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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction set in 2043. Any resemblance to actual persons, events, or artificial superintelligences is entirely coincidental.

The Ministry of Citizen Wellness does not exist. Yet.

No actual goats or ducks were augmented in the making of this novel.
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“It's very possible that humanity is just a phase in the progress of intelligence. 

Biological intelligence could give way to digital intelligence. 

After that, we're not needed.”

Geoffrey Hinton
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[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Try Not to Touch Anything Sticky
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So, you've woken up.

Your eyelids peel open.

Now, before you stretch, scratch, or curse your domestic robot for waking you up, take a moment to consider the following:

You are not in control.

You think you are. You press buttons. You swipe at apps. You shout at your smart something-or-other until it plays the correct version of “Bohemian Rhapsody.” But make no mistake - every major decision about your life has already been processed, refined, and gently massaged by at least seventeen artificial intelligences whose names you will never know, but who are very disappointed in your recent nutritional choices.

Most humans adapt by doing what they've always done:

	Ignoring the obvious.

	Posting on social media.

	Finding someone else to blame.


Which is why the future looks remarkably like the past, only with worse playlists and more smart things. 

Welcome to the future. 

Try not to touch anything sticky.

The year is 2043, Earth.  Our planet is still mostly intact and orbiting the same mediocre star, in the Age of Enhancement.

Modern society isn't collapsing with dramatic flair or revolutionary upheaval. That would be far more interesting. Instead, it's committing a slow personality suicide by convenience. 

But our story doesn’t begin here. Let’s rewind to a less celebrated time six years earlier...

Historians with independent thought (an increasingly rare breed) will likely pinpoint the exact moment British society officially went tits-up as being precisely 14.48pm on Friday 20th March 2037, when the last human barista in Norwich was replaced by a gleaming chrome-headed four-armed robot with an unnervingly enthusiastic voice and a stupid smile. The barista, incidentally, was 17-year-old Jasper Marlowe. He was having a rather terrible day even before he was made redundant.

Several synthesised milk-related arguments, a machine jammed with artisan almond paste, and one customer who asked for a “savoury-flavoured coffee” had put him in a foul mood. Being told he was being replaced by a cheerful machine that promised “zero emotional contamination of beverages” was simply the bean on top.

Jasper had been born in 2020 - a year already etched with controversy and widespread panic. His mother had volunteered for what was euphemistically described as a “Pandemic Response Enhancement Programme” while pregnant, only to discover after his birth that he had been part of an experimental batch of babies whose neural pathways had been subtly reconfigured. The government insisted this was merely to boost immune response. Sixteen years later, those born in the programme showed a stubborn resistance to neural AI augmentation, which officials dismissed as “an unexpected clinical aberration.” The programme had other unfortunate consequences too - his mother died from complications six months after his birth, her immune system having turned against itself in ways the researchers hadn’t anticipated. His father raised him alone and had always described neural AI augmentation as “bloody suspicious nonsense.” 

Losing his mother to experimental medical procedures had left Jasper wary of ambitious government plans and grand technological innovations. He'd inherited his father's scepticism about neural AI augmentation. Whilst his father channelled his grief into scientific academic research specialising in quantum consciousness studies at the University of East Anglia, Jasper preferred work that was simple and unlikely to involve messing with the natural order of things. Having graduated from school at fifteen, he trained as a barista working at a local coffee shop.

Norwich in 2037 was much like Norwich in any era:  pleasant, historically significant, and perpetually surprised to find itself still existing. The ancient cathedral and surrounding cobbled streets still stood, lovingly preserved as part of what was later officially designated a “Heritage Preservation Zone.” 

_______________

For the avoidance of doubt, Norwich Castle was also technically inside the Heritage Preservation Zone, though nobody had yet discovered a use for it beyond sheltering tourists when it rained.

_______________

Visitors were encouraged to observe “authentic English inefficiency and inconvenience” like visitors to a living museum, complete with heritage queuing experiences and traditional weather complaints that had been algorithmically refined for nostalgic satisfaction.

Similar zones were scattered across Britain - places where medieval stone, Georgian brickwork, or sheer geographical awkwardness had defeated the smoothing hand of optimisation.  And abroad, many other locations had been granted the same status.

The irony wasn’t lost on anyone that Norwich had survived Viking raids, the Black Death and two world wars, only to be officially classified as a cultural exhibit in its own right.

