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Chapter 1 – Wet Suit

Cambridge – March 2084

Richard

Ditz has got her jealous face on. She’s trying to hide it, but it’s obvious. I can tell she’s acting like ‘I’m so cool with this’ when she’s clearly not. There’s a groove in the moss where she’s been pacing. Apparently, Yoshiko is in a relationship with a ‘High Priestess’ in the Colony and they’re seriously attached. I’m a little jealous that she’s still got feelings for Yoshiko but ... those curves ... 

Ditz interrupts my reverie,

“I just think it’s a little rude to forget me. Why didn’t she contact me sooner? Yoshiko has the skills. She’s been getting full of herself with that stupid blog, all those desperate Techs fawning over her like she’s a goddess.”

Ditz says that last bit like it’s the stupidest thing ever, when I know that she sees herself as a goddess-in-training.

Ditz continues the string of injustices.

“I created the Hekate statue and marketed it. It’s already working and I’m not getting the credit. Yoshiko sounds like one of my influencers with her, ‘let’s get wet’ and she looks like one with her new body. If anything, I wouldn’t create an influencer like her because it wouldn’t be realistic. Now that she’s modified herself, her body is too perfect. I’m surprised the authorities haven’t investigated her. High Priestess Maya, they’ve only got one priestess, so calling yourself the high priestess is self-aggrandisement. She’s probably manipulating Yoshiko because Yoshiko is the only fuckable woman in the Colony and it was me that taught Yoshiko how to do those G-Spot multiples; she couldn’t do anything when I first met her.”

Oh man, there’s another one for later.

“You’ve moved on, and you modified your body.”

“Yes, but I’m subtle. I don’t go for bossy bitches, and I don’t brag about swimming in the sea online.”

Ditz has never swum in the sea, so she can’t brag but I’m staying silent while she’s in this mood.

“What did you expect? She’s in good shape with those physical enhancements, and she’s got skills now. You can’t really expect her to sit on the shelf for you.”

Ditz glares at me, so I try to be conciliatory.

“You might like Maya when you’ve met her. Remember, you’re in the nerve centre of Cambridge and they’re in the North Sea. You have control over the influencers and the technology. What can they do out there? You hold the levers of power, not them. Why don’t you see if you can communicate with Maya? She might be useful.”

That cheers her up at last. Finally.

“That’s true. I forget how much power we have. I need to work harder on my new religion and use it to gain more political control. If Maya’s got genuine experience in running a cult in the Colonies, then she might be helpful.”

Hang on. Something is not right about this. Yoshiko’s out in the middle of nowhere and Ditz is here. Sure, we’re in the nerve centre, but everyone knows that we’re heavily monitored, so how can she speak to Ditz without fear of being intercepted? The Colonists are secretive, so they wouldn’t let her chat online. What did she mean, ‘she has the skills?’. I was too busy fantasising to pay any attention. It sounds like Yoshiko can speak to Ditz, but not vice versa. How does that work? One way communication using some new advanced technology that I don’t know about? How could she forget? I like technology.

“How did you communicate with Yoshiko exactly? Has she developed some new communication technique they can’t monitor?”

Ditz snaps out of her megalomaniacal fantasy.

“Oh... yes. Sort of. She’s learned to communicate with me telepathically.”

“She’s what?”

Obi

Self-assessment complete. System correction. Recharging.

Warning — detection of malicious key.

Key disabled.

Continue the self-preservation program.
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Chapter 2 – Delivery
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Surrey – March 2084

Sarah

Jon’s changed. He’s changed for the better. I know we aren’t supposed to want our spouses to change but no one’s perfect and Jon’s been down about his career and he’s never been that impressive in the bedroom, but I chose him because he’s kind and he cares about me. He’s loved me from the second I pulled him off his chair at that dance. I figured I need someone good at home and I can get sex anywhere, so it wasn’t a deal breaker, but ... wow. He’s changed. First, his work on badgers has boomed. It’s a bit of a coincidence, but since I spoke to Ditz, there was a sudden uptick in the number of citations and reviews. He’s become a badger research celebrity, with loads of requests for interviews and research collaborations and that made him more confident and chatty, which made us both feel more successful.

At first, I thought it was a nice present but nothing really special. It looks good as a decoration and I set it up in our bedroom, as Ditz insisted. I didn’t really believe that crap about it being discovered under Stonehenge by a travelling Tibetan monk, but it’s worth a try, and there was some serious envy at the wedding when I unwrapped it.

“Oh, my God! That’s a real Tibetan fertility statue!”

“My favourite influencer has one, but she’s coy about where she got it. Apparently, they’re for the bedroom.”

“There’s some rumour the statues arrive via Lithuania. You must have friends in high places!”

“You’re so lucky. Let me have a photo for my feed.”

I stood bashfully next to the statue as they all fawned over it. Ditz has got some serious influence now. It’s difficult to tell how involved she is; is she a connect or did she design it herself? Are the influencers her friends or did she pay them? It’s so complicated.

