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Like everything else in this godfucked country, even our apocalypse was a bit shit. A slightly broken, half-arsed apology of an end that couldn’t quite manage to finish us off completely.

At least Pakistan went out in style, the four horsemen riding in on a thermobaric firestorm, turning its cities to ash. All we got was thirty years of economic decline, a creeping epidemic of early-onset dementia, and the fucking Sons of Putin cutting off our internet.

Morgan Outhwaite, From Glory to Gehenna: Britain’s Hundred-Year Descent, 2057
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Louth, Lincolnshire, England. May 2058

Living dangerous is living right, Jas!

Dad’s gleeful words echo across the years as I cling to a buttress half-way up the St James Church tower, shivering beneath clouds the colour of a week-old corpse. I’m two hundred feet from the ground, trying not to picture myself as a bloody smear on the pavement below. Living right is great, until it all goes wrong. 

Dawn light oozes through the soot-laden stratosphere, casting a sickly pallor over the town. I press tight against the limestone, heart hammering through layered thermals. I need to keep moving before the icy gusts make good on their threats to pry fingers from stonework, but I’m not like Dad was. I’m not built for this thrill-seeking shit. 

My eyes blur. I can’t do this. 

“Come on, girl, push it!” Ola calls above the wind. She’s hanging by her fingertips from a weathered gargoyle, eyelids starting to flicker from the rex pills we necked before our ascent. “There be worse ways to die than three seconds of flailing terror before sweet oblivion.” 

She’s not wrong. I know. I’ve seen a few of those ways up close. I’d just rather not die at all right now. She takes off again, launching herself up the wall like a spiderbot on gutterbuzz.  

I sniff, blinking away the tears. Ola’s broken the spell. I can do this. I have to. If I don’t reach the top before my rex kicks in, I’m dead anyway.

Feeling for the next seam of crumbled mortar, I wedge in a hand to haul myself up. Then I’m swinging for a higher ledge, a foothold here, a gap in the brickwork there, trying to lose myself in the rhythm of movement.  

There’s an unfamiliar noise as I climb, a far-off drone beneath the whistling easterlies. I voc a query, forming the words in my mind, before I remember my torc’s powered down. Rex is old-fashioned chemical escape – we don’t want digital interference. With no artificial intellect to identify the sound, I scan the lightening sky myself, looking for a Protectorate airlander heading in on a delivery run. There’s nothing. Just the cirrostratus blanket choking out the sun. 

Another handhold. Another ledge. My ascent slows, arms aching, fingers numb, but the rumble fading in and out on the wind is enough of a distraction to prevent another round of paralytic terror. I force myself higher until, finally, I’m squeezing through crenelations to flop onto a narrow terrace beneath the tower’s crowning spire. 

Dad would have been proud. I almost cry again with relief. 

Ola offers me a gloved hand, pulls me upright. “One day, you be keeping up with me, girl. But not this day.” 

“Not ever, morelike.” I offer a misshapen smile, hoping she can’t tell I nearly shit myself on that wall. She’s got living dangerous righteously nailed down. 

She laughs, green eyes sparkling, reminding me that natural Slavic beauty still lurks beneath her cruelly corrupting scars. Not like me. Even before mutilation, I was only ever a fantasy fake. A product of Doctor Gresham’s makeshift surgery on the Farm, where he cracked bone and carved flesh to overwrite my genealogy with cynical, calculated curves.

Ola looks like she’s going to say something else, then catches my eye and thinks better of it, reminding me why she’s my best friend. Our inducer nets are off, our emotions solely our own. She knows I’m vulnerable. We both are. 

Her eyes flicker again. Sometimes she scales the pinnacle to swing with reckless abandon, hoping to trip the interest algorithm on a passing storybird, angling for some rich-kid neuman in Grand London to rent the feed for a few seconds’ entertainment. But the rex is nearly with us. We don’t have time to storywhore today.

She sits down on the narrow strip of lead flashing, back against the spire, wedging her legs in safely behind the terrace wall. With one last glance at me, her expression fades as the rex takes her. 

I’m breathing hard, still shaking from cheating death. Adrenaline’s good. It’s why we climb – it amplifies the drug’s effect. I look out over the town, wishing my own rex would hurry the fuck up. Without my torc’s airscape feed, there’s no artificially induced reality, just the unvarnished truth of twenty-first century Louth spread before me. Shitspace. 

Acres of derelict buildings give way to the ageing aeroponic farm tower and solar fields that keep us independent. Beyond lie the barricades, the watchtowers of our boundary, and the weed-strewn asphalt of the A16. It’s a sparsely populated backwater, clinging to survival in the wildest of the wild Shires – a drab, half-abandoned shadow of a town.

I sniff. Compared to the Farm, it’s paradise. 

The rumbling noise rolls back in on the wind. I search once more for the source, but my fingers are already tingling, a tell-tale that the rex is finally taking hold. I drop down next to Ola whilst movement is still a conscious choice to make. The tingles spread, numbness flooding my body as my vision does a kaleidoscopic fade to black.

Then I’m gone.
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I’m seven years old, dancing around the threadbare living room in our damp-ridden Grimsby terrace. There’s a cheapshit torc strapped round my neck, connected to waveguide specs and a low-res inducer net. My scalp tingles as the inducers conjure artificial emotions to match the jittery augmented view projected onto my retinas. Somewhere in my childish mind there’s a strangely adult awareness of that artificiality – an awareness I’d never have if I was running the latest hardware. But this is Lincolnshire, not London. All we can afford is plasticky trashware made in a Manhattan sweatshop. No ceramic-alloy high-def inducers from the nanofactories of Shenzhen, for us.

Even so, I feel brave. Powerful. Invincible.

My father’s here, too, in his faded no-brand tracksuit, wearing a clunky plastic torc that’s a whole generation shittier than mine. Except I see him clad in full Earth Defence costume, thrusting a humming neon sword into the chest of a cyborg K’Jinn who’s burst through from the hall in a sneak attack. Our scenario might be a crappy bootleg because we can’t afford the full licence, and it’ll degrade into pixelated mush if I turn my head too fast, but it’s still enough to convince a seven-year-old girl that her father’s a true intergalactic warrior. Sparks fly as Dad wields the humming blade. I squeal as they ignite artificial fires on the sofa. 

We duck and weave for what seems like hours, as enemies burst through the rotten kitchen door or tear through tide marked wallpaper or drop down from holes blasted in the sagging ceiling above. Our living room is trashed, smashed, and scorched but I’m laughing with joy. It’s me and Dad against the horde, back-to-back as we thrust and swipe and carve our way through each wave of the alien assault, victory surely within our grasp. The inducers switch, bringing a familiar sense of artificial dread. Rasping breaths fill the room, as the K’Jinn leader’s horned shadow flickers on the wall. The final confrontation looms...

Then we’re alone in the dimly lit front room, ceiling and walls instantly repaired, fires extinguished, broken alien bodies and dismembered droid limbs whisked away into the digital ether. My head spins from the sudden dislocation – reality now unadorned apart from a solitary text message, glowing red above the chipped and stained coffee table. 