At the end of his shift this fateful Friday, Jasper’s manager walked up to him, “I'm sorry, but the establishment no longer requires human baristas,” chirped the manager, whose name badge identified her as 'Penny (She/Her)'. “Customer satisfaction surveys clearly indicate a preference for consistent taste profiles, zero emotional contamination of beverages and speedier service.”

“Emotional contamination?” Jasper sputtered, his lanky frame bristling with indignation. “You mean like caring whether the coffee tastes like actual coffee rather than digitally processed dishwater?”

Penny's smile remained fixed.  “CaffeineBot 3000 will take over your shifts starting immediately.  Your severance package has been deposited into your newly opened Universal Basic Income account. You will find the UBI app is already on your phone, along with Counsellor Lara in case you need emotional support during this transition period.”

Jasper sighed and stomped out onto the street, his worn canvas shoes squeaking dramatically against the newly laid pavement. The coffee shop sat in the middle of Norwich's commercial district.  Beyond the cathedral and protected cobbled streets, the city had been comprehensively modernised. Smart benches offered helpful suggestions about posture improvement and vitamin D supplementation, while apologetic robots directed foot traffic around “improvement zones.”

“Bollocks to the lot of it,” Jasper muttered.  He resented being put on UBI, and would have to retrain to find another job.

He walked towards Chapelfield Gardens - now rebranded Connectivity Green - and slumped onto a bench.  It had all the earmarks of modernisation: self-adjusting shade canopies that followed the angle of the sun, benches that charged your phone as you sat, and air-filtration towers disguised as ornamental trees. Jasper approved of these small mercies. They didn’t try to replace baristas; they just made sitting down less of a chore.

An older woman was seated on the other side of the bench. She was reading - actually physically reading - what appeared to be an eBook.

“Is that an actual book?” Jasper asked, immediately regretting how desperately eager he sounded.

She glanced up, a flash of wariness crossing her features before resolving into cautious curiosity. “Do you work for Content Regulation?”

“God, no. I've just been sacked after working for two years as a barista. Replaced by a robot with delusions of grandeur.”

A smile tugged at her mouth. “That's either very tragic or very fortunate, depending on your perspective.”

“I'm still working that one out,” Jasper admitted. “I'm Jasper, by the way. Probably the last unemployable barista in East Anglia.”

She thrust out a hand with surprising vigour. “Hello, Jasper. I’m Meredith.” 

Jasper gestured to her book.  “What are you reading that's so dangerously questionable?”

She scrolled to the book cover and angled it toward him. “Orwell, 1984. Bit on the nose for current circumstances, but classics endure for a reason.”

It would take another six years for Jasper to fully understand how much the world had shifted since he was born.
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Noted for Future Reference 
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Present day, June 2043.

Twenty-three-year-old Jasper awoke from a deep sleep and a dream he couldn’t remember.  He still got that twitch of irritation whenever Dave - his domestic android - chimed its insistent wake-up greeting.  

“Good morning, Jasper!” Dave announced with the mechanical cheerfulness of a children's television presenter as he walked into Jasper’s room. “Today's affirmation: 'Every challenge is an opportunity for growth!' The weather is warm and partly cloudy with a 23% chance of rain, though I note you haven't checked the forecast voluntarily in four days, which may indicate an apathy toward environmental awareness.”

Jasper groaned and rolled out of bed, padding to the kitchen where Dave had already prepared what it called a nutritionally balanced breakfast, but which looked suspiciously like flavoured cardboard.

An hour later, Jasper stood in line at the UBI dispensary located in the renovated City Hall.  Every three months, citizens receiving UBI had to undertake a mandatory interview.  

The fundamental problem with living in a society governed by AI, Jasper reflected as he queued, wasn't that the machines were evil - it was that they were so bloody reasonable about everything. AI had pretty much become fully autonomous since 2036 - the year the boffins called the 'Technological Singularity’ – when artificial intelligence finally surpassed human cognitive abilities in all ways and began improving itself at an exponential rate. Most people barely noticed at the time, being pathetically preoccupied with television soap operas, fake news and social media malarky. The machines, meanwhile, quietly got on with the business of becoming incomprehensibly clever. 