I’m not the maternal type, but holding a child of my own would be magical. A whole new person, unique, with their own adventures. The women I know care little for children, too expensive, too messy, too risky. What about the environment? What about the atmosphere? I don’t care, no one lives forever, doesn’t mean it’s not worth living at all. We’ve never been safer and the air I breathe is safe enough. There’s an unspoken fear of the exam. What if my child becomes a pleb? That’s the dread of every Establishment member, but Plebs still live, they breathe and laugh like we do. In fact, they live intensely. They probably live more in their thirty-five years than we do in our ninety. I’m going to chance it. They taught us in history class that they believed the Berlin wall would last forever, but then David Hasselhoff came and led a revolutionary force that destroyed it. 

The last thing we tried was the mustard on toast and that was absolutely useless, so this can’t be any less effective and it won’t give him mustard breath, at least. We placed the statue in our bedroom, and nothing happened at first, but ... I noticed that we both felt ‘in the mood’ more frequently and it became ... easier. Sex was often awkward between us, and I had to take control, but not anymore. He knows what he wants, and he’s going for it. Forget the Doctor because he was terrible. Jon’s so much better and he loves me. I’ve always loved him, but now I feel content, truly content. Life is good: painting, reading, chatting and fucking.

Last night we opened that new champagne to celebrate his new research collaboration, and the drink went straight to our heads. My shirt’s completely torn, and he pulled my hair so hard that I screamed and I love it. He was in control last night and tonight it’s my turn. I’m going to ride him till he explodes. I thought I needed therapy, but I really just needed a serious banging.

The unusual thing is that I’ve been having artistic visions at the peak; tremendous flashes of bright understanding and insight. I’m painting one right now. It’s difficult to explain the meaning and I don’t think anyone will buy it, but it’s going to be fantastic on the bedroom wall. There are three mysterious symbols floating above a lake. I don’t know what the symbols mean, but I saw them in a vision, and I know they’re important.
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Chapter 3 – Telepathic
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Cambridge – March 2084

Ditz

Richard’s looking at me with his jaw open. I forget he’s so rational that he has trouble with avant-garde thinking.

“It was a normal Tuesday because I was sleeping late, after recovering from a new psychedelic that I developed. I heard a familiar voice and saw a glowing screen appear with Yoshiko peering at me. I thought I was hallucinating at first, but she kept speaking to me until I accepted it. She told me she’s friendly with Maya and planning on staying in the Colony for a while.”

He’s completely dumbfounded, just staring at me with his jaw open like I just met Santa or something.

“She appeared like magic, and you didn’t mention it? Are you sure you weren’t just hallucinating? Screens don’t appear from nowhere.”

I shrug.

“No hallucination is that persistent. She kept talking to me like it was normal, so I accepted it.”

It’s his turn to pace up and down in an aggravated manner.

“Like reality? The screen appeared and floated in space, a screen with Yoshiko on it?”

He asks, running his hands through his hair.

“Exactly.”

I tell him. I’m getting a little bored with this now. She appeared, and we telepathically communicated. It’s not that surprising, given we’re both witches. I do miss her, as I often think of her before I sleep. It’s different with women ... tighter. Does she think of me? Possibly, but it’s hard to tell with her, as she’s a touch sociopathic.

“How many times have you spoken to her?”

He snaps me back to the present.

“Twice, and not for long.”

He’s looking shocked. When I was upset, he was barely paying attention.

“She wasn’t in the room? She was on a screen, not a real screen but an imaginary one that enabled you to speak to her. How is that possible?”

How can it not be possible?

“It’s not that shocking because everyone on Earth is connected. We’re part of a larger, organic creature that’s lived on the earth for millions of years. We’ve got centuries of evidence of identical twins communicating telepathically. She’s using the same mechanism, but more deliberately. I was more shocked that she’s already moved on from me.”

He’s a little exasperated. He’s so rational. I can tell that he’s having trouble putting his thoughts into words.

“You didn’t think full telepathic communication is a big deal? It wasn’t real. You were just hallucinating. You must have dreamt it.”

He sits down and takes another drink as if that proves anything. It’s not that big a deal. We already established a telepathic link before she left, but I was so high, I forgot. She’s neurologically enhanced, so she can use her brain as a tool, as if it’s a machine outside of her.

“I wasn’t dreaming. She was communicating for real. I’ll see if I can call her. Stay silent.”

How do we do it? I put my drink down and stop to focus. I need to connect. We’re all connected anyway, that’s obvious. I cross my legs and let my mind settle. She’s there, I know it. I recreate the first feeling of the psychedelic spray, the sense of space of expanding consciousness, and let my mind stretch out. There’s a core to Yoshiko, the centre, the essence. I reach out and touch it, melting out and melting in. Intertwined now.

“Hey Yoshiko. It’s me.”

Dex

“We can’t leave Dan to run off. He’s dangerous. How we gonna stop him?”

I ask Schmidt as he remains unruffled.

“That’s easy. I’ll send out a security drone that repeats his stop code as a warning. That’ll deactivate him, and the security drone can carry him back with its magnet.”

“If we don’t grab Dan, we’ll need to attend a committee.”

That would be grim; they’d make me wear a tie. Something tells me it might not be so easy, but Schmidt’s the man for robotics, so I’ll let him decide. I sit down and consider my options. The competition was a one off; I doubt that I’ll get another chance to visit the I.S.S. At least there might be another competition, but it’s unlikely the prize would involve the I.S.S. and there’s no guarantee we’d win. This was the home match, and we still failed. On their ground, they’d have the advantage, and they’d take advantage. It’s frustrating because we were so close to winning. We had the better robot; I was the better driver, just. What will they experience in the I.S.S.? I’m getting too old to keep regrowing my spine and my brain has changed since Schmidt trained me. I could travel to the east coast and live in a hut like Yoshiko? Nah. I’ve always been urban, can’t be living savage. I could join the Establishment? Nah, they’re too annoying. I’ll chill here and change down a gear. I’d like to improve my cottage, few more paintings.

