameras built into her clothes, towards a woman wearing the pinstriped uniform of the child protection faction, Humanity First. These were the sections of the protest that Beth had most wanted to capture and cast. These were mothers and fathers who accused OS of stealing their kids’ childhood, of manipulating their attention and ultimately severing any loyalty to their families. None of this was new, but the immense amount of pressure put on young children to compete and conform was considered by many as cultish. Some protestors held banners with photos of parents who had committed suicide because their children had cut themselves off from any contact.

			
			A woman threw a girl sexbot with a broken leg and fake blood leaking from its nose at the row of BP that stood between the protestors and the target building. “Stop extracting their childhood,” she shouted.

			“Not the catchiest of chants. But forcing kids to grow up fast and infantilising adults is not clever. Or, maybe it is,” said Beth, instantly regretting her non-committal ‘maybe’ at the end. She followed the sexbot.

			A feeling of betrayal swept over her, but sadly the sexbot would draw in more viewers than an interview with Humanity First. The silicone girl landed on the back of a man who jerked away as if he’d been burnt. The woman with him picked it up and threw it forwards on its journey, transported above the heads of the crowd. Beth recognised her as the mother of Child X, a kid who was so traumatised by her time in the OS Academy that she hadn’t spoken since, except to her AI liaison interface.

			A great cheer went up whenever the sexbot was thrown in the air, while Beth pushed and shoved her way through the crowd in pursuit. The sexbot reached the front and, in a brave move, a tall muscular woman carried it across the open space between the Bot Police and the protestors and leaned it against the one in charge. The BP turned its head towards her and then carried the battered replicant to the line of human police gathered behind their frontline colleagues. An officer took hold of the sexbot, gave it a peck on the cheek and a thumbs up to the crowd. 

			An almighty hiss erupted and the unified chant began in earnest: “End extraction. Now.”

			
			Without thinking, Beth had turned her attention to the woman who had braved the police. Still casting from her clothes, Beth pushed through the increasing density of protestors towards this fascinating woman.

			Another of the pinstriped faction shouted, “Fuck off,” at Beth’s camera.

			She stopped to show the shouting woman her pulsating hand-sized orb. The globule, which Beth’s grandmother had insisted sounded like a ball of phlegm and would not stop calling a phone, displayed her caster credentials by working its way through the colours of the rainbow.

			“Fuck off,” the woman repeated.

			Knowing that the fear from protesting was running high, Beth half-grinned, thanked her for her time, and moved on. 

			The chant was loud and rhythmic and underscored by the boom of drums somewhere off to the side. The deep resonance of one long beat followed by three short was driving the repetitive, “Stop—The—Plun—Der. Stop—The—Plun—Der.”

			A faint female voice of a human police officer wafted over the top of the BP, stating the rights of her corporation under the Civil Contingencies Act and the Climate Change National Emergency to disperse the protest.

			The officer’s supercilious tone annoyed Beth. “Don’t forget,” she said into camera, “that despite the appearance that this is a public space, Pancras Square is actually private land with its own regulations. Be careful.” 

			The BP released a swarm of tiny drones, which formed a dense layer above the front section of the crowd where Beth was standing. Her initial nervousness was being replaced by the mood of the crowd’s righteous anger.

			The crowd continued to chant in defiance of the threat. The drones moved closer, and the chant grew louder as it bounced off them. Her love of the crowd intensified. Then without warning the drones swarmed into the distant sky before swooping back down to perform a murmuration, with each one emitting a flapping sound that, in accumulation, drowned out the chants. She watched in awe and anticipation, waiting for the drones’ next move, which came with as little warning as the murmuration. Every single one stopped dead in the sky and held its place. The frozen tableau was silent and so was the crowd. Beth lifted her arms up high to capture the phenomenon. Then they descended en masse to form a dense umbrella that was just out of reach. She pushed her way forward and burst through the last of the crowd. In a carefully coordinated act of defiance, the protestors lifted their globules above their heads and turned them around in their hands to symbolise allowing full access to all of their data. She gasped. This was exactly why she’d come, to capture moments like this that would not be cast anywhere else.

			
			The crowd began to chant. “We are not anonymous. We are not anonymous. We are not anonymous.”

			Beth reached for her globule and quickly cast, “Amazing. Deliberately calling out the pretence of anonymisation. Standing up to be counted. Refusing to be averaged by big data blanding. Brave.”

			She was about to raise her globule to claim caster immunity from such a taboo act by the protestors when the muscular woman leant across and shoved hers next to Beth’s face.

			Surprisingly, she grabbed Beth’s hand and squeezed the two globules together. “Naomi,” she said and nodded.

			Distracted by the unusually rapid vibration of her globule, Beth replied. “Beth,” she said, unsure what else to say.

			“Put it away. Not your fight.”

			“But—”

			“Seriously,” said Naomi. “It’s extremely dangerous.”

			Beth was still deciding what to do when the riot drones dispersed their dense layer and lined up, one drone to one globule. The drones hovered and the protestors held their globules out as a sacrifice for the cause. It was mesmerising.

			
			Beth made a quick cast. “As the dominant and most sinister of the tech-corps, we’ve seen elsewhere what OS is capable of. The dedication of these parents to their movement is magnificent.”

			The protestors chanted, “We are not anonymous.”

			The drones responded with a piercing single-pitched noise while the BP moved forwards, followed by the riot drones spraying the crowd with their mist before shooting off into the distance.

			“Here,” said Naomi, as she passed Beth a capsule. “Swallow this and then lie absolutely still.”

