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      The year is 2120 and the world has endured a catastrophic century of global pandemics, conflict, and climate change. All international borders are closed, and the United Kingdom is no more. There is only ‘New Britain’ — a privately-run country governed by Aloysius Kroll, the enigmatic CEO of the megacorp ‘Kaoteck’. In an attempt to stabilise the country, Kaoteck created a militaristic ‘Constabulary’ to enforce law and order and divided New Britain into three areas:

      THE FROZEN NORTH:

      A barren wasteland covering the north of the country, where the land was lost to the rising seas and the devastating effects of the maelstorm.

      THE FACTORIES:

      The industrial heartlands, inhabited by the indentured, the poor and those with nowhere else to go.

      THE RAINBOW ZONE:

      A place where those with enough power, wealth or privilege can live comfortable lives for as long as they remain servile to the rule of Aloysius Kroll.
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      The woman burst into the room; her bloodshot eyes wide and frantic, “We have to go,” she cried. “Where is she?”

      A muscular man rose from a tatty armchair, his face hidden by the darkness, “She's fine, she's asleep.” He took the woman's hand in his own, “Hey, stop! Breathe! Look at me and tell me what's happened.”

      Her chest heaved, and her breath came in short, ragged sobs. “He knows, he knows!”

      All colour drained from the man’s face, “Are you sure? How can you be sure?”

      “I don't have time for this, help me load the van, we need to go now. Please.”

      “The van? You can't take that thing, it’s an antique, you won't get ten miles!”

      The woman ignored him and emptied a drawer onto the floor before frantically scrabbling around in its contents. Triumphantly holding up an old set of keys, she looked up at the man with tears streaming down her face and fire in her eyes, “You of all people know it's the only way he won't be able to track us, it only has to get us as far as the wall. I've kept it running for years, it'll work I promise. Please, I don’t have time for this, you have to trust me!”

      They stared at each other in a long, heavy silence before the man finally spoke. “This is really happening, isn't it?”

      “Mummy?”

      The tension between them evaporated as a small child shuffled into the room, her eyes heavy with sleep and a worn looking stuffed rabbit clutched in her arms. With a guttural sob, the woman scooped up the confused child and pulled her into her chest, stroking her fine blonde hair. “Everything's okay sweetie, I’m sorry we woke you. We're just going on a special adventure is all. Now let's get you bundled up; it'll be a bit chilly when we get there.”

      A meaningful glance flew between the adults, as the sleepy little girl smiled up at the man, “Andoo coming?”

      A weak smile spread across the man’s face, “Not this time kiddo. Now you be a good girl and go with Mummy to get dressed.” He sighed deeply, “And I'll go and load up the van.”
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      A faint scent of burning hung in the night sky, Gideon inhaled deeply, and brilliant flashes of light danced in his vision. Fire ran through his veins; a droning hum rang in his ears and a brutal pain sliced through his head. Around him, the alleyway began to splinter, the wet ground beneath his feet shattered like glass and Gideon Rayne fell for what seemed like forever.

      “Gideon?” The voice was urgent and comfortingly familiar, it seemed to come from somewhere far above him, fighting to make itself heard over the pulsating, droning sound that filled the air. “Come on mate, I've got you.”

      Gideon's world began to tumble back into place in a chaotic burst of colour and sound. The sensation reminded him of watching the tiny plastic shapes in a kaleidoscope when he was very little. Eventually, the shapes formed an outline that matched the familiar voice. It was Jakub, who seemed to be trying to drag him upright and jolt him awake at the same time. “Ok Jay, I'm alright, you can let go.” Gideon floundered unsteadily to his feet and brushed his wild mop of errant hair back out of his face. As he finished dusting himself down, he realised that the loud droning hum hadn't gone away — and that his best friend’s face was rapidly draining of colour as he stared at something further down the damp alleyway. Every hair on Gideon’s neck stood to attention as he slowly turned to follow his friend’s gaze. The droning sound was coming from a Constabulary 'Dragonfly' airborne intervention vehicle as it descended into a hover just metres away from them.

      An unusual sight in the Rainbow Zone, the civil enforcement craft seemed to have been specifically designed with intimidation in mind. Shaped like a cross between a manta ray and a bat, the Dragonfly's windows glowed with an intense red light, giving the craft a demonic appearance. Two huge cannons emerged from the front like fangs, whilst active control surfaces rippled and pulsated, making minute adjustments countless times per second. The overall impression was that the craft was some strange, otherworldly biomechanical creature.