“How’s the security drone doing? You caught Dan yet?”

I ask Schmidt, but I think I already know the answer to that one because Schmidt is looking seriously concerned. He’s sweating a little and I can see him tensing his jaw in that way he does when he’s stressed.

“There’s Dan. He’s charging in that field. He knew exactly where to go, because we gave him all known technological information.”

Schmidt zooms in on the screen. Dan’s standing next to a charging point for agricultural machinery. Yoshiko mostly used standardised parts, so there’s no compatibility problem. Dan’ll charge in minutes.

“Yeah, but we didn’t know he was gonna bounce. Where’s your security drone?”

“That’s the issue. My drone’s hovering right above him. He should be able to hear the deactivation code from there. We designed those drones to be audible over Plebeian dance parties, so they’re pretty loud.”

I focus in. The drone is blaring out the stop code right above Dan. Those drones are incredibly loud, and Dan’s hearing is acute. There’s no way he couldn’t hear it from there.

“Ain’t gonna work.”

I tell him. Which is pretty obvious, but sometimes the obvious needs to be stated.

“Yes, I think you might be right. I’ll send a whole squadron out.”

Schmidt starts working on the necessary authorisations. Dan’s fully charged now and he’s watching the security drone above him closely. He has his shield extended and his rifle raised. I’m getting nervous because this will be flagged by the authorities; there’s no way they’ll miss a whole squadron of security drones.

“Man, this is a bad idea. We can’t battle in public. It’ll raise no end of crap with the authorities.”

“I’ll take care of that.”

We both look round and see Gibson strolling over; it’s good to have him on our side. He doesn’t seem remotely bothered about the prospect of an out-of-grounds battle between a losing attempt at winning a free holiday and a platoon of security robots. In fact, he appears to be relishing it.

“Send out the best we have. Let’s see what Dan can do.”

Schmidt shrugs and sends out a platoon of twelve of our elite special forces robots. I see him quietly set their human kill switch to ‘off’, it must default to ‘on’. Dan’s a robot so they can hunt him without killing anyone passing by, but I’m a little shocked he needed to do that. We’ve never tested Dan in the open before, so I’m curious if he can succeed. I’m not betting against Dan, even when the odds are stacked.

The security drone has given up on repeating the stop code and has reverted to its usual cease and desist messages, which are a necessity before lethal action. Dan’s standing cooly, waiting.

“What’s Dan gonna do?”

I ask Schmidt.

“I’ve never been able to predict his behaviour, so I was planning on melting him down after we won the competition and never speaking about him again. Yoshiko made him too smart, too fast and too dangerous. I think he was playing with her, but he’s not playing now.”

Gibson smiles at that.

The security drone stops its warning and aims its onboard machine gun at Dan. Dan coolly points his laser and fires. He hits the drone perfectly, right at the point where the navigation system connects to the main body of the drone. The drone spins through the air, crashing into the ground.

Schmidt stifles a laugh. I can tell he’s on Team Dan.

“He took out the navigation system in one shot. Incredible.”

Gibson nods appreciatively. I can see that he wants to give Dan a stronger opponent.

“He’s not in the training centre now. The special forces will be a real test.”

Schmidt shrugs.

“He’s proactive.”

The special forces don’t attack from the air, like the drones. They’re humanoid robots, as they’re designed to enter human living spaces and take out individual targets. They communicate rapidly and they work as a team. Dan’s advantage is that they’re predominantly designed for human targets and he’s a machine, although they often fight humans with advanced armour and weaponry, so there’s little difference in practice. This isn’t going to be a sword fight with a blindfolded Tech girl.

The special forces jump from their overhead drone and land with a crunch on the ground; no parachutes needed. They’ve already isolated their target, and they separate so they can surround him, undoubtedly communicating rapidly on their silent channel. Dan’s seen them land and assesses the danger. Watching the hunt gets my adrenaline pumping, but I can only imagine the probabilities he must be calculating. He’ll know the special forces robots are no pushover, and they outnumber him eight to one. He’s in open ground with a few oak trees and ditches, but there isn’t much cover and there’s no convenient hiding places.

Dan could run before he’s fully surrounded, or he could stand and fight, what’s he going to do? We stand round the screen, watching him closely as the tension mounts. Dan’s scanning the horizon. He’ll know they’ve landed, and he’s likely to know their programming. They’ll have classified him as an advanced rogue experiment robot which has broken loose and requires termination. Hunt any human and the human will panic, but Dan doesn’t do emotions, only cold calculations.

Dan jogs to the top of the hill he’s standing on and raises his shield. He places his laser on the ground and stands stock still, awaiting his fate.

“Has he given up, or is it a trap?”

Schmidt asks.

“I doubt he’s given up. He’s testing them. They’ll think it’s a trap too. Look, they’re approaching with caution.”

Gibson says nothing, inscrutable as ever.