			Beth hesitated, not sure whether to trust her.

			“Now,” said Naomi. “Quickly. It blocks the effects.”

			With adrenaline pumping through her body, Beth cracked the top of the vial, swallowed and waited anxiously. The BP edged their way closer to the crowd, which by now was a mass of bodies. Some writhing in agony, but most on the floor. Paralysed. Beth tested her fingers and toes. They still moved. She exhaled softly. The BP hadn’t reached her yet, but they were steadily working their way through the protestors lifting them up from the floor like rag dolls and when their arms were full, taking them to the waiting vehicles. The human police were watching, joking and laughing at the collapse of the protest. Her stomach tightened.

			Naomi winked and threw Beth a balaclava. “Follow me,” she mouthed. “Do what I do.” She pulled her balaclava over her head and down to cover her face, displaying the constantly changing patterns of the fabric.

			The chaos surrounding them was immense, so without question Beth followed suit.

			Naomi stood up with her arms by her side and faced the approaching BP. She stood rigid. Beth copied. Two of the BP stopped, one in front of Naomi and one in front of Beth. The BP stayed like that for a few moments and then moved on. 

			
			“They’re only looking for humans, immobilised and on the ground,” Naomi whispered. “You go that way,” she said tilting her head to the right and I’ll go this,” tilting her head to the left. “See you at the Retro Bar in two hours.”

			Naomi turned and began walking slowly, mechanically, towards the edge of the crowd. She was leaving and the BP didn’t seem to notice, or didn’t care.

			Fighting to keep her emotions under control, Beth considered Naomi’s request with equal measures of intrigue and apprehension. She must act quickly and, deciding to let her caster curiosity win, she took a direct route to the edge of the fallen crowd and out on to the main thoroughfare that bordered the square. A seldom heard thwump thwump of a helicopter approached. Fascinated and terrified by such a display of wealth and power, she turned back to the square.

			A single line of BP surrounded the site despite all of the bodies having been removed. Other BP were searching through the debris, looking for traces of people as yet unidentified. She sent the scooter she’d ordered back to its resting place, noting the subtle change of colour in her globule as it took payment. Pressing the identity indentation on the globule’s surface to activate her caster credentials and holding it out in front of her, she walked up to the nearest BP.

			“Hello,” she said in her best professional voice. “I’ve come to take a look.”

			No reaction. No movement and no attempt to scan her globule. She pushed it up close and repeated that she was a caster and wanted access to the site. Still nothing from the BP. Shrugging, she stepped to one side to walk around it and it moved to block her. “Caster,” she said, hoping to convey an air of authority.

			This time the BP visor lit up with the words: No access; Status under review.

			
			She pressed the indentation again and the globule worked its way through the rainbow colours that signified she had clearance. Holding it up to the BP once more she said, “I want access. Please.”

			The BP responded by moving closer. It was almost touching her. The message on its visor changed to: Leave the area or risk arrest.

			Frustrated and a little scared, she decided to heed its advice and summoned her scooter.

			Once she was out of the immediate vicinity she began to tremble, her mouth dried up, and her globule kept alerting her to an irregular heartbeat. She instructed the door to her flat to disable automatic access to all delivery drones and moistened the inside of her mouth with as much saliva as she could muster.

			A thought kept buzzing around inside her head, like an annoying insect. Why had the BP questioned her credentials?
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			Naomi tucked the balaclava into her pocket, told the trike where to go, using the standard three word locator for the Retro Bar: attend.slot.soak, and leant back in the seat allowing it to mould to her back. She was confident that asking the autodriver to find the fastest of the cheap routes would still get her there in time to meet Beth. Beth, the promising young caster who could be useful to Resist and Regain’s activism. Whether Beth would be prepared to lose her identity to the movement, to the collective, was a different matter. Naomi had done just that, but it wasn’t easy, and it wasn’t for everyone.

			In a rundown garden between derelict shops and a boarded-up pub, BP with different logos to those at the protest were busy shaking small tents that were scattered around the brown grass. Naomi stopped, disgusted and unable to ignore the abuse of the homeless. Some might consider it a weakness, this inability to pass by an injustice. She saw it as a strength and had learnt at a young age that to fear was to fail, which meant that she refused to appear intimidated, even when she was.

			The occupants were being ordered to come out. Tent doors were being unzipped and the garden was filling with dirty, dishevelled people. There were shrugs of confusion from some and apprehensive fidgeting from others. Low mutterings of discontent were mixed in with the stamping of feet and the occasional shout of anger. She checked the trike’s locator: Cable Street community garden.

			
			The BP moved into line, standing a metre apart. In unison they stepped towards a group kneeling in front of their tents with their hands behind their heads.

			Naomi swallowed, sickened by the sight and grateful that this could never happen in her beloved East Albion.

			The homeless woman who had been walking around and calming things down called out to her fellow campers. “Everyone. Listen. Hands behind heads. Like that,” she said, pointing to those who were kneeling with their heads bowed. “Or they have the right to beat you up.”

			Naomi pulled on her balaclava. This was wrong and should be resisted. She checked her globule to see how far from the bar she was, mindful that she needed Beth to help crack open the veneer of complacency about OmegaSimera and their poisonous extractive behaviour. She couldn’t afford to miss their meeting. She double checked. She had enough time. She had to help. She squeezed her globule and it shrank enough to tuck into its protective pouch. Trusting that the BP wouldn’t spot her, she slipped through the gate and for extra precaution zigzagged in short bursts across to the outermost tent. 