—-Insufficient credit—-

We remove our torcs, my father angrily tearing at his whilst I slip off my haptic gloves and carefully unweave the inducer net from my hair, conscious of how much he sacrificed to get this kit for me.

“Thanks, Dad,” I say, looking up at his haggard face, trying to hide my disappointment behind a smile. He pulls me to him. No words, just thin arms hugging me against his bony frame. He shudders, and I briefly wonder if he’s cold until a hard, grown-up slice of me realises the truth. I wrap my arms around him, wishing I could do more than augment our reality. Wishing I could change it and heal him. But I know deep down that already there’s not enough of him left to fix. Just like it was with Mum.

Dad holds me there for a long time. Long enough, perhaps, for the tears to dry in his eyes. Because when he finally releases me and I look up at him again, he’s smiling down and ruffling my hair.

“I love you, Jas,” he says, before turning to shuffle into the kitchen.

It’s the last time he’ll remember my name.
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I snap back to reality, eyes full of bittersweet tears.

Rex was the perfect drug for Dad’s generation, who could recollect a past worth escaping into. Not so much for me and Ola. Still, it’s worth the gamble for a chance of replaying our scant years of childhood innocence, before the Winter stole all that away.

Ola twitches, full REM still going on. I hope she’s somewhere happy.

Wiping my eyes, I push myself up and look out over the town. Right next to the ravaged dereliction of the housing estates lies a perfectly manicured golf course. Thanks to the airscape, nobody really notices the incongruity. With our torcs powered up and our waveguides on, we see whichever overlay the local Consensus has voted up to this week’s default reality. The mayor says we’re lucky to have that option, as she strides around her beautiful eighteen holes. I don’t begrudge her that. She’s right.

“Where you bin, Jasmine?” Ola asks suddenly, giggling at her rhyme.

I turn and force a smile. “Got lucky, ended up back home. You?”

“Same. Good times?”

I look away, staring at the horizon. Perhaps sensing my unease, Ola doesn’t push further.  

Our rex ride lasted less than a minute. It fucks with your head, some chemical time dilation thing going on. Now, that curious rumbling noise is back and louder. I peer around an ornate flying buttress until I finally catch sight of the source – a convoy of six old-school articulated lorries crawling down Horncastle Road. Huge matte-black trailers with no signage. No armed outriders, just a flock of storybirds flitting around, drawn to the chance of excitement.

“The deadfuck’s that all about?” There’s no gunfire, and the checkpoint guards have obviously let them through, so they can’t be raiders. But there’s a wrongness about the convoy’s presence I can’t quite describe. 

“Belike proper ancient, them.” Ola shuffles over to get a better view, frowning as she counts the trucks. “How the fuck they be getting here notdead?”

The rex comedown is still stealing my concentration. I haven’t even fired up my torc yet. I tap the control surface on my neck and its underpowered NPU begins a slow ascent to fake sentience.

“Maybe you and the posse have finally seen off the raiders for good?”

A flash of familiar rage clouds her face. “Nah, girl. Belike rats out there, them fuckers. Kill one, some other shitcunt be taking their place. More like them raiders knew the trucks did be coming here. Verily, no roadman’s gonna be wanting any cheap knockoff garbage we be getting. Nowt notshit be coming to this town. Like, ever.”

Guilt stifles my own laugh. She does have a point, though.

“First time for everything,” I say. Maybe I was wrong about the wrongness. Maybe it was paranoia – my perennial fear of the life we’ve built in this town being ripped away.

I track the line of sinister trucks until the lead lorry pulls onto the cracked tarmac of the empty supermarket car park. Others arrange themselves in formation alongside, the huffing and squealing of ancient air brakes audible even at this distance. A couple of the mayor’s constables head out to welcome the arrivals, automatic weapons in hand. 

“Come on,” Ola sighs. “Let’s go see what worthless crap they be bringing us.”
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Bella Nowak (Harrow East)(Con)

Q2. Pursuant to her answer to the hon. Member for Enfield North, can the Prime Minister tell us if she is in a position to announce the findings of the Hart Committee, with respect to determining those responsible for the devastating event my constituents are calling the ‘Winter of Disconnect’?

The Prime Minister 

I thank my hon. Friend for that question. The Hart Committee, although established in haste, has conducted a thorough review of all available material and reached a conclusion that will surprise few in this House. The most devastating terrorist attack since Stop Day, callously launched when our nation is still battling the crippling effects of Hoffman-Schwarz syndrome, was indeed conducted by mercenary forces originating from the former Russian republic.

Mr Speaker

Order!

The Prime Minister

Thank you, Mr Speaker. I must also report to my hon. Friend that the Committee has uncovered irrefutable evidence that these forces were contracted by none other than the President of Argentina, Santiago Rossi himself. 

Mr Speaker

Order! This House must calm itself. Order!

Hansard, Volume 1523, Column 882, 13 Feb 2053
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2040 was the year it all went to shit, Jas. My dad’s words of wisdom, before Hoffman-Schwarz syndrome took all that wisdom and mashed it up into prion soup. 

He was wrong, of course. It might have been the year when Stop Day’s economic legacy finally caught up – the year our country transcended mere moral bankruptcy and embraced financial ruin too – but that was just the prelude. Dad never lived to see the full symphony of collapse the Winter brought. 

The rex is still spiking me with flashbacks, haunting me with Dad’s words. It hurt every time he said that. He never meant it to, but in a way that made it worse. 2040 was the year I was born.

Down from the tower, I’m heading across town with Ola. My torc’s powered up, the grim reality of shitspace now obscured behind the airscape. The cracked tarmac of Northgate becomes quaint old cobbles. The mouldering shell of Cannon Street House morphs into a convincing facsimile of its once-resplendent Victorian glory. Dilapidated twentieth-century flats appear as shiny, mirrorglass apartments, like something out of Grand London. 

Look hard, and the giveaways are there – the odd mismatched shadow, an occasional flickering jaggy, a momentary failure of depth-mapping that breaks the illusion. But with my torc’s inducer net set to trigger a constant thrum of well-being, I don’t need to pick holes in the veneer.

Tula, my curaitor, whispers commentary into my head while she filters the usual blitz of chatter and stories and vids, projecting the highlights onto my retinas. The lorries have caused a stir already, and by the time we arrive at the supermarket a crowd of locals have dragged themselves out of their virtualities to join the circling storybirds. As always, everyone’s showing off their latest augs, rendered by their torcs and merged with the rest of the airscape. 

I spot my friends in the throng. Kimara’s holding court as usual, paying no mind to the trucks, twirling to display glittery angel wings grafted to smooth tawny skin. Chandra lurks geekily as a six-armed Spider-Man, sneaking glances at Kimara. Blanco’s the only one digitally unadorned, huddled in a battered sheepskin coat, his aged black skin and patchy grey beard standing out in a sea of youthful perfection. He spots us and offers an actual physical wave. Old-school to the core.

Ola, her scars erased by her own subtle augs, heads for the crowd while I hang back to eye the robotic unloaders, all burnished chrome arms and matte-black drive units, depositing the trailers’ contents onto the asphalt. Tula senses the direction of my gaze and gives me the robots’ specs. They’re old. Older than the shit they’re unloading, for sure, but still more than a match for human labour. 