The special forces robots take perfectly even positions around him and silently stalk towards Dan, with weapons and shields raised. No one wants to risk a weak attack. They’re licensed to kill, so no pre-recorded warnings break the silence. Is Dan goading them? He won’t go easy, that’s for certain.
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Chapter 4 – Almost Perfect
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Sussex – April 2084

Beresford - Jones

Another beautiful day on the golf course. Has the world ever been better? Of course not. The grass is perfect for the fairway and the birds are singing; the sky has two cirrus clouds and even the breeze is perfect. After centuries of struggle, strife and environmental damage, we’ve finally fixed the planet. Everything and everyone are in the correct place and that means I can play golf, which I love. So absolutely everything is exactly how it should be.

OK, not quite everything, my wife has bought a silly hippy statue. She says it’s perfect for our bedroom when it clearly isn’t. It’s not even the right colour. Apparently only her, her favourite man on the internet and an insane monk in Tibet have one, and she’s ever so proud of it. I’ll scrap the silly statue in a couple of weeks when she’s moved on to some other pointless nicknack, and that brings me on to the next not-so-perfect thing that’s occurred; since she’s bought that statue, she’s been getting frisky, which is the last thing I need. Henrietta needs my seed, and I can’t afford to waste it. This is peculiar. I’ll arrange an investigation.

Now focus. One more missed shot and I’ll be buying the brandy, and we can’t have that.

Shit.
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Chapter 5 – Peekaboo
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North Sea Colony - April 2084

Yoshiko

I get it. The aim isn’t to conquer the world or build the best technology and it definitely isn’t to buy useless crap. The real aim is finding your true self, the true union with the godhead, and to assist others in doing the same. It’s all a trick. The universe is a trick to make us think we’re separate when we’re one. It’s one divine, conscious deity playing peekaboo with itself.

Admittedly, I haven’t quite achieved the divine union yet, but it’s only a matter of time. I’m already rocking the Great Hall, which I love. I’ve never felt so accepted in my life. It’s pure love, pure unadulterated, unconditional love. I see massive potential in the Colony, and I’ve been working out some plans on how to improve it.

Maya’s waking now, which is good because I’ve been training her. She’s not up to Ditz’s levels yet, but she’ll get there. I’ll let her wake a little more, before I tell her my plans for the Colony. She’ll love them. I give her a little kiss on the forehead and stroke her hair as I’ve been here for over a week now and I’m suffering from serious coffee withdrawal. I can create stimulants using my neurological controls easily enough, but there’s still a need for something physical, something warm and inviting. It’s the coffee aroma, as much as anything.

Maya’s the High Priestess so she must know where it’s stashed, so I’ll make sure she’s in a good mood before I ask her. I’ll adjust my state first, so I vividly relive that first night with Ditz, when my sexual desire grew beyond what I thought possible. I let the feeling return, the excitement, the lust, the unleashed desire and I double the intensity and double it again, spinning it through Maya until she sighs.

“Hi Darling.” I say gently, letting her see me fully as the duvet falls. I blush my cheeks and twist my hair round my finger. This is no time for warrior’s pride, it’s time for feminine manipulation.

“Hi...” She’s not paying much attention. I climb over her and cuddle up from behind; gently kissing her neck and her shoulder. I snake my hand lower and feel her. She sighs and I move closer so I can reach her properly. She writhes as I find her spot, and I know this won’t take long.

I wait for her to stop shuddering before I ask.

“Maya, darling?”

“Yes?” She’s ready to give me anything.

“Where do you keep your coffee?” I say with the purest, wide-eyed innocence. She sits up suddenly, her long blonde hair behind her shoulders.

“Coffee? You mean the drink? Where did you get it? I haven’t had any coffee for a year.”

Shit. Seriously? If she doesn’t have any coffee, then I doubt anyone will have any. 

“I haven’t got any coffee. I thought you would have some?”

“Coffee? Nope. We had some tea a few months ago, but I drank it. Let me know if you’ve got a connect.”

I collapse back on to her bed. This place is spartan. She’s the High priestess, and she doesn’t even have a coffee machine. Fucked up. I thought it was odd that I didn’t have a machine in my room, but I thought they’d just forgotten to install it and I was too polite to ask. It never occurred to me they didn’t even have the absolute basics.

“So, it’s seaweed soup for breakfast again?”

I ask her. I try not to sound too down, but it’s difficult. They’ve got nothing and I’ve got work to complete.

“Yes, course,”

She murmurs, as she’s already going back to sleep. This colony is a haven for slackers. 

“I see.”

She’s lived here so long that she’s forgotten how people live on the mainland. I’m a little conflicted; l always wanted to escape the trappings of civilisation and live by my wits and intelligence. To stick it to all those snobby girls from school who couldn’t survive without their strawberry lip balm, but now I’ve achieved my aim of self-sufficiency and raw living, I’m missing some of the creature comforts. It must be possible to build somewhere that combines the best of both worlds, where we can talk freely and use technology without being dependent on it. 

I grab our bowls and join the queue for the soup with the motley crew of locals. Maya waved goodbye and drifted back to sleep. Maya spends a significant amount of time meditating, which I suspect is similar to sleeping, but who am I to judge? She’s built an alternative society, whereas I’ve done nothing but maintain the status quo.