			As one, the BP stopped moving and the sergeant read out the basis on which the action was being taken. “Private space generously made available to the public cannot be used as common land. You must leave immediately or face the withdrawal of Universal Basic Income. Or imprisonment. Your decision.”

			When the BP were in range, they scanned each face. One of them moved towards Naomi, slowing down as it passed by, stopping just beyond her. As it turned around, she knelt on all fours as she’d been taught. She stared straight ahead, desperate not to flinch as the BP stood close by, scanning in her general direction. She held her breath, hoping that she’d remembered her training accurately, that there was a high probability she could fool the BP into thinking that she was an animal. Her subterfuge trainer had explained that it was a flaw that OS had been unable to fix because there was simply not enough footage of humans behaving like animals. His addendum had amused her: no amount of incentives had generated sufficient volunteers to correct the data. The BP moved on and she relaxed, thinking how proud Gerry and Morgan would be of her when she told them what she’d done and thinking how the respect they showed her in the company of others always gave her a warm glow and a strong feeling of confidence.

			
			The sergeant spoke again. “Globules, please,” it said.

			Slowly, each of the cornered campers took a single hand from behind their head. They gripped their globules, from pockets or wherever they had laid theirs down, and held them in front of their faces. A BP stepped forward and touched each in turn.

			When it returned to the sergeant, they stood facing each other for a few moments before the sergeant spoke. “You have twelve hours to reach the location that the officer will now transfer to your globule. This is a final warning. Stay off private land unless you have specific permission from the owner.”

			One of the men stood up and grabbed his tent, expertly collapsing it as he did, and walked away. The sergeant sent a riot drone after him. The man began to run, but the drone easily caught up and sprayed him. As soon as the man hit the floor one of the BP was despatched to collect him, scooping him into its arms.

			Sickened, Naomi stayed still. There was silence all around while the BP moved across to the waiting van.

			The woman who seemed to be the leader stood up. Holding her globule in front of her, she said, “This is madness. This is miles away and I’m sure it’s flooded.”

			
			She was impressive and Naomi wished that she could sit and talk with her.

			“Twelve hours,” repeated the sergeant as another riot drone took off from its head. The drone reached the woman and hovered next to her. She dropped to her knees.

			“Twelve hours and no more,” repeated the sergeant.

			Naomi had to act fast. She crawled on all fours using the zigzag technique, making her way through the kneeling campers, flipping her globule out at each one for a quick message and desperately getting it back in its pouch before it registered with the BP. The message read: You’ll find sanctuary in East Albion, at Healing Train Station. Bonfires.stroke.juggles.

			Once she’d sent it to all the globules in the garden she crawled away. 

			Back on the street, she got moving before there was any trouble. As strongminded as she was, she wasn’t someone who looked for confrontation.

			There was barely enough time to reach the bar but she resisted upgrading her route, conscious that Gerry had stressed that funds were tight. Determined to ignore any further distractions, she stared ahead and willed her scooter to get her there on time.

			She arrived with a few minutes to spare and, taking advantage of them, she inhaled a long deep slug of the fresh estuary air. It smelled superb. It was good to be out of the suffocating buildings of the city.  She was definitely an open air woman.

			A loud siren boomed across the river and five gunboats set out from the shore to block the passage of an unwelcome refugee barge from the Netherlands. They formed a line to force the barge to turn around. It veered towards the shallow shoreline and the gunboats kept their blockade in place. A loud piercing sound echoed over the water and one of the gunboats moved in alongside the barge. A flare shot across its front and it began to turn around towards the North Sea. She watched the inevitable play out and shrugged. The East Albion port of Tilbury was close and it was well known that barges were welcome there. It would be fine. With one last gulp of the cool sharp air, she turned towards the bar.

			
			The doorman was wearing a lightweight hooded top and loose-fitting trousers elasticated at the ankles. It was early twenty-first century style, but she wasn’t sure how authentic the fabric was. He smiled and held out his hand, presuming she knew the rules. She did and smiled back, handing him her globule which he took into the famous Faraday room that had once been a part of the service to the residents of New Providence Wharf. She entered the bar and walked with a lightened step alongside the conveyor belt of drinks and snacks. Towards the rear, she took a seat in an alcove where the belt came in and went around the edge of the wall and out again, echoing the loop in the river outside. She sat facing the wall, chose an old-fashioned cherry beer and waited patiently. She kept an eye on the door in the artfully designed and cleverly placed small mirrors that adorned the wall. They looked as if a glass had been thrown and the shards had pierced the brickwork, a style she admired. She adopted her best calm expression and sipped her bittersweet drink.

			Eventually, Beth arrived. Naomi felt her shoulders relax, a tell-tale sign of how tense she’d become. Beth handed the doorman her globule, scanned the room, waved, and eagerly made her way alongside the conveyor belt while Naomi appraised her potential as a recruit for Resist & Regain. Naomi approved of the practical clothes, the comfortable cut of the trousers and the sturdiness of the jacket, all marked with the regenerative fabric symbol. The hair dye, which was busy changing to a darker pink, impressed her less. Beth appeared to be in her mid-twenties, about the same age as Naomi, and from the way she was grinning at the goodies on the conveyor belt this was her first time in the bar. Gerry and Morgan had seen Beth’s casting and agreed with Naomi that she should attempt to recruit her. How she wished they were in the bar with her to help. 
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			Beth had spotted Naomi sitting in the alcove as soon as she’d entered the bar. Naomi’s stature was commanding and seemed to emit an aura of authority. Beth braced herself, unsure what to expect. “Hey. How nice to see you again,” she said, holding out her hand.