I think of Dad and the rest of his generation in the last days of the old economy, outclassed by technology. I think of my generation, out-evolved. Marked for extinction, as we enter a brave new genomic epoch where even first-gen neumans have a double-helix as far removed from ours as a chimpanzee’s is. 

I frown and join the others, watching our future unfold.

“The cankered hell is that?” I ask. A ten-foot metal and glass cube sits on a wheeled dolly, glinting in the half-light. I flip aside my waveguides but the unaugmented view’s just as impressive. Whatever it is, it’s new, which is enough to make me shiver, and not from the cold. Ola’s right – nothing new ever comes to Louth. We’re happy to make do with last-gen hand-me-downs.

“That be looking like a fab,” Ola says, as Tula overlays the details in my view. She’s right. A Xinqiao nanoscale fabricator. State of the Chinese art – years ahead of the cheap knockoff American printers we’re used to.

“What the deadfuck do we want with one of them?” 

Ola doesn’t answer. She’s too busy gawping at a second device in the back of another truck. An overlay from Tula explains why. Qinghai Tianjin accelerated incubator. That’s full-on biotech, proscribed technology, completely in breach of the UN sanctions against us. Yet somehow here in England, in Louth, of all places.

“Belike, we be about to find out.” Ola nods to the opposite side of the car park, where the mayor’s avatar has just materialised in full regalia, flanked by uniformed constabulary. An airscape avatar’s good. It’s better than her usual dramatic entrance, soaring over us in her personal gondola, whipping up filth with its downwash.

A golden halo appears over the mayor’s head, cast by someone watching the feed from home. It feels disrespectful so I gesture a downvote, expecting it to disappear. But the mayor plays along, even pretending to reach up and adjust it. With the local Consensus swung by her vast hoard of gems, the halo stays. I shrug. Airscape irony is fucking hard to detect.

“Ladies and Gentlemen!” There’s a rich power to the timbre of the mayor’s voice that belies her real age. The Town Hall processors are modding the waveform, like they’re shaping her avatar. It’s overkill. She’s impressive enough in real life – a rejuvenated septuagenarian survivor who made a fortune in the burgeoning British mediascaping industry, then used her guile to grow that fortune even as the country fell apart around her. Enough to buy up an entire backwater town to rule for herself. 

“This is a momentous day for the Free Town of Louth. Truly momentous,” she announces. “For five years, we Ludensians have survived the vicissitudes of life outside the Protectorates. Our town has thrived, where others have fallen or dwindled. Today we stand over five thousand strong, with more seeking to join us every month. A tremendous success!”

Unnecessary cheers and whoops, as fake as her avatar, are overlayed on the audio stream. She doesn’t need them. Our appreciation for what she’s done is genuine.

“But as we grow stronger, the vermin around us grow bolder. We have endured more raids in the last year than we saw in the previous four. We fight them off, but still they come. And they bring with them a menace that we cannot fight so easily – fear.” 

I nod, gesturing an upvote. There are murmurs of agreement around me. The mayor might rarely leave her luxury Town Hall apartment other than to play golf, but she’s still tuned in to our worries.

“Ladies and gentlemen, that fear ends today. As your mayor, I have secured a prestigious arrangement with the Grand Metropolitan Protectorate and their sponsors Qinghai Tianjin, the likes of which has never been seen before. We will host the first full-scale live deployment of their state-of-the-art defence system, right here in Louth.”

The murmurs around me morph into excited chatter.  

“A swarm of cyborg Scarabs will protect us under the direction of a cutting-edge digital intelligence. No longer will our brave posse need to risk their lives beyond our borders. No more watchtowers. No more gun emplacements. No more fearing slavers who slip through our defences after dark. Together, we will make Louth safe again!” 

The meagre crowd is clapping and cheering for real now. I’m clapping too, but a hint of creeping dread is slipping past the artificial calm of my inducers, triggered by those words. Swarm. Cyborg. Scarabs. 

The mayor’s avatar soaks up the applause, before fading away with a regal wave. 

Tula cuts me into our group cryptchan where Blanco’s already casting. A synthesised replica of Blanco’s deep voice materialises in my skull.

«First full-scale live deployment? Cutting-edge digital intelligence? Looks like we’re beta testing, kids.»

«The mayor must know what she’s doing,» I cast back, following Blanco’s lead to silently voc the words so my torc can mimic them out to the others. He’s a paranoid old fuck, but right now something tells me conversing out loud about this isn’t wise. 

«I be liking it.» Ola’s voice feels like a solid presence in my head. «This be our chance to kill them snakes out there for good.»  

«You see the specs?» Chandra casts. «This is serious kit, init.» 

«Seriously boring, morelike.» Kimara casts a yawn. «Guys... my wings?»

«Uh, they look nice.» Chandra’s synthesised voice manages to sound awkward. 

«Fuck your wings, Kimmie,» Ola casts. «Nobody be caring about—» 

A blast of digital noise resonates painfully in my skull, cutting Ola off. The cryptchan feed disappears along with my airscape visuals. All that’s left is a single error message, blinking in my right eye.

[7334897.382310] Critical Error: Out Of Streams Resources (NPU_Core 00x44)

“Crashed,” I say out loud, reaching for my torc’s reset button. Fifth time Tula’s locked up in two weeks. Blanco swears it’s nothing to do with the junkfilter upgrades he installed for us. It’s all about cruddy legacy firmware, he says. Apparently, underneath the unfathomable complexity of a curaitor’s fake intellect are lines of code old enough to have been written by a human. Some days, I find that comforting.

I wait for the reboot, surrounded by my newly unaugmented friends. Ola with bisecting valleys of scar tissue corrupting her eyes, lips, and nose. Kimara with no make-up, pock-marked skin, and hair a mass of frizz poking through her inducer net. Chandra in a dirty parka that can’t disguise his bulk – all unwashed hair and nervous tics. 

I look away, feeling like a grubby voyeur.

Ola’s still gazing with childlike awe at the kit being wheeled away towards the Town Hall. I count ten fabs and incubators. Now they’re unloading vats of raw material. 

Slipping closer to her, I keep my voice low. “This country’s already Beijing’s petri dish for embryoshapes. Now the mayor’s testing their shady biomech on us, too. I know we should trust her, but this feels... scary.”

She snorts “Everything be scary to you, Jas.”

“I know, but—”

“Girl, this be proper notshit!” Her grin tugs at her scars. “Gonna be ripping them slavers a new one, with a righteous cyborg battalion!”

I sigh. She’s so predictable.

We’re the same age, give or take. Both orphaned by Hoffman-Schwarz. Both still children when the last of our innocence was stolen in the lawless hellscape that followed the Winter of Disconnect. Yet where I’ve smothered my hatred beneath a blanket of survivor’s guilt, she’s kept her need for vengeance raw. She feeds off its power, riding out with the town’s posse, taking the fight to the raiders nipping at our borders.

“I guess, when you put it like that...” I smile, not wanting to argue. I can do the best friend thing, too.

“Truth,” Ola replies, returning her attention to the machinery.