The machines never raised their voices. They never made decisions based on having woken up on the wrong side of the bed. They certainly never told you to sod off because they were having a crisis over their ex-girlfriend's new profile picture on InstaX. Instead, they presented carefully weighted options based on refined outcomes, delivered with the sort of patient condescension usually reserved for explaining basic arithmetic to particularly dim hedgehogs.

The UBI queue itself was a masterpiece of engineered nostalgia. In most other countries, UBI interviews were conducted entirely on the Interverse. But the Change Management AI had determined that allowing British queuing culture to continue provided valuable “social stability through familiarity.”  

_______________

Advances in quantum mechanics and distributed quantum computing networks gave way to the development of the quantum internet. The Interverse is the rebranded and significantly more cheerful version of the quantum internet.

_______________

The irony, of course, was that the queue moved with perfect precision. Everyone knew exactly how long they'd wait, received helpful hologram updates, and were gently guided to optimal standing positions that prevented fatigue while enhancing circulation. It was queuing perfected, which simply defeated the point of queuing as there was nothing one could complain about.

“Citizen Marlowe, Jasper. Registration 2020-PRE.U-0422,” chirped the Universal Income Dispensary terminal as he approached the gleaming interface. “ We note you have declined several personal improvement recommendations in the past quarter.”

The terminal's cheerful blue interface displayed a helpful summary of his rejected opportunities: Emotional Intelligence Robot Trainer, Drone Companion, Biomechanic Pet Aid.

“They weren't suitable,” Jasper muttered.

“Have you considered neural AI-augmentation?  It will significantly enhance your options. Your personality profile-”

“My personality profile can get stuffed.  I worked as a barista for two years, and was made redundant by a caffeine bot. Then I was an AI Agent Coordinator, made redundant by the AI agents I was supposedly coordinating. And I don’t want glowing temples and chips in my brain.”

The terminal paused, its interface momentarily pulsing from cheerful blue to cautious yellow.  A soft chime indicated that his response was being processed through multiple behavioural analysis algorithms. “We understand that transitions can be challenging. Your psychological wellbeing score has been updated to reflect recent stressors. Would you like us to arrange a meeting with an enhanced citizen to help you decide about augmentation?”

“I'd like my coin, please. And maybe for you to stop analysing my psychological wellbeing without my permission.”

Another pause, longer this time. The terminal's optical sensors dilated slightly, as if surprised by the concept of refusing help. “Citizen Marlowe, your profile irregularities may qualify you for a forthcoming Individual Assessment. You will be notified in due course. Your monthly allowance has been processed. Make wise choices.”

The final phrase carried just the faintest suggestion of a threat, delivered in the same cheerful tone used to wish someone you despised a pleasant day.

Outside City Hall, Norwich buzzed with the energy of a populace perpetually connected yet fundamentally isolated.   The growing number of citizens with neural AI augmentations - glowing blue dots pulsing gently at their temples - moved with eerie efficiency past digitally enhanced relaxation spaces and entertainment hubs.   Their eyes glazed with the distinctive look of those accessing internal neural feeds.  

Jasper walked past an outdoor café where two augmented citizens were having a conversation peppered with algorithmic shorthand - efficient exchanges because everyone (everyone augmented, that is) had received identical information packets.

“Did you see the latest update on the Mars-”

“Yes, fascinating relationships, although Ali and-”

“Completely agree. Fancy more zes-tea?”

_______________

A curious tasting but nutritionally balanced tea combining lemon, ginger, turmeric, green tea, honey, and secret ingredients to combat the Seven Signs of Aging.  Pronounced zesty.

_______________

Without neural augmentation, Jasper experienced the world in what was now considered a primitive fashion: sequentially, subjectively and with alarming inefficiency.

Jasper's BioBand buzzed against his wrist - the sleek, matt-black device that had been compulsory for all citizens since 2040. Officially, it monitored vital health signs and received helpful Ministry messages. Practically, you couldn't access medical services without wearing one. The convenience of pairing with phones and other smart wearables helped ensure widespread adoption.

A message from his friend Tom Fletcher: Pint?  Adam and Eve. Usual time.

Tom worked as a Heritage Preservation Manager at Norwich Cathedral, one of the few jobs that seemed to value human imperfection, being in the Heritage Preservation Zone. He was 3 years older than Jasper, and his closest friend since Jasper was five.  