			“You made it.”

			“This is a nice place. Is it taboo?”

			“Guess so. Who cares?”

			Beth sat down and breathed in the evocative background smell of simmering shipworm sauce, her grandmother’s favourite. A steady stream of drinks and snacks flowed past before she picked out plates of crunchy crickets, berry caviar and slices of purple pineapple. “This is amazing,” she said, grinning with delight and carefully completing her choice of meal with a glass of rose red juice. 

			Naomi helped herself to one of the crunchy crickets. “We don’t have long,” she said.

			Irritated and intimidated, Beth pulled her plate closer and popped two of the crickets into her mouth followed by a large slug of juice. “For what?” she asked.

			“You’re a caster. Right?”

			“Yes. Well. Trying. But, it’s not as simple as just wanting to be.”

			
			“You need to expose this,” said Naomi rolling out a micro thin sheet of SlendTek.

			She stared, her eyes wide open. “How did you get that? I thought it was only available to the tech elite.”

			“Doesn’t matter. What does matter is what I’m about to show you.”

			A map appeared on the rolled out sheet and as Naomi traced the national borders with her finger, they appeared. She traced out the English-Wessex boundary along and down from the Severn Bridge on the Welsh border to the Isle of Wight. Next, she traced out the English-East Albion border from the Thames estuary, slicing north through London, up to York before cutting across to the coast at Scarborough. “Now,” she said, pointing at Selby just inside the English border. “That’s a flood defence. Constructed from disused technology. Shipped in from the very places we shipped it out to years ago.”

			With a disappointed shrug, Beth replied. “That’s hardly news.”

			“No, but it is when children are mining it to provide precious materials for the tech industry.”

			Beth raised her eyebrows. “Hardly,” she said, pleased she wasn’t showing any distress, despite the barely suppressed desire to have her own kids.

			“I’m not lying. As young as eight. Digging dangerously deep.”

			“It’s only shocking because it’s here. It’s been happening elsewhere for years.”

			Naomi leant in close. “There are rumours. They get trapped in the bonding agent.” She leant back. “Like insects in amber.” 

			Beth shook her head and noticed the tips of her hair turn a lighter shade of pink, annoyingly undermining her serious expression. “I don’t believe you,” she said, ignoring the urge to save every child in the world. “You’ll have to do better than rumours.”

			“Go look for yourself. An extraction economy in action. It must be exposed.”

			
			“Hmmm… It sounds more like a conspiracy theory to me.”

			“They are literally killing our children. For profit. It is sick.”

			Naomi sat back on her stool, picked a passing plate of shipworm and chomped. She was considering Beth carefully, chewing slowly. She swallowed the last of the shipworm and grabbed a beer, took a swig, swished it around inside her mouth and then slammed the bottle on the counter. A few heads turned before returning quickly to their conversations.

			Beth straightened herself on her stool. “You want to change the system by throwing sex dolls at the BP?”

			Naomi’s smile was forced. “Beth,” she said. “We have just allowed our semi-automated government to sanction twelve-year-old girls to have children. So long as the conception doesn’t involve sex. They only see us as bodies.”

			“But—”

			“We allowed it. We didn’t vote for it. Didn’t resist it either. We pay our tax. We have our say on the things we care about. For most people, their own economic benefit. It’s disgusting. We must stand up against it.”

			“Oh, I see. But nobody takes those ‘freedoms’ for girls seriously,” said Beth. “It has to be a glitch in the system. Surely?”

			“You’re the caster. You tell me.” Naomi grimaced. “An algorithm that knows fertility is in full swing by twelve. Knows the population is shrinking. Knows that sex before sixteen is a taboo. Go figure what it makes of those three facts.”

			“So why don’t you stand up against it rather than expecting me to?”

			“I will. In my own way. You must in yours. I saw how you were at that protest. You’re a fighter. Like me. We can make a difference.”

			Beth considered her companion. This woman was intriguing. Roughly the same age, but she seemed so much older, as if she’d lived more life or lived the years they had in common more deeply and dangerously. She seemed to be well-informed and confident of what she knew, but Beth was beginning to learn that you could rarely trust first impressions. Her early steps into casting had taught her how most conflicting accounts of events were the effect of bias. Facts are not necessarily the pure truth, unlike her granddad had led her to believe. Facts have a context, in the knowing and the telling, and it’s often that which shapes their meaning.

			
			“Look,” said Naomi, breaking the silence. “You can’t take my word for it. I get that. You’re a caster. It’s in your blood to scrape away until the truth is revealed. You…” She paused and pointed in the mirror to the BP gathered outside, up close to the windows. “Don’t worry about them,” she said. “This whole place is a Faraday cage. If they come in, they stop working.”

			Beth was worried. She frowned sceptically. “What’s the globule cage for then?”

			“No localised globule-to-globule connections, no unwanted approaches. From anyone. Forget the BP. What about these child miners?”

			“I’m not sure. It seems far-fetched. I don’t think they’d do that.”

			“Really? Are you that naïve?”

			Beth resisted retaliating. She put a piece of pineapple in her mouth, chewed and stared. She swallowed, washed it down with a drink of juice and pulled a quizzical face. “Maybe I am,” she said and sighed.

			Naomi rolled up the sheet of SlendTek. “Remember three words.”

			Beth didn’t react.

			Naomi continued. “Charge. Amounting. Scorch.”