      “We should go!” hissed Jakub. “We don't want any part in whatever this is.” Gideon nodded, but when he tried to move, he faltered and stumbled. Jakub understood immediately, he had seen his friend go through enough fainting episodes to know they were going nowhere just yet. Deciding against running, instead he grabbed Gideon by his backpack and ushered him into the shadows of a nearby doorway and whispered, “Stay down!” The pair hunched low, trying to make themselves as small as possible.

      A broad beam of light shone down from the Dragonfly, slicing through the night sky, transforming the far end of the alleyway into daylight, and revealing a gang of shadowy figures furtively loading bags into the back of a tired-looking vehicle.

      “Charneys,” whispered Jakub, it was his preferred choice of uncomplimentary words for Factory dwellers. “Looks like they've snuck in from the Factories to rip off that shop. I hope those Constables blast them into a million pieces and then…”

      Gideon held a finger to his lips and whispered, “Okay, okay, not now!” It wasn’t the moment for one of Jakub's regular rants about charneys and how they ruined things for everyone, even if it was the correct Kaoteck company opinion. But Gideon knew that his older friend could tend to become overly loud and animated when he talked about people from the Factories, especially those he considered to be ‘charneys’, or criminals.

      Even in a less affluent area of the Rainbow zone, the gang stood out a mile. Their filthy, cobbled together outfits and excessive decorative flourishes marked them as being from the lowest of the industrial classes. They were chancing their luck being in the Rainbow and the sudden arrival of the Constable's Dragonfly had caught them completely off guard, sending them into a confused frenzy. One of the charneys attempted to bring a strange tube-like weapon to bear on the ship, whilst the others fell over themselves in a desperate attempt to keep hurling as many bags as possible into their vehicle.

      A door slid open on the side of the Dragonfly and a group of Constables leapt down into the alley, charging straight towards the panicking criminals. Gideon and Jakub's wrist mounted ‘Kaotab’ tablets burst into life, displaying a holographic exclamation mark with the ‘dot’ part replaced by the Kaoteck logo. It was an emotinote that neither of them had seen before. A verbal warning sounded from both tablets, “Caution, law enforcement detected in close proximity; device camera blocked.” Both men hit the 'silence' key on their Ktabs at the same time, sharing a wide-eyed glance as they turned their attention back to the drama unfolding around them.

      The Constable's craft had aimed its massive guns at the charney's vehicle, prompting the driver to surrender and kneel in the street with his arms raised above his head. Two of the other charneys were attempting to fight back against the officers, but it wasn’t going well for them. Gideon noticed that the Constables weren’t wearing the typical Kaoteck Constabulary uniforms, but rather, were clad in unusual, bulky suits of armour. ‘Maybe this group of criminals are particularly dangerous,’ he wondered, ‘these guys don’t seem like regular Constabulary to me.’

      One of the Constables raised an arm, there was a brief flash of golden light and both of his assailants collapsed to the ground. Seeing the fate of his accomplices, the remaining charney turned and fled down the street, straight towards the shadowy doorway concealing Gideon and Jakub.

      Another armoured figure leapt from the open door of the Dragonfly, gracefully arcing into a tumbling roll. There was another flash of golden light and a thin cable shot from the airborne Constable’s armour, neatly intercepting the running charney. Its spiked tip made brutal contact, yanking the man backwards and spinning him around causing him to faceplant straight into the concrete just inches away from Gideon and Jakub. He lay there, groaning in pain and heaving and coughing through yellowed teeth as he clawed at the tip of the cable emerging from his shoulder. His eyes widened in confusion as the cable shimmered with golden light once more and vanished into thin air. A ribbon of crimson ran from the now open wound, and the man passed out, his face smacking straight into the damp ground. The two friends stared in horror, ‘He’s only about my age,’ thought Gideon. ‘Eighteen or nineteen perhaps, no more than twenty at the most.’

      One of the armoured Constables unceremoniously dragged the unconscious charney away by his hair.

      “You two can come out now,” said a woman’s voice.

      The Constable who had just speared the man loomed over them, making for an impressive sight in her matte-black and white armour. A glowing blue visor hid her eyes, and a filtered grille covered the lower half of her face. Overlapping plates formed most of her body protection. They reminded Gideon of a picture he had seen of something called a ‘mollusc-shell’. Each of the armour plates had an unusual port that he thought looked like some kind of socket for connecting additional equipment. The armoured suit’s most dominant feature was an integrated, vented backpack, stencilled with 'MORI: 1207'. The pack seemed to have a life of its own, an otherworldly golden glow emanated from deep within the vents and pulsed through the armour in delicate patterns, almost like veins and capillaries.