I follow her gaze and hope she’s right. 
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So, have you guys heard of this HOFFMAN-SCHWARZ thing yet? Talk about a SICK JOKE, right? Just when Alzheimer’s has a CURE and all the OLD fucks are safe, WE get our OWN novel prion disease JUST FOR US! I mean, they’re calling it the MILLENNIAL BUG, like that’s supposed to be FUNNY. Are YOU laughing? No, ME NEITHER.

Like this country isn’t ALREADY on the road to COMPLETE FUCKERATION thanks to intergenerational WEALTH DISPARITY at a level NEVER BEFORE SEEN IN HUMAN HISTORY. 

Like the rest of us slowly SINKING below the poverty line haven’t got our own PARASITIC DISEASE to cope with – you know, the one called BOOMERS. Pumped full of NHS juvie treatments that WE pay for, these GERIATRIC LEECHES are STILL yanking up their GILDED LADDERS behind them as they vote for ANOTHER pension increase while REFUSING TO FUCKING DIE!

I can SEE it now – all the FUTURE HISTORIANS looking back and blaming our IMPENDING ECONOMIC COLLAPSE on STOP DAY and now this Hoffman-Schwarz BULLSHIT about progressive brain damage from CHILDHOOD EXPOSURE TO MICROPLASTICS. But WE know the TRUTH, don’t we?

And the truth is, WE’VE BEEN BLED DRY ALREADY.  

Kameron Hart, Gerontarchy in the UK: It’s Coming Sometime and Maybe (Trashchan #382), March 2039
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Twelve days later

I’m flicking through a never-ending stream of artworks appearing on the grimy kitchen wall, chewing on a veggie bar as I catalogue my emotional reaction to each piece. Tula’s bagged me a few minutes’ work for some Nova-Dadaist neural net in a Manchester server rack. My torc’s emoreader function is disabled, licence expired, so I’m reduced to crafting sensemoji that convey my responses. The work’s low grade and low paid, and every fucking byte I drip into its datalake will help squeeze real human artists out of the market. 

But I won my daily spin this morning and the Department for Employment has gifted me a three-times multiplier all day, so the gems are rolling in. Enough to trade for some proper food and a sheet of rex next time the airlander flies over.

The art disappears without warning.

“Tula, what the hell?” An early ditch will trash my rep. 

Tula whispers an apology in my head, as someone coughs politely behind me. 

I turn to find the Prime Minister stood in the doorway, looking right at me. It’s a shockingly convincing simulation, but Whitehall’s photonic clusters have zettatops to spare – evidently enough to worm their propaganda past the junkfilter Blanco upgraded. They’re generations ahead, down there. 

“Fuck’s sake.” I shake my head. 

The PM smiles benevolently. Her projection hops up to sit on the worktop. “Just a few minutes of your time, Jasmine.”

Vesta Mackenzie – the face of what’s left of our democracy – looks and sounds as real as I do. The soft light filtering in from the filthy kitchen window reflects in her clear blue eyes. I shiver, realising some Home Office bot’s sucked a 3D model of the kitchen from my torc’s depthcam data to feed their real-time pathtracing algorithm. 

“Like I have a choice.” If I power down my torc she’ll be there waiting when I switch it back on.

The artificial Mackenzie nods in acknowledgement – England’s least-aged premier since Pitt the Younger, thanks to a population with an age profile like a U-bend. Clearly, she’s not afraid to play on her embryoshaped neuman beauty, as she flashes me a smile that immediately makes me think of Ola. Is that deliberate? Is this even the real Mackenzie’s image, or artifice genned on the fly for me alone? Fuck knows they’ve got the tops to do it, and the data. Make the PM look relatable, like she’s your best friend. All tuned to each individual citizen’s tastes.

I reach behind my neck for the jury-rigged switch that Blanco hardwired into my torc. One click and my inducers power down. Mackenzie’s spin doctors can fuck with my visuals, but they can keep their sneaky pavlov packets away from my emotions.

The avatar launches into her party-political broadcast, all warm and conversational. Even without induction, I can’t help but listen as she introduces the Dogger Bank Free Economic Area – some artificial island they’re growing out in the North Sea. International waters, so the crippling sanctions inflicted on us after Buenos Aires won’t apply. Huge employment opportunities. Accommodation included. Safety guaranteed. A legit CleanScore for all successful applicants, as we rebuild England’s future together...

Mackenzie smiles winningly. For a crazy moment I find myself considering it. But I don’t need opportunities. I’m happy here. 

The details keep coming. Twenty thousand jobs screenslaving for the highest bidder – a digitised mechanical turk that can undercut the Euro corps and compete with the bargain basement Yanks. Talk of big contracts from Singapore, training their hyperscaled digineurals as they jostle with Beijing and New Delhi to reach the Big S first.

“A turking operation? Are you shitting me?” I mutter. “Turking got us the Indian warminds, and we all know how that turned out. Or are you saying two hundred million cremated Pakistanis choking up our atmosphere is good news, because it’s reversing global warming?”

She pauses. I imagine a trillion-forked decision tree spreading at lightspeed beneath the Houses of Parliament, conjuring up a simulacrum of Vesta Mackenzie’s most likely platitudinous response. But in the end she continues, apparently unable or unwilling to defend the idea of using crowd wisdom to uplift neuromorphic constructs into full general intelligences.

I tune her out and nod along to fool the attention sensors. If she really cared about the country’s future, her government would expand the Protectorates like they’ve been promising every year since the Winter. But those city enclaves are still no bigger, despite their wealth swelling even under sanctions. The squalid refugee camps around the M25 boundary are no smaller. And a stream of migrant rafts still drifts across the Channel, sneaking past the French patrols into Calais and the lands of hope beyond...

I’m about to kill my torc and rid myself of the stupid apparition, when an allchan alert from the Town Council punches through the broadcast and the ancient emergency siren starts its dread wail outside. 

Fuck.

My gut lurches as Mackenzie disappears, overwritten by the mayor – a low-res facsimile by comparison, but the visuals don’t matter. The flickering image delivers a sucker-punch message more powerful than anything Whitehall could script. 

We’re under attack.
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I guide my clapped-out scooter down the crumbled asphalt of Monk’s Dyke Road, heart pounding, stomach in knots, trying to follow the arrows Tula’s projecting in my vision, as we head for what sounds like a fucking warzone already. 

This far from the town centre there’s nothing but abandoned, tumbledown houses, yet the narrow road is clogged with foot traffic responding to the mayor’s allchan alert. A crowd of hastily armed townsfolk run, pedal and scooter alongside me, constabulary-issued rifles slung inexpertly on sagging shoulders. Storybirds flit around like hummingbirds, lenses set to capture every angle for their neuman audience, dipping deep into the crowd so olfactory nodes can sample unwashed bodies and fear. 

The airscape’s cancelled, my soothing balm of emotional induction disabled, our torcs on comms-only to free up tops for tactical guidance. We need all the help we can get. Gunfire rattles in the distance, overlaid by the thud of heavier munitions. It sounds bad – worse than any raid I can remember. A massive explosion booms up ahead, smoke rising above the ragged rooftops. The feeds light up with pleas for urgent reinforcements.