			“Got it. Charge. Amounting. Scorch,” Beth repeated, thinking that if it was true then this stuff with the child miners could be the cast that compensated for everything she’d given up, the one that finally made her name.

			
			Naomi leant in close again. Her breath smelt nice, of sour cherries and alcohol.

			Beth looked her in the eyes. “They wouldn’t do that to children. They just wouldn’t.”

			“Go see for yourself. Please.”

			Naomi’s breath lingered as she sat back. “And them?” Beth asked, looking over Naomi’s shoulder at the BP.

			“They won’t bother you. Put your balaclava on and walk through them whenever you want.” Naomi passed Beth a protective pouch. “Here. Pop your globule in this and they can’t access it.”

			Beth slid off her stool and smiled. “I’ll think about it.”

			With the words ‘go see for yourself’ echoing in her head, she could see in the bar’s mirrors that Naomi’s gaze followed her all the way to the front door as she retraced her steps along the side of the conveyer belt. 
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			Beth took the cheapest train from London to Selby, which had meant that at every station along the way it waited until it was at optimum load before moving on. She did her best not to be irritated by its slow progress, knowing that it was hampered by people setting their maps to the local station as a proxy for somewhere close by, and then not turning up for the train.

			It had taken her a while to decide to make the journey and, after her automated trawlers had tried but could find precious little about the seawall, curiosity had got the better of her. Since the meeting with Naomi, she hadn’t been able to get the image of the ‘children in amber’ out of her head, often failing to ignore her own unresolved issues at being orphaned as a child. Her grandparents were great, but for some inexplicable reason she had never felt totally safe and the lingering claustrophobic feeling of loneliness, from nightmares of being locked in a cupboard, haunted her still. 

			When she finally arrived in Selby, she stepped onto the platform and set her globule to: charge.amounting.scorch. Cupping it in her hand, she set off, following the vibrations on its surface as it directed her to the south bank of the River Ouse.

			At the river, heavily laden barges of imported tech rubbish being transported from the Humber docks kept pace with her. There was definitely something going on. All along the bank, children flocked to the barges. She grinned at the cheekiest, who jumped into the water, swam across and attempted to steal from the cargo. In the distance was the unmistakeable sound of heavy machinery unloading the assorted jumble of globules, bulky laptops, ancient smartphones and screens. Excited, she picked up pace and headed toward it as fast as she could walk, constantly glancing over her shoulder in anticipation of being followed by local BP.

			
			At the point in the river where it bent round and flowed back in the direction it had come, there was a small market for the seawall workers. The smell of highly processed meat being barbecued hung in the air, mixed in with the earthy smell of the organic binding agent used to turn the pile of disused detritus into a solid weatherproof wall. The heady mix added to her excitement. A queue of trucks laden with goods from the supersized farms of the nearby East Albion inched their way forward. Their caretaker drivers had disembarked once they were off the roads and were busy replenishing their hungry souls with the chitter chatter of gossip and their hungry bodies with food from the market. A boy who couldn’t have been more than four years old tugged on Beth’s sleeve and pointed at her hair, which was becoming a cold blue as her body heat dissipated. Intrigued by him, she turned her arm slightly to capture footage of him with her sleeve camera. He grinned with a toothless grin and pulled her towards a woman with a small boat that carried passengers back and forth across the river. They quickly negotiated a price and Beth transferred the ePounds, from globule to globule. In a matter of minutes, she was on the opposite side of the river and ready to explore.

			The seawall was impressive. It stood three metres high and was still growing. Obsolete objects were taken from the barges and added to its top and its sides while an automated builder travelled up and down its length filling the gaps between the newly added components with the earthy-smelling bonding agent.

			
			She continued her walk away from the town and towards the geolocation Naomi had given her. The noise of the wind replaced the machinery of the barge port. The icy air was tearing at her skin. She pressed the edges of her jacket together. It sealed tightly and she hugged herself so it would mould to her contours, giving comfort against her rising anxiety. With one hand in the jacket pocket holding her globule and the other manipulating the zoom on the camera in her beanie hat, she filmed the seawall and the surrounding area. At the same time, she added her background commentary, her experiences from the moment she met Naomi to the solar-sailed boat that had brought her across the sixty metres of fast flowing river. It felt good to piece the story together as a live cast, almost like reliving it.

			Her globule vibrated under her fourth finger and she turned her head to face the direction it proposed. Flicking the lip of her beanie down in front of her left eye, she focused in on the spot where the globule had shown interest, and to her surprise there was a pair of legs jutting out from the base of the seawall. Inquisitiveness kicked in and she hurried towards them.

			When she was within range, a man’s voice came through the emergency channel of the globule. It didn’t sound as desperate as she’d have expected from a call for help, but it was a rarely used channel and she took it extremely seriously. She paused and looked again. His legs were gradually disappearing into the seawall. Her fast walk turned into a jog and then a run. She expanded her chest and her jacket loosened its grip. She ran as fast as she could along the bank and by the time she reached him, only his ankles and feet were showing.

			Exhausted, she shouted to the young girls sitting on a nearby bench. “Hey. Come and help.”

			“You want him, you catch him,” one of the girls shouted back, while the rest of them overtly ignored her.

			“What the—” She stopped shouting and shook her head. “Bloody kids,” she added under her breath.

			
			Torn between casting the children and responding to the pleas for help, she called into the small gap where his legs were. “Hey there. I’m here. Please, tell me what I can do?”

			An echoey voice replied. “There’s a leash in my stuff. Tie it to my ankle.”