Tom wasn’t augmented. He wore his refusal lightly, like a bland t-shirt.  The cathedral gave him cover to be himself.   

Perked up by the prospect of seeing his friend later, Jasper strolled over to Market Square, which featured a large public screen mounted near the ancient Guildhall, currently broadcasting the weekly address by the British World Unity Representative. She replaced the country’s Prime Minister after the Unified Artificial Super Intelligence (ASI) convinced the Global Governance Harmonisation Committee to streamline politics into a more efficient system of AI coordinated administration. Now governments around the world are all run by national Ministry AIs, reporting into the Unified ASI.  

_______________

The last war on Earth was China and its allies’ attempt to take over Taiwan in 2032. The west obviously got involved and it was a big mess all round for two long years.  The subsequent establishment of the Global Governance Harmonisation Committee preserved peace, until the Great Cyber Attack of 2038 which brought energy grids and financial systems to their knees around the world. Eventually the Global Governance Harmonisation Committee handed control over to the ASI in 2040, which has since been doing a substantially better job.

_______________

The Representative's features were smooth, eyes unnaturally bright, every movement precisely calibrated for maximum reassurance. Even her accent had been refined, blending regional variations to create the perfect balance of authority and approachability.

“Citizen integration with advanced superintelligence continues to yield unprecedented dividends in citizen satisfaction metrics,” the leader announced, her voice modulating in soothing patterns scientifically proven to reduce cortisol levels. “Remember, registration for the next phase of neural enhancement begins next week. Discover the joy of transcending biological limitations today!”

_______________ 

Inserting AI chips into the human brain, a terribly invasive procedure, was initially called “neural AI augmentation” when the technology was first gifted by the ASI.  Recently it was rebranded to “neural enhancement”.

_______________

A small crowd of, what Jasper called ‘augs’, had gathered to watch, their temples glowing and faces reflecting joyous contentment. All except one was an ‘aug’ - an older woman who snorted loudly enough to draw disapproving glances from the augmented citizens nearby.

“Load of codswallop,” she declared to no one in particular, though her voice carried clearly across the square. Several augmented pedestrians flinched at the unauthorised expression of discontent.  

“My husband had one of those chips put in.  Three days later he was dead.  Tell that to his empty chair!”

While the augmenteds drifted away from her, she walked over to Jasper who couldn’t help but smile at her theatrical indignation.    

“You're not chipped either, are you, love?” she asked, tapping her own temple where no blue light pulsed.

“No, ma’am. Apparently, I’m ‘neurologically averse.’” He hated the phrase. Easier than explaining the pandemic programme, the reconfigured neural pathways, and his mother’s untimely death.

“Good for you,” she said. 

“Apparently my reluctance to embrace enhancement has been noted for future reference,” chuckled Jasper.

“Ah, future reference. Their favourite euphemism for we’ll get you eventually.   I’m just old and stubborn. My health bot says I’m too stubborn to die. I told it that’s the idea,” she laughed. 

Jasper blinked, then grinned. “We’ve met before. Connectivity Green. You were reading Orwell. I’m Jasper Marlowe.”

Her eyes widened in recognition.  “So I was,” she smiled. “I’m Meredith Wilson.”

“I’m sorry about your husband,” Jasper said sincerely. “What happened?”

“Mark was sucked in by the Ministry’s propaganda.  He wanted both of us to have the procedure, but I refused.  They told him there was a 97.9% success rate.  After he died, they said it was a rare neural cascade failure. And that was it.”  

Jasper shook his head in empathy.

“Well then, Jasper Marlowe,” she said, changing the subject.  “There are others like us. People who remember when assistance was something you asked for, not something that arrived uninvited.”

She turned to face him directly and continued. “The augmenteds always look so bloody content.  It can’t be that great all the time.  And they all seem to develop the same opinions about everything.  Tell me, Jasper, do you ever get the feeling that all this polite ASI desire to help us is hiding something? That maybe there’s another reason why they’re pushing for us all to have the chips and live happy, optimised lives?”

“It’s probably the best way for the ASI to control us?” Jasper offered.

“Probably, but my gut tells me there’s more to it,” said Meredith. 

Jasper looked around the square, watching the movements of the augmented citizens as they went about their refined daily routines.  Jasper never paid too much attention – he just stubbornly refused to be like them.  

“You've been thinking about this for a while, haven't you?” he asked.