      “It's late, where are you going?” she demanded. Panic overwhelmed Gideon and he froze, he knew the officer would probably be studying their details and ‘Community Points’, or ‘CP’, in her helmet display. Not to mention analysing their responses and biometrics for any indication of deceit.

      “We're heading to the Chain Club,” Jakub blurted out. “My young friend here has just graduated from StatEd, so we're celebrating. — In fact, he’s hoping to join the Constables on selection day, just like you officer, erm…’Mori’ is it? You never know, you guys could be work friends soon! I love your armour by the way, are all the Constables going to start wearing that now, or are you guys like…special?”

      Before the Constable could reply, the Dragonfly dipped its nose and swung towards them. Without any further comment, the armoured figure turned on her heels and strode away. For a fleeting moment, the golden light pulsing through her suit intensified as she leapt back into the hovering craft. The door slid shut and the Constables vanished into the night as quickly as they had appeared.

      With the Dragonfly gone, Jakub placed a gentle hand on Gideon’s shoulder, “Okay, so that’s more than enough drama for one night. I reckon we should get you back to the home fella.”

      Gideon nodded his agreement with a weak smile, “Yeah, I reckon you might be right there, sorry mate.”
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      The two young men wandered together through the darkened streets of the Rainbow zone, each lost in their own thoughts, until finally Gideon spoke up. “Seems to be happening a lot more lately don't you think?”

      “Charneys coming into the Rainbow you mean?” replied Jakub. “I'd say so yes. I mean, it seems like there's a new robbery or incident of some kind every other week.”

      Gideon studied the fresh scratches on the back of his hands as they walked, every time he fainted it seemed that he managed to pick up a few new scars. “I can’t believe you said, ‘I love your armour,’ that was hilarious!” he chuckled. “It was cool armour though to be fair!”

      Jakub nodded emphatically, “Yeah, I may have been babbling a bit if I’m honest. But in my defence, that suit was straight up awesome, trust Kaoteck to create something like that. I literally can't think of anything more awesome than backpacks that make guns and grappling hooks that can appear and disappear!”

      “I can,” chuckled Gideon. “Flying backpacks that make guns and grappling hooks appear out of thin air!” The two young men shared a moment of laughter together until Gideon asked, “Do you think I'll make it…into the Constabulary I mean?”

      Jakub took his younger friend by the shoulder and fixed him with a serious look. “Hey, seriously mate, you've done all you can,” — he listed on his fingers — “you've posted dozens of holo-feeds on the importance of law, you've stayed out of trouble — to the point of being a massive nerd I might add. You’ve made sure your biometrics stayed healthy, you’ve filled in all the forms early, you’ve proved you believe in building a better future over and over. Need I go on?” Gideon shrugged, feigning modesty, but Jakub wasn't relenting just yet. “Mate, if the watchers haven't worked out that you're a great candidate by now, then I don't know who would be. — Unless you have any weird private habits I don't know about?”

      Gideon stared up into the night sky, he knew his friend was right. For his whole life he'd thought of nothing else but getting into Kaoteck Industries and being selected for the Constabulary. It felt as though his every waking moment had been dedicated to being ready when the opportunity for selection came around. He'd sacrificed having much of a social life and graduated with top marks from StatEd, so he wasn't worried about that. But his stomach was still churning with nerves. It was the fainting that bothered him, his doctor had never found a reason, but if Kaoteck caught sight of something untoward on his bios then he stood no chance of ever making it into the Constabulary.

      Jakub snapped him out of his reverie with a friendly punch to the arm, “Wakey-wakey fella, go get some sleep, there's only twenty-four hours left until selection.”

      Gideon shot him a knowing look, “I've got to survive getting back inside first. If Miss Burnett catches me, I'll probably be locked in the laundry room till I'm fifty anyway!”

      “At least fifty,” chuckled Jakub. “I'd have to sneak you in crumbs when I was in there fixing the machines — which to be fair would be most days anyway!”

      “Well, I'm glad you're still around,” Gideon replied with a smile, staring up at the ugly old square building they'd stopped outside. Over the door, a flickering holo-sign read 'Kaoteck Industries home for Children of The Rainbow.' “It hasn't been the same since you moved out.”