			Beth scanned the area and found his belongings: a small bag and a trowel in a heap on top of a paddleboard a few metres along the base of the seawall. Interesting. Inside the bag was the leash, which attached leg to board. Beth grabbed it, ran back and secured it to one of his ankles. “Hey. You’re good to go,” she shouted.

			“Thank you,” he replied. “There’s a child lost in here. I must find him before they pour in the damn binding agent.”

			Suddenly, all her attention was on this man. “Oh my god. What are you telling me? Are you saying that he’ll die? Inside this wall?”

			“You’d better believe it.”

			And with that the ankles and feet vanished as if he’d been swallowed. Occasional whistles and indiscernible shouts came from within and what remained of the leash in the outside world got shorter. Beth gripped it and held tight to prevent it being dragged in to the earthy-smelling ramshackle construction in front of her. The end of the leash inched closer and closer to the gap into which the man had crawled, and his shouts became more rapid and more distant. The leash tugged at her, slipping slightly through her sweaty hands. She hesitated. Should she hold tight or should she let him loose? Images of a small, rigid boy trapped by the bonding agent flashed through her mind, rapidly followed by images of herself slowly choking to death inside the wall. She couldn’t leave him to rescue the boy on his own. That would be cruel beyond belief. She looked across to the young girls. They were swaggering away with their backs to her. With a resolve she didn’t really believe, she pushed her hand and then her arm into the hole, desperately trying to keep a hold of the leash. It kept tugging and she yanked it back towards her. The man was too strong and too determined to find the lost boy. She had no choice. She crawled in behind him, knowing that she must not go beyond the point where her ankles and feet left the outside world. The mechanical sound of the autobuilder grew louder and louder until it was replaced by the sound of gushing liquid. The pungent stink of the binder filled the air. A little bit of bile burnt the back of her throat. The leash tugged. She held her breath and slowly she crawled. Hard edges of discarded tech cut into her knees while her elbows sunk into the soft binding agent. Awkwardly and slowly she shifted herself along. It was only a centimetre at a time, but each tug and each shift felt like a lurch into the unknown. Tethered, they crawled forward. The man shouting and Beth concentrating on her ankles. While she could feel the cold air on them, she knew she was safe, at least from getting lost and being unable to quickly find her way out. The leash pulled sharply, surprising her, and she felt her bladder spasm. She hoped she hadn’t pissed herself. The leash tugged once more and she crawled again, only this time she felt the cool air disappear from her ankles. She shouted. “Please. No more. Please. Stop.”

			
			The man shouted back. “Two more centimetres and I’ve got him.”

			“Hey. Hello. Didn’t you hear the binder being poured in?”

			“Yes, but it takes a few minutes to solidify. There’s still time.”

			Beth kicked off her left boot so she could feel the air on her toes and inched forward again. The leash was taut and she could feel it stretching. Hoping with all her heart that it didn’t snap, she held her grip and dug her knees into the ground to stop from being dragged any further in. There was a shout from deep inside. This time the high pitch of a boy, answered by the deep shout of the man on the end of the leash.

			“Got him,” he shouted.

			Beth crawled backwards as fast as she could through the small tunnel that the boy had dug and the man had expanded. The leash jerked as she moved faster than the man and boy at the other end and every now and again the man would shout to remind the boy that the earthy bonding agent was in the process of setting and they had to speed up. As soon as Beth was outside the wall completely, she knelt in front of the entrance, gasping. The leash was slack, but the last metre was easy enough for them to navigate without it.

			
			A man with long, lank, black hair appeared, followed by a small boy. 

			“You saved our lives,” he said as he went to hug her.

			Conscious of how dirty she was, she stepped back slightly and surreptitiously brushed her hand across her crotch, checking for any dampness. Dry. She smiled a crooked smile and laughed. “Honey, it’s all in a day’s work. I’m Beth, by the way. It’s nice to meet you.”

			“Tam,” he said. “And, this is…” The boy he was about to introduce had scarpered. “Bloody idiot kids. They go digging inside that thing before it’s properly set because it’s easier, but it’s so much more dangerous and so many of them get trapped and die.”

			Beth swallowed hard. “So, it’s true. But why? It’s horrendous.”

			“It’s what happens. Where there’s money to be made ‘n’ all that.”

			Beth studied him. He was quite handsome in an unusual kind of way. The lank hair was probably a result of the heat and the fumes from the bonding agent inside the seawall and the unfashionable length gave him an air of someone with their own mind. His clothes were filthy, again probably because of his rescue, and were as unfashionable as his hair. However, his blue eyes were as clear and sharp as any she’d seen. “Do you mind if I ask? What are you doing here?”

			“I dig around the edges, salvaging the stuff I need.”

			“To do what?”

			“Don’t be so nosey.”

			“Oh, why ever not? I just saved your life.”

			
			“Good point,” he said. “And now you want to know if it was worth saving.”

			She snorted, meaning to laugh but getting it wrong. “Yeah, something like that.”

			Lost in thought and with his mouth open he rolled his tongue against his teeth, revealing some scarring from an old piercing.

			“And?” she said. “Is it?”

			“Absolutely.” He laughed a gutsy laugh. “I’m one of the best data harvesters on the planet.”

			“Do you mean hacker?” She shifted uncomfortably on her feet while he stared at her. Hacking was at best a taboo and at worst punishable with the loss of UBI, the Universal Basic Income that everyone received. And in the extreme, hacking could mean imprisonment.

			“Data harvesting is a noble profession,” he said quietly.