“Don’t be fearing, Jas. I got your back,” Ola calls. She bounces her scooter over the weed-strewn potholes to draw alongside me. There’s no hint of worry on her face. 

Unlike mine.

Tula projects the first reports coming in from the watchtowers. I try not to whimper. This isn’t some band of ill-fed vagrants trying their luck. Shaky feeds show attackers streaming in from the flooded wetlands of the east. There’s nothing out there. Just the partly submerged ruins of Mablethorpe and Saltfleet, and the rusting hulk that was once the Theddlethorpe gas terminal. Fuck knows where the raiders have come from, but it’s clear where they’re headed – the Eastfield Road checkpoint. If they breach that, it’s a straight run right to the town centre.

My hands tighten on the scooter’s grips, trying to stop the shaking. It doesn’t work.

“Are you getting this?” a ragged boy jogging next to me asks breathlessly, batting a camfeed to my torc that identifies him as Mo. He looks as scared as I am. “That’s a fucking tank!”

I blink twice to accept and Tula runs the vid in the corner of my vision, livestreaming from one of Mo’s friends who’s out on our defensive perimeter. Sure enough, an ancient tracked monster with a gun turret is out there, leading a convoy of battered trucks, bulldozers and transporters. Outriders on aged dirtbikes buzz angrily whilst scores – maybe hundreds – of wildmen jog along, whooping as they wave their crossbows around. Some even have rifles like us.

A flash of fire bursts from the tank’s barrel, followed by another rumbling explosion. Further down our defensive line, a watchtower collapses in flames.

«Blanco advises caution,» Blanco casts to our cryptchan. His pinpoint’s off, location unknown. Probably sat at home like all the other draft-dodging geriatrics. «Let the mayor’s new toys do their thing.»

«What badshit be happening?» Chandra casts from further back. His scooter broke, so he’s on foot. «Torc’s glitching out, can’t get no feeds, init.» 

«Hurry your fat arse up and be seeing for yourself,» Ola casts back. 

«It’s an organised force, like nothing we’ve seen before.» Blanco’s synthesised voice is calm. «A perfect test for our new defence system. Enough to make Blanco wonder if the timing is not coincidental.»

«Save them conspiracy theories, old man.» Ola’s artificial voice relays contempt. «I be bagging me some slaver scalps, whatever.»

The mayor’s voice cuts in. «All citizens, be advised that the defensive swarm is initiating. It is imperative the perimeter is held until the swarm can engage the enemy.»

The crowd starts to separate, individuals peeling off to their assigned positions. The gunfire is louder here, more intense. We’re nearly at the town’s edge. I follow the blinking arrow in my vision, off the road and across a long-derelict industrial estate littered with rusted machinery. Ola’s right behind me. 

I pick my way through debris, scooting between two abandoned shipping containers just as another shell lands nearby. The blast rings through metal walls like a death knell and even the gyro-balanced scooter platform can’t keep me steady. I dismount messily as Tula beams [Destination Reached] onto my retinas. 

I can barely breathe. This is the frontline. This is fucking chaos.

Other new arrivals mill about in near-panic, constables trying to shout orders above the constant rattle of small-arms fire and the screams of the injured. 

“Come on.” Ola grabs my arm, pulling me towards the mound of rubble that encircles our town – all that remains of housing estates thrown up around the outskirts in the overcrowded thirties, demolished and reshaped by the mayor into shaky ramparts we hoped we’d never need.

The tank’s already blasted our watchtowers into matchwood, leaving a meagre band of constables to marshal the reinforcements into cover before they get whacked by incoming fire. A fierce-looking woman in dark blue uniform yells at us, pointing to a line of sand-filled oil drums atop the jumbled pile of bricks and broken concrete. A handful of bodies decorate the rubble. I try not to look at the blood.

We scramble up and join other conscripts cowering behind the defences. They’re as scared as me, rifles clutched in shaking hands. Our elevated position looks out over the rusted chainlink perimeter with its razorwire topping. Beyond lies a swathe of flat, dead soil – a no-mans-land supposed to be a kill zone for any approaching force. But the raiders aren’t stupid. They’re staying further out for now, lurking in the tall grasses and shrubland beyond reach of our poorly aimed weapons, popping up to twang off a bolt before retreating.

The tank booms once more, targeting something off to our left. These bastards don’t need a full-frontal assault. They can simply shell us to oblivion. 

“Hey guys!” Kimara waves over to us. 

What the fuck? I stare, open mouthed. She’s not even behind a barricade, dancing around on a chunk of concrete rebar and striking poses for a storybird even as another cascade of enemy bolts silently smack into our defences.

“Get down, you dipshit!” Ola calls. She’s unslung her rifle. “You be getting your dumb arse shot off out there.”

Kimara laughs and daintily picks her way over to join us. She’s fucking shameless. 

“Girl, you know my arse is way too pretty to shoot.” She squats down beside Ola and I have to check the airscape’s still off – she’s perfectly made-up and almost as stunning as one of her avatars. She’s also cosplaying a warrior princess. 

Ola clocks the decorative sword slung on her back. “Shit, Kimmie. You even bring a gun?”

“Duh, obvs.” Kimara points to an inadequate pistol tucked in the belt of her inadequate skirt. She giggles as the storybird flits around above us. “I got a streamjockey, Jas! He offered five hundred gems to like, go flash my tits at the wildmen. How could I not?” 

I shake my head. “You’re storywhoring for gems, out here? Fuck’s sake, your pretty arse will be first up for auction if those bastards break through. This is serious.” 

“I know! Serious enough to get me famous!” She waves at the storybird and jiggles in her boddice, hard enough for it to slip down. “Oops!” 

I look away, cold gripping my gut. Kimara got lucky in the Winter – she was safe here in Louth, protected by the mayor’s private constabulary. No slaver gangs rounding up the children. No Farm. No real clue what’s at stake, here.

A clutch of twelve-inch bolts clattering against the barricade has everyone ducking again.

“You be getting dead before you be famous,” Ola mutters, sighting her weapon through a gap in our barrier and firing back.

“The tank! Take out that fucking...” a distant voice screams, cut off by another explosion. Further down our line, a constable manages to get a massive, ancient machine gun propped up on its tripod. Tula scrolls up details, something about Ma Deuce and fifty-calibre bullets. He begins firing, the gun overwriting every other sound wave with its deafening chatter. 

The heavy weapon chews through a whole cadre of attackers, bodies collapsing in separate pieces before I can look away. I voc Tula to trigger shock suppression, forgetting my inducers are off. I’m on my own for this one, dredging up the numbness I once conjured to survive the Farm. More raiders fall in explosions of gore. Those not already shredded are stumbling and tumbling away from the onslaught, trying to reach the cover of their vehicles. Our meagre frontline erupts in cheers.

A scrawny kid next to me plucks up the courage to get his rifle over our barricade and starts to fire. A handful of others join in, then more, keeping the raiders pinned down behind their convoy. Even the tank is repositioning. 

“Jas, be getting that thing off your back and start shooting,” Ola says. Her rifle cracks again. 

I peer through a gap in the barrels. “The deadfuck is that?” The long grass is shimmering oddly, like something’s moving through it. A lot of somethings.