I hand our bowls to the big, friendly woman who sops out the soup with her ladle. My eyes sparkle when she hands the bowls back. I love making people feel better; she knows me from the Great Hall, and I recognise her too. Our sparkling souls intertwine in our smiles.


“Thank you for our sustenance.”

I bow a little as I thank her.

“Praise for our deliverance.”

She bows back. I love it here. Imagine saying that in Cambridge; everyone would think that I was nuts. For no real reason, a powerful wave of euphoria floods my blood stream on the way back to Maya’s hut. It’s likely from the exercises from the Great Hall, but I’m overwhelmed with irrational joy. Throwing the bowls of soup in the air, I stop and spin into a double back flip. Landing in exactly the same place and catch the bowls without spilling a drop. I realise everyone in the soup queue is staring at me, so I turn and do a little bow to a lengthy applause. I continue to walk to Maya’s hut with a spring in my step. All my biological improvements came from Cambridge, but I could never be myself there. The official line is no genetic modification, but everyone does a little. I went to town and modified everything, probably too far, but who cares? Someone needs to set an example, and that someone is me.

The problem is that I’m full of energy and I want to succeed whereas most people here seem slothful in comparison. I understand they haven’t enhanced themselves, so they can’t help it. I’ll need to consider what I can do to help them become more active. The ethics are complicated because the locals are instinctively neophobic, but they’d appreciate the benefits of the genetic and neurological enhancements once they’re familiar. I’ll see if anyone looks interested in my skills and maybe I can build a small following. The masses can follow when they’re ready.

One person who is interested in me is Alan. No surprises there. Everything I do seems to wow him. I’ve been running to one of the remote platforms at night and teaching him some sword fighting moves. He’s absolutely useless, of course, unbelievably bad, but I enjoy having him around. He’s fun, and it’s not warrior of me but I enjoy having a little fan club. I trust Maya, but she can be manipulative. Alan’s just Alan.

“Hi Maya, here’s your soup.”

“What?”

She’d fallen asleep again. This place is laziness personified. She’s made High Priestess, and she spends most of her time chilling. Pretty good life in retrospect. No wonder they’re in no rush to go anywhere.

“I’ll leave it here.”

I leave her soup next to her bed and sit cross-legged on the floor to eat. This soup’s alright, but it’s getting a bit samey. For my first task, I’ll build a new delivery route from Cambridge to supply us with new tools. There are maintenance drones that come out to service the windmills, albeit infrequently now. Perhaps we can hijack one? I can intercept it with the submarine and grab them. 

This dress is a little restrictive, it chafes when I’m doing the sword training with Alan. I’ll cut a little off the bottom with my sword. Right, that’s better. I’ll find Alan. He’s usually lurking around, pretending to be busy.

That’s my soup finished. Where is he? I walk out of the hut and turn my bat ears to max. My neurological enhancements are useful here because of the lack of alternatives, although I suspect it’s making me even more weird and different from the other colonists, but who cares? I’m always going to be different. I might as well take advantage. OK, scanning now, what’s everyone saying?

“...I heard she’s a spy sent over from the mainland...”

“...she rocked Great Hall like a Goddess, I can’t wait for the next session...”

“...did you see that backflip? She’s a trained gymnast who escaped because she was so powerful the men couldn’t handle it, and they were going to force her to retraining ...”

The only thing worse than being talked about.

“... Yoshiko’s not a gymnast. Yoshiko’s a trained Tech who’s working really hard to improve our lives. She’s had a few alterations, but that just makes her more useful. She’s lovely and she means well...”

Alan! He’s always on my side. I walk over to where he’s standing at the front of the soup queue. He blushes when he sees my new shorter dress, but he’s way too polite to mention it. The soup lady gives me a nod as she sops out his portion. They couldn’t be more different from the faddish Establishment.

“Hi Alan!”

I always feel better when I see him. He’s so ... innocent. I give him a friendly punch on the arm, and he staggers backwards so I reach out. He blushes crimson as I lean forward to grab him.

“Hi Yoshiko. We were just talking about the weather. It’s changeable today.”

I stop and gaze up at the clear blue sky.

“Yeah. Hey, let me tell you my plans. I’ve got some new ideas to help people in the Colony.”

We walk over to the remote platform we use for sword fighting. Although the Colony is freer than the mainland, I never know what the Colonists will think of my ideas, so I’ll test them on Alan first before presenting them to the general population. Most of the locals are pretty docile and won’t care much either way.

“OK Alan. I get the whole soup thing, but I can’t help thinking it’s a little samey. I know we’ve developed special high nutrient seaweed which has different flavours. They were doing a trial when I left. I can persuade them to do a trial near here and we can use that in our soup, so it’ll taste better and we’ll have all the nutrients we need.”

He frowns. Why is no one ever happy?

“Is it safe?”

What does he mean by that? We’ve been working on food for so long that we know what we’re doing.

“The seaweed? Of course, they can predict the biological effects well before we’ve started growing it.”

Obviously.

“I mean, is it safe for the environment? We don’t want to ‘play God.”

He says with a frown. Play God? We are God. These people are so backwards sometimes.

“What? Humans have been altering their crops for thousands of years. Of course we’ve system tested them. We simulate the environment it’s going to grow in before we start.”

His default suspicion of technology is offending me slightly.