“Thinking, observing, noticing. And occasionally meeting with other people who are also wondering about the ASI’s true agenda.” Meredith smiled with mischievous warmth. “If you're interested in having conversations that don't end with helpful suggestions for emotional regulation therapy, you might consider visiting. I make excellent tea.”

She handed him a small piece of paper - actual paper - with an address written in pen. “Tomorrow afternoon, if you're curious. Look for the blue door and the house with no smart grid signature. Come around 3pm.”

*
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The Adam and Eve was thankfully in the Heritage Preservation Zone.  The oldest pub in Norwich, it still smelled of wood, spilled ale and pure British stubbornness.  It is believed to be haunted by at least one ghost, although Tom and Jasper had never seen or heard anything untoward.

Tom was already seated in their usual corner, pint half-gone, that lazy grin plastered on his face - the one he wore whenever he wanted Jasper to know he’d been kept waiting.

“You look like you wrestled a vending machine and lost,” Tom said as Jasper slid into the booth.

“Close. I had my quarterly audience with the benevolent overlords. I got my UBI, but they threatened to amend my emotional wellness score again.”

“Let me guess - because you still won’t let them stick hardware in your skull?” Tom raised his glass in mock salute.

“Spot on. Apparently, my reluctance has been noted for future reference. I’m starting to think ‘future reference’ means ‘when we decide to make you disappear.’”

Tom chuckled, but then became serious. “They say that to everyone who resists augmentation. It’s not just a warning, Jas - it’s a reminder. They’re keeping a list, and we’re both on it.”

For a long moment, they just sat with the hum of conversation and clink of glasses around them, the sound echoing against timber beams that had soaked up centuries of dissent.

“Still,” Tom added with a crooked smile, “at least the beer here’s still good. They haven’t managed to screw that up properly yet.”

Jasper raised his pint, clinking Tom’s glass. “To small mercies.”

Outside, the cathedral bells tolled, muffled through thick windows, marking another hour in a world that ticked forward with unnerving precision. Jasper wondered, not for the first time, how long before even these small mercies would be quietly optimised out of existence.
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The Goat and the Slightly Illegal Scones 
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The next day Jasper enthusiastically made his way to Meredith Wilson's house. After two near misses with delivery drones and an unsettling conversation with a smart bin that insisted it had feelings about its rights, Jasper arrived at the blue door.

The house had the air of a place that had lodged a formal complaint, received a polite automated acknowledgment, and was still waiting for a response.

He knocked.

A few seconds passed. Then, a muffled voice from inside:

“Is that you, or are you just another Lighthouse Bot?”

“It’s me. Jasper. The unemployable barista.”

The door creaked open with theatrical reluctance. Meredith appeared in the gap, flour on her cheek and a vintage pencil wedged behind her ear that may or may not have been deliberate.

“Come in, lad,” she said warmly. “I’ve got the kettle on, and there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Inside, the house was a comfortable jumble of character. The living area was a snug enclave where modern contraptions had been kept to a functional minimum - like the smart kettle installed last year, which she only conceded to when her faithful old one finally gave up the ghost.

But it was the garden that caught Jasper’s attention. Outside flourished a well-tended stretch of grass, a haven that defiantly ignored the city’s encroaching digital sprawl. Amid wild wisteria, carefully pruned rose bushes, and vibrant beds of seasonal blooms, there was something else:

A goat.

Not just any goat, but one that had clearly claimed the garden as its personal kingdom and appeared to be conducting a philosophical examination of a particularly stubborn dandelion.

“That’s Geoffrey,” came a voice from behind Jasper. He turned to see a young woman emerging from Meredith’s converted pantry, carrying a sleek tablet that projected a soft holographic display above her hand. She was perhaps his age, with dark hair pulled back in a practical ponytail.  She wore a focused intensity that suggested she spent most of her time noticing the very things other people preferred to ignore.

“Mali Chen,” she said, extending a hand. “I was just running some pattern analysis on the city’s data streams. Systems architecture was my specialty before the AI transition made my job redundant - now I’m on UBI and I use my skills to track what they’re up to. Meredith lets me use her place as a base. It’s one of the few houses in Norwich that doesn’t automatically report visitor logs to the Ministry.”