“Just the wind,” Ola says, firing another round. 

I unsling my rifle, try to peer through the scope. She’s wrong. The movement’s not natural. Something’s going on out there.

The tank roars back out from behind the convoy, its huge barrel spitting fire. An entire section of our barricade explodes into the air. We’re thrown to the ground, a cascade of masonry and shrapnel pummelling us as the world goes silent and something sharp tears my arm. The boy next to me opens his mouth in a soundless scream, clutching a chunk of metal protruding from his gut. I hear nothing but ringing. 

Ola’s grabbing my arm, pulling me up. The heavy machine gun’s gone, just a hole in the ground now. Across the no-mans land, the vegetation thrashes with movement.

«Get the hell away from that barricade,» Blanco casts, his synthetic voice penetrating my temporary deafness. Fuck knows what he’s seen, or how he’s seen it, but I don’t need any further encouragement.  

A mass of inhuman motion bursts out from the grassland, and a whole new level of hell breaks loose. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


[7]

[image: ]




For a moment I think it’s a pack of feral dogs hurling themselves towards us. But their movement is jerky and stilted, an offbeat four-legged lope that’s far from anything nature would evolve. They look more like Doggos – the cheapshit robotic pets we all had as kids. 

Blanco’s warning is still bouncing round my head but I’m frozen, panicked, blinking at the approaching horde, trying to process what the deadhell is going on. Tula tags the leaping creatures – they are Doggos. Maybe fifty of the stupid things, bounding across the no-mans-land like we’re their Best Pals. Every single one is strapped up with a backpack.

Panic ripples through the other survivors around us. Those who can, are already abandoning their positions. 

«You need to go. Now.» Blanco casts. 

Ola fires a couple of times more, but the toy dogs are impossible to hit, lurching about randomly like someone’s fucked with their walking algorithm. She gives up and we abandon the barricade, scrabbling back down the slope with the others.

Tula paints [Cover] on a wall of old kitchen appliances that forms part of our second line of defences and I dive behind them with Ola and Kimara close behind. Another blast shatters the air, followed by piercing screams. A video feed pops up before I can cancel, showing a legless boy trying to drag himself from a smoking crater. It’s Mo, the kid from the crowd earlier. I blink the visuals away, but it’s too late. I can’t unsee his pleading face. Another feed zips in to replace it, Doggos streaming through a breach in the chainlink fence, yip-yip-yipping and chasing our defenders around like lost sheep. 

Kimara peers around the battered refrigerator we’re huddled behind. “Aww. They’re like me, too cute to shoot.” She’s drawn her pistol, though.

“The deadfuck be wrong with you?” Ola pulls Kimara back behind cover. “If one be tagging your face, you be Best Pals for life. Be following you around forever.”

A girl in a pink tracksuit runs past our hideout, pursued by a softbot Labrador pup with an IED strapped on its back. Its jerky legs scrabble across the uneven ground but it stays upright, yapping and wagging its tail. Tula’s surfacing some old history shit about military robotics trickling down to kids toys but I blink it away, my eyes fixed on the girl. She’s not going to make it. She turns and fires a pistol at the thing. Misses. Tries to run, but trips and stumbles, just as the Doggo leaps up for Cuddle Time. 

It detonates. 

I screw my eyes shut but her screams pierce my skull and my imagination does the rest. I drop forward to my knees and throw up. I don’t want this. I’m not built for this. I cover my head with my arms, trying not to cry.

The crack of a rifle sounds close by and the screaming stops. Then Ola’s squatting beside me, wiping vomit streaks from my mouth, fixing me with those green eyes as she grabs me by the shoulders.

“You be listening to me, girl.” She gives me a little shake, enough to spill tears down my face. “Whatever be happening, I got you. Now, come on. We stay here, we be getting kibbled.”

I try to smile back. Nearly manage it.

Kimara’s already up and running. Ola hauls me up, pulling me towards a decaying three-storey house left standing as a vantage point. I wipe my eyes as we run through chaos, townsfolk firing wildly at pursuing toys until more detonations send shrapnel and flesh fizzing through the air. 

The house is only yards away when Kimara stumbles and another Doggo bounds out from behind a pile of rotting furniture. The fucking things are everywhere.

She looks at Ola, eyes wide. “I think it... saw me.” 

The yapping robot dog is bounding over the rubble towards her. Towards us. 

Ola grabs Kimara’s arm, trying to drag her away but it’s too late. The Doggo’s leaping forward, mere feet away now. I brace, covering my face, waiting for the blast of shrapnel to shred my body. 

Tula flashes a warning in my vision. [Electromagnetic interference detected. Commencing integrity checks.] 

What the fuck? When I peer through my fingers, the toy’s inert, keeled over on its side.

“Holy fuckaroni, this thing be working!” Chandra emerges from behind the rusted hulk of an ancient car, pushing sweaty hair from his eyes. He waves a blue plastic gun with an ultracap core strapped to its barrel and a wire cone on its end. Dad had one just like it – a homeprinted drone-downer, like the Privacy Pirates used to knock out first-gen storybirds before the flying spies got a shielding upgrade.

“Ohmigod you’re my hero,” Kimara says, flapping at her face and looking like she might faint. She’s still got one eye on the storybird.

“Get inside you dumbfuckle, we don’t be having time for theatrics.” Ola kicks open the weathered front door of the abandoned house and pushes Kimara inside. Chandra hurries over to join us and we pound up the rotten staircases, all the way to the top floor landing.

“You build that ray gun yourself?” Ola nods to Chandra. There’s respect in her eyes, but he doesn’t even notice. He can’t take his eyes off Kimara.  

“Thanks, superhero,” Kimara says, making another boddice adjustment, clearly aware of the effect she’s having. “But where’s your costume?”

Ola snorts. “More to the point, where be your proper gun?”

Chandra looks down, shuffling his feet. “The mayor knows I ain’t no fighter, init. Gave me a different job instead.” He unslings his rucksack, unpacks four red metal cylinders and places them gently on the mouldy carpet. 

[Incendiary Grenade] pops up in my vision. I shake my head. “No way did you get them from the mayor’s armoury.”

“My bigballs granddad was a Gurkha, init.” Chandra grins awkwardly. “Stashed a crate of these bad boys when he come back after Falklands-Two. Saw what was coming to this shithole, said we might need ‘em for a rainy day.” He pulls out a plastic framework from his bag, which he starts unfolding.

Outside, the gunfire intensifies, punctuated by a steady stream of detonations as the Doggos run down their targets. Another feed shows the raiders advancing, taking advantage of the distraction they’ve sown.

Ola shakes her head. “Fuck’s sake, put them antiques away before they be spontaneously combusting. We need to get shooting.” 

“Nah fam, this be my orders, straight from the mayor,” he says, as the framework snaps out into the form of an old quadcopter drone and he fishes out an antique remote-control unit from his backpack. 

Ola’s eyes light up. “Fuck, I be getting it now. That be toppy notshit. Fire from the sky.” 