			“Hey, I’m not sure it is, is it? Not really.”

			“Really.”

			He held his arms high in the air revealing a taut and tanned stomach. “For the greater good, naturally,” he shouted.

			She turned her head towards the seawall. “So why are you encouraging these kids to go mining?”

			“I’m not.”

			“Well, I think you are. You’re here, so at the very least you’re a role model.”

			He squatted down, resting his well-shaped buttocks on his heels. “They need no role models. So long as someone will buy, there will be child miners. And believe me those corporates buy a lot. It’s a fact of modern life.”

			She sat down cross-legged next to him. “What is it that you hack?”

			“As I said, we prefer to call ourselves harvesters, but don’t worry. I’ve been called worse.” He inhaled deeply. “Can you smell that binding agent setting?”

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”

			
			“Whatever.” 

			“Sorry.” She stood up and pointed across to the girls who had returned to the bench. “Why didn’t they help you?”

			He joined her, standing alongside and looking across at the girls. “Pregnant,” he said and then quieter under his breath he added. “Some as young as ten. They’re womb factories for the highest bidder.”

			“That’s not just taboo, that’s illegal.”

			“Fake digi-ID,” he said and shrugged. “There’s a lot of poverty around here. Rumour has it that almost all of the babies end up in the orphanages sponsored by the tech-narcissists. OS most likely.”

			Beth frowned. “I don’t get it. It doesn’t make sense.”

			He rubbed his temples. “The orphanages fund the young mothers to make a new start.”

			She turned to face him. “Do they buy the babies?”

			“Pretty much, yeah.”

			Beth’s investigative radar was on overdrive. She was about to ask if she could film an interview with him when he picked up his board and bag.

			“Hey,” she said. “Can we talk some more?”

			“Sure. Drop me a line if you want.”

			He held his globule close to her jacket pocket and she felt the buzz in receipt of his details.

			“Thanks. I might do that.”

			He nodded, glanced at his globule and chuckled. “A caster? Who would’ve guessed? Intriguing.”

			Beth filmed him paddleboarding across the river and then summoned her own transport to the London train, determined to make contact with him in the next few days. 

		

	
		
			
			5

			Naomi sighed. The knock on the door had the familiar rhythm of a drone. Only it wasn’t a delivery, it was the bailiffs.

			Since she’d returned from the protest in England, she’d been actively planning the next Resist & Regain campaign. And then out of the blue, the landlords had been in touch to say her rent was no longer being paid and that they were evicting her. The same day she’d been refused entry to a bus and had to walk home. She no longer existed as far as the East Albion register of citizens was concerned and, as a result, she wasn’t receiving Universal Basic Services, no UBS. No healthcare, no access to education, no free travel and most poignantly of all at that moment, no housing. She’d deal with it. What annoyed her more were Gerry’s assurances that it would be fine. Platitudes from people who simply asserted that ‘everything will be fine’ was one of her pet hates. He said it would be a temporary problem and she shouldn’t worry, but the smugness of his slick voice made it difficult to believe he wasn’t being superficial. She loved him, but sometimes his attitude didn’t make that easy. Still, she’d been meaning to move and return her clothes anyway, having been caught up in planning the campaign to such an extent that she’d been living in the same house and in the same clothes for almost a year. It was becoming embarrassing, as her friends frequently pointed out: You’ve got a contract. Just swap things.

			
			The knocking persisted until she opened the door. The bailiff hovered at head height, flashing red and emitting a repetitive beep. She acknowledged it by allowing it to transfer its court order to the house’s control panel and it withdrew a few metres, still hovering but no longer red and no longer beeping its annoying alarm.

			Gerry called from upstairs. “Is that thing still there?”

			“Certainly is. Let’s pack up. Let’s go.”

			Not that there was much to pack. Her furniture and her appliances were rented. Before she’d become fully involved in R&R, she’d bought her clothes and changed her style frequently. In the early days of her activism some of the more militant of the movement had been scathing, accusing her of being as much to blame for the state of the world as the tech elite and their corporations. They were wrong, but it had been her blind spot. Well, not so much a blind spot as an itch she had desperately wanted to scratch. She wondered if peer pressure had ended that need for the new, or whether it would manifest in some random way later.

			Gerry and Morgan appeared, struggling to carry a fridge wrapped in a blanket with an animated image of a woman wriggling in her sleep. What an unlikely pair of removal men they made. Gerry was far too skinny and impeccably dressed, and sweat was pouring from Morgan’s bald head, making his big, bold glasses slip down his nose. She took the fridge from them, enjoying the feeling in her biceps and grinning at the fact that she could lift what the two of them couldn’t. She hoisted it on to her left shoulder and walked down the steps and into the garden.

			The drone moved to its right and blocked her path. “Illegal removal,” it said. “Please replace the item immediately.”

			“That’s crap,” she said, pushing her face as close to the bailiff as she could. “You’ll throw it away. You’ll get a new one for the next person.”

			The bailiff ignored her.

			
			“Extraction,” called Morgan.

			“What?” shouted Naomi.

			“You’re being extracted.”

			“Very funny.”

			The bailiff moved in closer, once again flashing red and beeping its alarm. Naomi put the fridge down and pushed the drone away. It moved backwards and returned to its original position as if it was on a piece of elastic. Silent except for its alarm, it continued to flash its red warning. Naomi pushed again and the same happened. She pushed and pushed and it simply shifted away from her and then shifted back again. As close as ever, but no closer. It would have been quite a game if it hadn’t been for the fact that you never knew when these things might turn on you and when they did what they might do. She picked up the fridge and the bailiff came to life.