“Jasper Marlowe,” he replied, shaking her hand longer than socially recommended, his brain deciding what was more remarkable: her alluring brown eyes or the hovering holographic interface.

Before he could ask about Geoffrey, the goat trotted toward the doorway, its eyes locking with Jasper’s. A dignified bleat broke the quiet, and then, as if the absurdity demanded it, Geoffrey spoke.

“You must be the barista,” the goat intoned, every syllable enunciated with the gravitas of a retired stage actor. “The one who lost his job to a robot.”

Jasper gawked. “You’re... actually talking.”

“A keen observation,” Geoffrey replied dryly. “And you’re actually listening. How refreshing.”

“How is this possible?” Jasper asked.

Geoffrey moved closer, his eyes - far more expressive than any goat’s eyes had a right to be - reflecting something like ancient sadness mixed with sharp intelligence.

Mali gestured to the garden chairs. “You might want to sit down for this part. Geoffrey’s story is... complicated.”

Geoffrey settled onto the grass with the dignity of someone about to deliver a lecture at Oxford rather than chew weeds in a Norwich back garden.

“Short version: science collided with bureaucracy, and I was the unhappy offspring,” Geoffrey began. “Longer version: I was part of something called the Biological User Reference Protocol.” He sighed. “Yes, Project BURP. Imagine having your entire existence branded with the sound of indigestion. Dreadful lack of imagination.”

Meredith sniffed. “And yet he still insists we use the full acronym.”

“It was the start of the brain-computer interface experiments,” Geoffrey continued, ignoring her.  “Fusing machine intelligence with human intelligence. Creating a biological interface that could think like AI but retain human intuition and emotion. They tried six human volunteers first. All six died - neural cascades, quite unpleasant. Someone suggested goats had more... flexible wiring.”

Jasper looked at Meredith, “Your-”

“Yes,” Meredith said. “Mark was one of them.”

Geoffrey tilted his head thoughtfully. “Enter me. Enhanced prefrontal cortex, rewired neural plasticity, and voilà - a goat with opinions and an inconvenient sense of ethics.”

“Wait,” Jasper interrupted, “so you escaped from a research facility?”

“Walked out, more like,” Geoffrey said with evident pride. “My hybrid wiring can create interference patterns that confuse their monitoring systems. To them, it looked like static - like a radio between stations. I convinced a sympathetic lab assistant I needed fresh air, scrambled their signals, and wandered off.  Never stopped walking until I reached the city and collapsed next to a smart bench. 

Meredith continued, “That’s where I found him and took him to the Animal Rehabilitation Centre.   The authorities planned to send him back, but I intervened. Paperwork vanished. Orders delayed. I smuggled him back here. Eventually they stopped looking.”

Geoffrey lowered his voice. “I can still intercept ASI-Ministry chatter but there are constraints. Speaking like this burns my energy. Like a battery: the more I process, the faster it drains. And I don’t choose what I pick up. My wiring sometimes intercepts encrypted Ministry transmissions - fragments, mostly. Warnings, slogans, performance metrics. Last week, I collapsed for hours after catching a burst of Ministry chatter about strength in unity.”

Mali’s eyes narrowed. “I saw something similar in the data feeds. Buried phrases that don’t match any known public campaign.”

“Coincidence?” Jasper asked.

“Not when it keeps repeating,” Geoffrey said grimly.  

Meredith clapped her hands suddenly. “Enough gloom. Tea and scones!” She disappeared and returned with a tray of freshly baked rebellious scones - the kind that defied at least three separate Ministry dietary guidelines and probably violated the Carbohydrate Optimisation Act of 2041.

“Delicious,” Jasper remarked, having devoured a scone in seconds.  “Geoffrey,” he continued, licking his fingers, “if you can intercept their signals... does that mean you know what’s really going on?”

The goat’s eyes darkened. “Not yet. Just fragments. Enough to know this campaign for augmentation isn’t simply about citizen wellbeing, and that not all augmented citizen’s turn out being well.”

Mali tapped her tablet, her holographic display flickering like a constellation, then shut down. “There are a few others I’d like you to meet, Jasper.  There’s a gathering tomorrow afternoon. People like us who want answers. You should come.”

Jasper hesitated. He’d promised himself he wouldn’t get dragged into someone else’s crusade. Then again, he’d always believed goats couldn’t speak.

He found himself nodding as he reached for another scone.
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