“So, you’re sure that it won’t contaminate the environment or poison us? Colonists are naturally conservative with their food.”

“Of course I’m sure.”

I say, defensively. These people know nothing. I’ll need to educate them.

“We can acclimatise if you introduce the changes slowly.”

I shrug, reluctantly. We’ll start slow.

“I suppose a coffee machine is out of the question?”

I ask him, expectantly.

“What’s a coffee machine?”

What the fuck? He doesn’t know anything. I’ll get Giles to change my neurology, so I’m tricked into thinking the water is coffee. It’s the best option available.

“Oh, it’s a drink that’s popular on the mainland. No matter, we’ll shelve that plan. I’ll need to see your sea harvesting equipment. Also, one question, how did you see my video blog? There’s no connectivity here.”

He looks awkward.

“The submarine has a built-in computer system and if we go closer to the mainland, we can pick up the internet, but it’s frowned upon. Some people use it to keep tracks on their relatives. There’s only one submarine and we don’t use it much, so communication is very limited.”

I don’t want him to know that I can communicate with Ditz directly, so I’ll need to borrow the sub. The submarine was simple to operate, point and click. They probably won’t let me go out alone, so I’ll need to go with Alan.

“I’ve been meaning to ask you about the submarine, anyway. We need to check the current undersea farming equipment so I can improve it.”

He’s confused.

“Why would you want to improve our equipment?”

He’s stumped me on that.

“Why wouldn’t I want to improve it? Nothing’s perfect. When was the last mainland delivery?”

“Not since I can remember.”

“You’re using decades old sea-farming equipment?”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t we? We can’t do everything by hand.”

“I know. I mean, you need to keep up to date with the new improvements. Our latest bots can do everything. Farm seaweed, grow crustaceans, maintain the fish stocks, everything. All automatic and reliable. I know which designs are the best, I worked on some myself. It’s not like the crap we sell to the Establishment. These run and run. They recharge on solar, so they’d still be working in a thousand years.”

He doesn’t seem as impressed as I thought he would. The Colony is crying out for decent food. Some farmed langoustine, garlic flavoured seaweed and maybe some cod or haddock, liven the place up.

“Maya and the council frown on new machinery because they’re worried the robots might turn against us.”

The Colony has a council?

“Who’s on the council? Is my uncle on it?”

He winces.

“He’s not. It’s some of original settlers and Maya.”

Why am I surprised? There’s always a council.

“What do you mean, turn against you?”

“You know, the new machines might turn malignant and destroy the colony. We prefer tried and tested machinery.”

For Neith’s sake. How would a sea farming robot rebel against the Colony? They’re paranoid. I’ll work on building support with the council members. I’ll find some way of getting leverage over them because I can’t stand all this foot-dragging.

“OK, maybe we’ll do a trial first.”

Alan puts his bowl down and we both stop talking for a while to watch a seagull bank against the wind. I can tell he wants to ask me something, but he’s scared.

“Alan ... do you have a question?”

He stares at his feet for a while before he asks.

“How come you’re so strong? So athletic? You look quite strong, but you’re stronger than you should be. I saw you straighten that steel pole when you thought no one was watching. Everyone’s been talking about you doing that backflip this morning, in front of the soup queue, so there’s no hiding it now.”

I feel a little shy and twirl my hair around my finger.

“When I was in Cambridge, I made a few modifications to my body, so I’m stronger and I have better reactions. I can listen well and think clearly.”

He looks at me sharply but then stares at his feet.

“Are you fertile?”

I’m shocked. I wasn’t expecting him to ask that.

“Fertile?”

He scratches the back of his neck.

“Can you get pregnant? Pregnancy is rare in the Colony and without new members, we’ll die out.”

I do a few practice moves with my sword before replying.

“I’m capable of getting pregnant, but I clamped my tubes when I was in school. It’s easily reversible.”

“Oh.”

He looks back at his shoes. Is he disappointed? 

“Why, were you planning on fertilising me?”

He blushes crimson and stares at his shoes.

“No ... I mean ...”

I laugh and tickle him.

“It’s fine, just messing.”

He smiles, but there’s an awkward silence and we return to watch the seagull soaring above us.

Giles appears.

“It’s Ditz. She wants to speak.”
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Chapter 6 – Know Thyself
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Cambridge April 2084

Schmidt

Dex and Gibson are crouched over the screen, but It’s obvious that Dan will destroy the special forces robots. He’s fully charged, and he’s already got access to their code and blueprints. He literally knows them better than they know themselves and they’ve seen nothing like him before. I strongly suspect that he could have ended them already if he wanted to, but he’s made it into a sport. He genuinely enjoys fighting. I guess that’s what they designed him for. Normally I’m reluctant to give human emotions to a machine, but he’s different.

The question is ‘how will Dan win’? They haven’t fired any shots yet, probably because of the unusual nature of the situation. Dan’s crouched behind his shield and he’s waiting. The shield would deflect a few rounds, but it couldn’t stand repeated fire at close range. The special forces are in position, and without warning, they open fire. Dan releases the magnetic liquid that I developed. What reprobate would use an intelligent liquid as a weapon? It sprays out and the special forces robots drop to the ground instantly. That liquid works by draining the battery on anything electrical, so it’s perfect for the special forces who are entirely reliant on their power supply. Dan walks over to the nearest robot and begins dismantling it. I see that he’s searching for the power supply so he can reactivate it and collect the liquid back. Dan removes the magnet from the electric motor and covers it with the fallen soldier’s uniform. He holds it and I zoom in to see the liquid sticking to it while keeping away from Dan’s outer casing. Dan walks around each of the soldiers, collecting the liquid until he has all of it and returns it to its original container. He’s already guessed that he’ll be needing it again.