			“Illegal removal. Please replace the item immediately.”

			She nudged it with her shoulder and the alarm became continuous at the same time as tiny fly drones dispersed from its back.

			“It only realises you’re a person when you’re holding the fridge,” shouted Gerry.

			Naomi dropped it. The flies returned to their base and the alarm returned to its beeping.

			Gerry appeared at the door. “Wow, you’re invisible unless you’re taking stuff away.” He scrunched up his boyish face and muttered to himself, “Different datasets, I guess.”

			Naomi picked up the fridge and immediately there was the whirr of the bailiff’s back opening up. “Oh, very well,” she said. “You win.” She turned around and carried the fridge towards the house. “Worth a try,” she said to Gerry as she passed. She dumped it inside the hallway and lifted the blanket. The bailiff was hovering in the doorway flashing, but not beeping. “Here.” She threw the blanket to Gerry. “Try some clothes. There’s a pile that aren’t rented on the bed.”

			
			He hurried up the stairs and made a fair amount of noise in the bedroom above them before running back down with an armful of blanket and clothes. “Resist and Regain,” he said and bounded past the bailiff and across the garden.

			The drone did nothing.

			Naomi smiled. “Resist and Regain.”

			“Resist and Regain,” said Gerry and Morgan in unison.

			With the few precious possessions she owned, Naomi walked away from the house, pausing halfway down the garden to take one last look. “Bye,” she said and shrugged. “Good while it lasted.”

			Morgan rubbed his stubbly beard and play punched her on the arm. “You’ll be nice and cosy with me and Gerry. Our bed is big and its borders are open.”

			Naomi chuckled. She no longer rose to the bait about her sexual appetites, which in a nutshell were zero. She only got angry with those who used the term ‘absent’ to describe her preferences, presuming a norm she didn’t recognise. “Not interested,” she said, and put her arms around Morgan to pull him close. “Cuddles are nice.”

			He winked. “Three warm bodies close and snuggling. Now, that does sound rather nice.”

			Out on the street, their pod arrived. It was a house-moving present from Gerry and they all bundled in with the excitement of a new adventure.

			“When your tiny hiccup is resolved you should think about moving in more long term,” said Gerry. “So we can plan the campaigns more effectively.”

			Morgan nodded vigorously and Naomi grinned at them both.

			The pod pulled up outside the gravelled front garden of their house in Haven Meadows. It was a cheap rental even by Boston standards, not least because the first signs of flooding had appeared nearby. The flat horizon and these identikit houses gave the feeling of a desolate future, and that’s what Gerry and Morgan said they loved about it so much. They revelled in the constant reminder of what was to come if things didn’t change dramatically and fast.

			
			Gerry took her few possessions to her new bedroom while Morgan made tea from the plants in their back garden and toasted some potato bread.

			While they ate, they sat studying the micro thin sheet of SlendTek rolled out along the length of the table. Morgan pressed a finger here and there to expand parts of the country and the associated data. There were pockets of activity everywhere, but the densest areas were those which were close to some kind of flooding, no matter how slight. Morgan skimmed his hand across the map showing how the stories they put out which linked politics, technology and poverty had the greatest effect. He showed them how the targeted news of global disasters linked to local concern were quickly followed by waves of activity and intensified anger. Sadly, these sudden uprisings of action were followed just as quickly by an increased sense of hopelessness as the corporates deployed their bot police to crush the crowds. What was obvious was that to get any kind of protest to happen still required some form of pushing and prodding of the populace.

			“This is interesting,” said Morgan as he twisted his fingers on Pancras Square. “Look. We managed to find this partially drafted press release on their semi-private server.”

			A snippet appeared on the techsheet: Ground-breaking Leadership at OmegaSimera: an Artificial Neural Network named simply as ANN has been secretly operating as the CEO for two years and with huge success. ANN said in a statement, “This is the beginning of a new form of leadership for the world.”

			“Good harvesting,” said Naomi.

			“Hacked, while being paid to harvest.”

			“Impressive. Whatever you call it.”

			“Me or this ANN?”

			
			Naomi sat back in her chair. “Both. I meant you.” She sighed. “We need more of you. Less of this ANN.”

			Morgan closed the data bubble and leant forward. “Why? It could be just what we need.”

			“The OS are ruthless neo-liberal narcissists. From their top most tip to their fossilised foundations.”

			“But a neural network with the right motives could transform society.”

			“Indeed,” said Naomi. She scraped her chair on the floor as she pushed it backwards and stood up. “More automation. More focus on value. Less on values. Basic services reduced for the ninety-nine percent.”

			“We are not anonymous,” shouted Gerry. “We are Resist and Regain.”

			Morgan shook his head and sat back down, running fingers this way and that across the map, pulling bubbles of data out but not pausing long enough for anything other than a casual glance before moving on.

			“It must be destroyed,” said Naomi. “Before it becomes the norm.”

			“Destruction, destruction, destruction,” muttered Morgan as he left the room.

			Gerry sidled up close. “We’ve been crowdfunding for you. Enough to last until your UBS are reinstated.”

			“I could get work.”

			Morgan shouted from the next room. “Good luck with that.”

			“No,” said Gerry. “You must spearhead our fight.”

			Naomi gave Gerry a hug, rolled up her precious SlendTek and retreated to her room, still churning through the possibilities of an ANN that could change the world for the better or an ANN that might accelerate humanity’s already downward spiral.
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