Chandra nods, twitches at the controller and the drone rises into the air. “Mayor gonna give me co-ords to drop each one.” He hooks each grenade onto a rail beneath the rotors and, squinting at the fuzzy screen on the controller, sends the drone wobbling out through a gaping hole in the brickwork that was once a window.

“Jas, you be taking that side,” Ola says, nodding to a small room overlooking the no-man’s land outside. “Kimmie, you be with me. Chandra, go hide in a cupboard or someshit.”

Chandra retreats to the front of the house, hunched over the drone controller. I unsling the vintage M16 rifle I collected from the muster point and slip into what was once a child’s bedroom. The wind’s whistling through the empty window frame. Outside, the raiders’ convoy is bulldozing through our outlying roadblocks. With our defences in disarray, their foot soldiers are sneaking forward across the no-mans-land. 

Blanco was right. It’s as if all the slaver families and anarchist militias and psychotic itinerants who roam the Shires have put aside rivalries, armed themselves to the teeth, and self-organised into a cohesive force. We’re facing a full-on army here.

Ola’s rifle booms in the next room, followed by the lighter cracks of Kimara’s pistol. “That be one down,” Ola calls, laughing. “Your turn, Jas.” 

I heft the weapon to my shoulder, try to peer through the scope, but I can’t even hold it steady. Tula runs some tactical analysis shit and flashes numbers over the heads of a handful of wildmen. The order I should shoot them in, apparently. Fat fucking use that is, I can’t even summon the strength to pull the trigger. I’m not a killer. 

A storybird joins me in the room, flitting around busily to get the best vantage point for its remote audience. It pings a streamriding request at me. I hesitate, then voc Tula to accept. Might as well let some neuman voyeur drop gems on me, to make up for what I lost when Vesta Mackenzie gate-crashed my earlier gig. 

Maybe I’ll even live long enough to spend them.

I peer out again. A handful of bearded men have noticed Kimara, who’s somehow doing her jiggly thing whilst firing the pistol. Most have crossbows but one’s wielding a sleek-looking electric carbine. They break ranks, heading right for us. Ola’s rifle cracks, and an attacker falls. His comrades don’t even falter, all their attention on Kimara. She whoops, dancing around and waving to them like this is all a game. There are three storybirds around her now.

Ola drops two more of the raiders, then we’ve got incoming fire. Bolts thud into the brickwork outside, sending me ducking below the window. The tiny room explodes into chaos as a fusillade of supersonic bullets from the carbine punch straight through the masonry, shattering bricks and plaster. Only the attacker’s poor aim saves me. My eyes blur in the miasma of dust.

“You be good, Jas?” Ola calls from the other room.

No, I’m not good. I’m fucking useless. 

“Yeah,” I cough back.

If you reach your limit, Jas, don’t give up. Cheat. 

Fuck it. I disobey the mayor’s orders and fire up my inducers. Tula flashes insufficient resource warnings – my torc doesn’t have the tops to run mindstate control and the Town Hall’s military tactics together. I cancel the tactical mod. If I can’t get my head straight, a flickering crosshair in my vision won’t help me.

Ola fires again.

“Boom, headshot!” Kimara giggles.

I’m coughing from the dust but the paralysing fear recedes, replaced by the inducers’ default [0.00] Comfortably Numb. There’s no time to tweak more precise emotional adjustment – I’m already forcing myself to get the fuck up, wipe my eyes. This time the rifle’s steadier in my hands.

I try once more to get a bead on our attackers. The fucker with the carbine is prone on the hard-packed earth, blood pooling from his head. My sights land on someone else, further out in the long grass. A shadowy figure in a trench coat and a wide-brimmed hat, moving unnaturally fast. I nearly squeeze the trigger, but the figure’s pulling a gigantic long-barrelled pistol to aim at our approaching attackers. The weapon makes no noise. Several of the raiders clutch their heads, then drop in macabre synchronicity.

“Who the fuck that be?” Ola calls.

I’ve no fucking clue. And when I look back, the figure’s slipped away, swallowed by a massive shadow that’s falling over the town, accompanied by a deep, angry thrum like a trillion bees pitchshifted two octaves down. 
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Tula overlays the info as she pipes multiple feeds to my waveguides that show a mass of flying things streaming from the Town Hall.

I’m not sure what I was expecting from a defensive swarm, but it wasn’t this. Tula mags the feed for me, attempts identification. Fails. Whatever these things are, they’re more bio than mech – all shimmering buzzy wings and manipulator claws, like massively oversized beetles. 

Of course. Scarabs.

The assembled mass of raiders are looking up, distracted by the darkening sky. The cyborg insects don’t swarm, they flock like birds, turning in a spectacular murmuration as weak sunlight glints off glistening carapaces. That deep thrum pulsates hypnotically, in time with the movement. Maybe that’s the plan – to bewitch our opponents with their beautiful, swirling motion. 

The Scarabs dance in the air, just as an allchan audiocast blares in my head. 

«Remove yourselves from this territory or face the consequences.» The mayor sounds strident. She can afford to be, circling above the Town Hall in her stealthed gondola, a mile away from the action. 

Brief silence follows as a connection is established, then there’s a sickeningly familiar female cackle in my head, all gravel and menace.

«You think those flying critters are gonna stop us?» The voice hurls me back years in an instant, slipping past the comfort of my inducers as visions of the Farm fill my head with almost the power of a rex ride. Mother. If she’s here, the others will be out there too. Baker. Doctor Gresham. Maddox.

Tula reads my emotional state, amps up the inducers’ artificial calm. It’s not enough. My blood is ice.  

«They’re strictly nonlethal, dearie,» the voice continues. It’s an audiocast but I can picture that cruel sneer with perfect clarity. «Or didn’t Qinghai Tianjin tell you that when you signed their deal?» 

«I am well aware of their capabilities.» The mayor doesn’t seem concerned.

«Then more fool you for putting them up against us. Tell you what. I kinda feel sorry for you, getting ripped off like that. So, I’ll do you a deal. We’ll let you keep this shithole, if you pay us a tax. Say, fifty? Boys or girls, I ain’t fussed. I mean, you gotta make ‘em young and pretty, of course. Don’t be sending any of our old castoffs who’ve washed up here. We don’t want no damaged goods, or we’ll roll into town anyway and choose for ourselves. What say you?»

The feeds go mental. Everyone firing questions. Nonlethal? Seriously?

“Ola...” My voice is shaking. I can’t move.

She comes through from the other room with Kimara. “It be okay, Jas. I be here. I don’t be letting her hurt us again.”

I catch Ola’s eye, reading the unsaid words. She’ll save a bullet for us both.

“Again?” Kimara says with a frown, looking between the two of us. 

I don’t reply. Neither does Ola.  

«This is your last opportunity to leave,» the mayor repeats in our heads.

«Fine. Don’t say I never gave you a chance.» Mother’s feed cuts out in a fizz of digital static.

The enemy convoy has halted. Men and women hop down from the trucks to pull back tarpaulins and open vehicle doors. The band of attackers targeting our house have withdrawn back into the grassland, out of our range, to help their comrades unload the vehicles. 

“Chandra, we be needing that fire from the sky about now,” Ola calls.

“On it,” he calls back from his hiding place. “Mayor just giving me targets, init.”   