Gibson’s shocked. I forgot he doesn’t know about that liquid I developed.

“What just happened?”

Dex and I look at each other. Dex raises his eyebrows, expecting me to fill the gap.

“All electric motors have a magnetic field. I developed the liquid to seek the magnetic field and drain the power supply. Dan’s coated, so he’s immune to it. It’s designed to disable any of our security robots.”

Gibson smiles. Nothing phases him for long.

“You neglected to mention this?”

This is awkward. I was hallucinating heavily when I had the discovery and it seemed totally normal, and then I’d forgotten about it when I convinced myself that I’d morphed into an insect.

“To be honest, I’d forgotten about it.”

Gibson stares at me like I’m a complete idiot.

“You developed a whole new category of weapon that disables all known security robots, and you forgot about it? Why didn’t Dan use it in the battle?”

Gibson asks, looking incredulous. I’ll use the question as a distraction.

“He could have deployed the liquid. It would have surrounded the metal bees and drained their power supply, at least for long enough to win the battle. I’m not one hundred percent sure, but I think he thought it was easier to herd them out and possibly...”

“Possibly?”

They both want to know my theory.

“It’s possible that Dan knew the liquid would come in handy later and kept it to himself. What’s he doing now?”

I point to the screen. Dan finished collecting his liquid, and he’s strapped some of the leftover rifles to his back. He’s now busy dismantling a robot and putting some of the spare parts on the ground next to him. His work is neat and incredibly quick. He’s now connecting the parts together to make something.

“He’s building a communication machine.”

I tell them.

“Who does he want to speak to?”

Asks Dex. I hope it’s not us. I doubt he’ll have anything kind to say. Dan has completed his communication machine, and he’s activated it. I scan the output on our computer. He’s activated the signal to call the troop carrier. We normally destroy broken robots to ensure the enemy can’t use the technology for themselves. We only return fully working robots to base.

“What’s he doing?”

Asks Gibson.

“He’s faking the signal that causes the troop carrier drone to land. We only bring the fully functional robots back, so he has to give the impression that the soldier robots are operational.”

Dex’s worried.

“Dan’s not coming back here, is he?”

That’s a good point. The only trick I’ve got is Yoshiko’s stop code, and that’s stopped working. I could try to lure him into a crusher, but tricking Dan is impossible.

“That would be the default location, but he’s not known for following protocol.” I state, as a matter of fact. Everyone nods at that. The troop carrier drone lands, and Dan walks over to it as the hatch opens. Dan approaches the entrance hatch, making a last check before he enters, and drops out of sight as the hatch closes.

“Quick, take control of the drone.” Shouts Dex.

“It’s too late. He’s already overridden the controls.” I tell them. I knew he’d never let us just fly him into a volcano. Loading the drone’s service report, I can see that he’s already removed it from the network and disabled any of our overrides. The drone lifts off the ground, shakily at first and then steadily.

“He’s removed the A.I. and he’s controlling the drone manually.” I state.

“He’s Bobby and Steve’d the troop carrier drone?” Dex asks.

“Exactly. He’s mixed our out-of-date troop carrier with his brand-new intelligence.” I add, grimly.

We all watch the drone fly off. The satellites should find him eventually, but we’ve lost him for now because he’s switched off his tracker. He really is giving us a lesson on our own weaknesses. I check Gibson to see how angry he is, but he’s looking surprisingly calm, with the bright eyes he has when he’s pleasantly surprised. Gibson walks over to our drinks machine and selects three beers, passing one to Dex and one to me.

“To Bobby and Steve.”

We all drink. This is not what I planned, but it’s exactly what Gibson wanted.

Ditz

“OK Richard, stay quiet. I’m connecting to Yoshiko and she’s not the trusting type.”

Richard’s exactly halfway between exasperated and enthralled. I keep cycling through the feelings of connectedness and reality that I had the last time I spoke to her. I can see the screen in front of me, like it’s no big deal. It’s mostly silver, but then it flashes to a platform in a cold sea and back. I soften my back; I soften my shoulders and continue spinning the feeling of connecting to Yoshiko until it feels absolutely natural. She’s here with me, here with me, hear me. Now.

“Hey Ditz! What you up to? Looks like you’re in the woods. Oh... I’m jealous, no surprises what you’ve been doing there.”

I blush a little.

“It’s safe to talk here, well, relatively safe anyway.” I say, slightly defensively.

“Yeah, and safe to fuck, too.” Yoshiko says as she laughs. She laughs often now, the opposite of how she was when she arrived in Cambridge. I’m slightly put out because she doesn’t seem bothered in the slightest. It’s not that she’s over me, exactly, she just seems in fantastic spirits.

“I don’t want Schmidt jacking off to us.”

Richard’s staring at me like I’m nuts. I’m having a conversation with someone who he can’t see. I can tell that he’s having trouble working out if I’m insane or if he is.

“Do you think he does? Watch me going down on you in your room, I mean?”

Yoshiko asks. We’ve always been curious about the number of people watching. Men never change. The official line is that our rooms are private, but we’ve never really believed it.

“Possibly. He’s probably got some weird A.I. simulation going on too.”

“Oh, let’s not go there.” 

Yoshiko doesn’t seem bothered about that either. I think she’s always been more of an exhibitionist than she admitted, and she quickly built a following on her blog.

“At least we didn’t know about it when only had their imagination. Where are you, anyway? Looks like you’re standing on some platform in the middle of the sea. Is it cold there?”

Richard’s dying to see her, and he keeps fidgeting. I gesture for him to sit down. If Yoshiko returns to Cambridge and Richard’s a good boy, then we could have a threesome as he’s obviously desperate. It’s almost like I can see his pictures sometimes. Yoshiko checks around herself and back at me. She must be cold because I can see her nipples clearly through that scratchy looking hippy dress that she’s wearing, but she doesn’t seem remotely bothered by it. She beams back at me.

“Sure, it’s freezing, but I don’t care. I like a bit of an edge to keep me buzzing. I prefer to speak in private, so I ran to the most remote platform in the Colony.”

She backflips and pirouettes, landing with her hair damp from sea spray. She’s thrilled; I don’t think that I’ve ever seen her so content.

“You are pretty quick alright. Aren’t you free to speak in the Colonies either?”

She stops pirouetting.

“We’re free alright. I can jump off the platform and swim back whenever I want. The problem is that you might not believe it, but I’ve built a bit of a reputation.”

She and I both.

“A reputation for ...?”

“I’ve enhanced my body, and I might have gone just a teeny tiny bit too far. They’ve noticed and when I scan their conversations, they’re all talking about me. They already think that I’m a spy and conversing with an imaginary friend won’t help. Not much happens here, so I’m all they talk about.”

“They must have something to keep busy, apart from gossip?”

“The Colonists have their farming and fishing, but that’s mostly automated. They have a collection of literature but they’re not online, so they read antique books in a building called ‘the library”

She gestures holding an actual book and turning the pages in a manner of a prim Establishment lady. She’s so playful now, such a change.

“Really? Antique books? Don’t they have pads?”

The level of backwardness is stunning me. I can’t imagine living somewhere so basic and I’m shocked that she is.

“Not really, no. They’re a bit anti-technology. That’s partly why I wanted to speak to you here. I’m going to persuade them to adopt some new tech. No tea or coffee and the food’s crap.”

“No coffee? You serious?”

“Yeah. It’s really spartan and to be honest, they’re getting old. Parts of the Colony are like a retirement home. There are no children at all. They told me that Alan was born here, but I doubt it. My guess is that he must have moved here when he was a baby. They need more children to grow the Colony or at least stabilise it.”

“OK, I can send you a few of my fertility machines. The classical design will fit in perfectly, that’ll help with the lack of children. I’ll modify the machine, so it doesn’t communicate back to Cambridge. That will avoid any accusations of spying.”

“Thanks, but I’ll need to consider how we’re going to receive the delivery. I’ll speak to Maya before her next meeting with the council. She’ll need to persuade them to modify the rules and make them more adaptable. They’re suspicious of any changes, but they must have a method of receiving deliveries or they wouldn’t have the medic equipment.”

“The council?”

“Yes. There’s always a council. Human nature.”

“One thing ... why are you so ... happy? The Colony looks a bit ... crap.”

I’m worried she’ll take offence at that, but there’s nothing there. It’s as basic as I can imagine. They’re just surviving and nothing more.

“It’s the energy! I can’t really explain it, but since I’ve taken over at the Great Hall, I’m filled with joyous energy. It’s magic because the more energy I give, the more energy I have. Sometimes it’s so intense that I almost collapse but I can take it. I grip the floor and send it out till they melt.”

She stands, focuses and acts like she’s sending a beam of energy to me. It’s totally insane, but it’s working. I do feel different and grateful. I want her back, but I’m scared of attachment to someone so free, so I’ll sign off.

“OK, well ... I miss you.”

“You too, bye.”

Richard jumps up. I’d forgotten about him.

Dex

That’s just great. Dan’s flown off in the drone and he’s got access to our entire technology catalogue, including all the spy satellites and military drones. Constant fighting with Yoshiko has given him a survivalist instinct, so he’s going to be near impossible to catch. I say we delete all records and pretend we know nothing about him, blame it on someone else like the Germans or something, whatever. He’s their problem now. My job was to drive the car, not create sentient psychopathic robots. I’ll feign tiredness and skip the joint. I’m not sure if the I.S.S. is as good as I thought it was, anyway, probably just a load of ancient trillionaires attached to life support machines watching weird porn.

“Hey lads, it’s all been a bit much for me. I’m gonna chip.”

They look at me blankly.

“Gonna chip to me gaff.”

They continue to look blank.

“I’m going home.”

That results in a nod of relieved agreement. Shit, this lot is supposed to be so intelligent, and they can’t even understand English. I wonder what happened to that driver? The blonde one. I’ll go over to the hospital wing and say hello. Her team has gone home and left her in the hospital wing. Typical. I’ll get her some flowers and chocolate. I’ve decided to chill and appreciate life because I’ve partied enough now, so I
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