A disturbing array of flying weaponry starts to assemble above the enemy convoy – ex-military assassin drones, police pacifiers, even something that looks like a massive flying cannon. Tula flicks another tag in my vision, something about a Bharat Dynamics airborne TankBuster. 

“This is, like, proper bignews,” Kimara says. “Look at all the storybirds.”

She’s right. Tiny glittering bodies are flitting all around the battlefield, evasion algorithms keeping them out of harm’s way.

The mayor addresses us all on a local channel. «Scarab calibration is commencing.»

I don’t know what the fuck that means.

Outside, the raiders’ squadron of flying machines spreads out in formation, rising to meet the swirling mass of Scarabs. A cacophony of staccato-rattles, pops and fizzes bursts from the enemy’s assortment of beam and projectile weaponry. The combined concentration of firepower is devastating. The mayor’s swarm tries to scatter but the barrage of fire is just taking them out. Organic bodies burst open, spilling ichor as they fizz and fall.

“Chandra, the fuck you be doing? Hit them trucks, where the controllers be.”

“Dropping now.”

Fire and smoke blooms far behind the enemy convoy, nowhere near their concentrated force. Overhead, the Scarab formation breaks apart, trying to swoop down and flank the aerial attackers, but the raiders’ ground forces open up with a hail of crossbow bolts and old-fashioned automatic fire. 

“The fuck? Your shitty drone got targeting failure? How could you be missing?” Ola can’t keep the contempt from her voice. The conflagration Chandra started must be a hundred yards from anything that could be called a target.

Chandra comes through from his hideout. “Didn’t miss. That be the mayor’s plan, init. Cut off their retreat.”

“Cut off their...” Ola gives up, shakes her head. “Fuck’s sake. The mayor be wanting it to the death, then. Us or them.” She pulls out a pistol from her waistband and hands it to Chandra. “Best be getting shooting.” She hurries back into the other room.

Kimara shrugs, primping her hair. “If a girl’s got to die, she can at least leave a beautiful corpse.” She flounces off across the landing, two storybirds in tow. Chandra follows her like a fucking Doggo.

I scowl at the remaining storybird. Fuck knows why it’s interested in me. I’m just a spectator too, watching the carnage unfold in the sky. It’s pathetic. Our cyborgs clearly aren’t built for combat – there are still hundreds left, but that number is diminishing rapidly under the onslaught. They begin retreating, back over the town, as the attackers resume their advance. 

Ola’s firing steadily. There are tens of wildmen coming for us now. Even Kimara’s stopped her ridiculous charade and is trying to actually aim her pistol.

I look around the room where I’m going to die, Tula managing to feed me some kind of calm detachment. The peeling wallpaper is arrayed with faded cartoon characters. I lock eyes with a cheerful-looking bear in a hat, as he regards me happily from across the years. The inducers struggle to control a tightness in my chest. 

They say you can’t miss what you’ve never had. I call bullshit on that.

Outside, the tank is back in action, roaring forward to blast another hole in the perimeter. Across the landing, Ola and Kimara are still firing. Even Chandra’s taking aim, a grim determination on his face.

If you got to go down Jas, you go down fighting.

Dad never went down fighting. Hoffman Schwarz stole that chance. All he could do was use one last flash of lucidity to walk into the sea at Cleethorpes and surrender to its cold embrace. I know he wanted better for me. I want to make him proud. 

The tank’s still moving, swinging its gun barrel around. It keeps going, until it’s aligned right on our house.

My tears flow freely, like Tula’s given up with the inducers. I heft the rifle up, manage to get it balanced on the window ledge so I can squint through the scope. The tank’s aim raises until it feels like I’m looking right down that barrel at the raider loading my death into its breech. 

An alien thrill shivers through me, my head blossoming with heroic visions of sending a bullet straight down the length of its gun to save us all. But the thrill dissipates as soon as it starts. My fingers are frozen. I’m no hero. I can’t even pull the trigger, can’t even take one of the bastards with me. I’m a fucking disappointment. 

A flash of light bursts from the turret. 

I close my eyes.
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When it comes, the explosion’s strangely distant – a muffled whump that doesn’t blow out my eardrums or shred my body with shrapnel or send me cartwheeling through fiery air. It doesn’t even hurt. 

I open my eyes, frowning at the shattered ruin of the tank, as the enemy’s flying cannon thing swoops round and unleashes another blast that reduces an armoured truck to a pile of twisted metal.

“Ola fam, now that’s targeting failure, init,” Chandra laughs.

The pitch of the gunfire outside has changed. Every one of the raiders’ flying weapons has reversed fire to target their former comrades.

“What’s going on?” Kimara says. “Their machines are, like, killing them.”

“No shit, Kimmie.” Ola’s voice is hard. She’s still firing. “Don’t be stopping, girl. It don’t be over yet.”

The mayor directs another allchan cast at us, the voice in my head inflected with triumph. «Scarab calibration is complete. Please be advised, enemy systems have been successfully penetrated and sequestered. Cease fire and withdraw, your work here is done.»

Of course. The Scarabs might be nonlethal but the cutting-edge digital intelligence controlling them would have been honed in the endless infowar skirmishes of the South China Sea. And now it’s subverted a host of decidedly deadly firepower to use as its own.

“Sounds pretty over to me,” I call through.

“Fuck that noise.” Ola fires again. “Some of them shitcunts still be living, so I still be shooting.”  

The hacked TankBuster does its thing, taking out a squad of dirtbike riders with a micromissile cluster. Commandeered assassin drones join in, firing constantly. Pop, whine. Pop, whine. Every shot a smartbullet finding its friendly-fire target. Even the aerial pacifiers are in on the action, sending beanbag rounds thwacking into the panicking hordes below.

The storybird’s still buzzing by my head. Watching me, watching the action. Tula confirms the streamrider’s still reading my torc’s sensor stream, too. They’ll be loving this shit. Clash of the Pitiful, playing out for our posthuman masters.

Chandra’s fires have spread, huge clouds of white smoke billowing into the sky. The raiders are hemmed in by a solid line of flame creeping across the grassland, pushed towards us by the relentless easterlies. Their cohesion has gone, alliances broken as they fight each other for control of the last functioning vehicles. 

In the midst of it, a figure in a gas mask moves with purpose. Mother, surrounded by her cadre of sickfuck sycophants, beating their way through the melee towards a troop transporter towing a heavy machine gun on a two-wheeled trailer. She leaps up onto the truck’s running board, dragging another raider from the cab. Her followers swarm up into the rear compartment.

I’m praying the flying behemoth will blast them all to hell, but the truck roars off, taking its chances with the fire and smoke. 

I swallow, letting induction crush the spike of fear. Mother’s gone, out of play, slinking back off to Grimsby with her tail between her legs. The remaining raiders, maybe a hundred foot soldiers, rally and launch themselves across the fields towards us. It’s their last stand. Their only hope, with the flames licking at their heels. They fire wildly up at their traitorous machinery which continues to pound their ranks. Someone gets a lucky hit and an assassin drone drops from the sky. A barrage of rifle fire directed at the TankBuster manages to down that, too. 
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