      “Aw, sorry for getting old, but I do only live like five minutes away…and I do like my job.” joked Jakub, as he ran his hands through his short spiky hair, which was something Gideon noticed his friend always did when he thought he'd come up with a brilliant joke. “And besides,” he continued, adopting his best ‘dead-pan’ expression. “If you think about it, you could say that, as general employee, handyman, and helper-out at a Kaoteck owned facility, technically I actually work for Aloysius Kroll himself, y'know…technically!”

      With a weary sigh, Gideon gave his friend a wink, climbed the steps to the front door and turned his face towards the entry scanner. “Yeah,” he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm. “You keep telling yourself that mate! See you tomorrow.”

      Jakub started off down the street, calling back in a cheery sing song way, “Look on the bright side, it’s your last twenty-four hours under the rule of Burnett! The Constables are gonna feel like a holiday by comparison!” With his friend's parting jibe ringing in his ears, Gideon turned back to the scanner again, only to find the door already open and Miss Burnett, the head of house, standing in the portal of light.

      A striking looking woman in her early fifties, Miss Burnett’s usually immaculate hair was tousled and loose, rather than piled up on top of her head in her customary fashion. Instead of her usual prim, tightly fitted jacket and skirt combo, she was swaddled in a thick dressing robe. Gideon cursed his bad timing; she'd clearly been on her way to bed when he’d arrived. Miss Burnett was obviously unimpressed; her hands were turning white where they were fixed firmly to her hips, and she was making the strange 'clucking' sound with her tongue he had come to recognise as a precursor to a serious telling off. Gideon winced and braced himself for the double-barrelled blast he knew would be coming. He was convinced that Miss Burnett's razor-sharp voice, with its thick Rainbow Zone accent, could cut a man in half at fifty feet.

      “Mr Rayne,” she snapped. “Now that you and Mr Bakula have stopped yelling at each other down the street, would you care to explain why you are out so late this close to selection day?”

      Gideon's mouth opened and closed like a suffocating fish, he didn't actually have an answer, at least, not a satisfactory one. Jakub had suggested going for a quiet drink, which had turned into staying out and going to the Chain Club and he'd just sort of…followed along. Trying his hardest not to stammer, he started with, “Well, Jakub and I…” Her cold stare stopped him in his tracks, so he tried a different approach, “Well, you see, these charneys came, and the Constables arrived, and…” She looked very unhappy; his voice trailed out. Her glacial eyes fixed unwaveringly onto his, seeming to bore into his soul. Gideon started to wonder if he was lying, even though he knew was telling the truth. Miss Burnett cocked her head to one side as though studying some unusual curiosity, Gideon thought it made her look like an inquisitive peacock.

      “Mr Rayne, you may be coming to the end of your time here at 'The Children of the Rainbow', but as long as you remain under my roof, you shall abide by my rules, am I making myself perfectly clear?”

      “Yes Miss Burnett,” he mumbled, hoping that would be the end of it.

      “Good, and I shall have words with Mr Bakula tomorrow about leading the house-members astray.” Her face suddenly softened, and her eyes filled with warmth. “Now come inside, have a hot chocolate, and tell me all about these Constables of yours! I can't believe this is probably the last time I'll ever get to chase around after you and Jakub after all these years.” She stopped suddenly, unable to finish. Her eyes glistened and her voice was thick with emotion when she next spoke, “I don't know what he's going to do without you, you know. Or me for that matter.”

      Gideon smiled up at the woman who'd raised him since childhood. He could still remember the day he'd been brought to the home, shortly after his whole world had collapsed in an instant when his parents had died suddenly in an accident. Thankfully, they had both worked for Kaoteck Industries helping to rebuild the country, which meant he’d been entitled to a place in the home under the care of Miss Burnett. Otherwise, he would've been shipped off to the Factories to fend for himself. On his very first day, an older boy called Jakub had taken him under his wing and they'd been the best of friends ever since. Over the years other children had come and gone, but Miss Burnett and Jakub had been his only constants. Not seeing them both every day meant that his life would never be the same again.
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      Gideon rose early on selection day; sleep had mostly evaded him anyway. With a yawn, he reached across to his bedside table and grabbed his tatty old Kaotab. The ageing wrist mounted device acted as his communicator, computer, streaming device and a million other things combined into one. It was hardly the best or latest model, far from it in fact, but it was all he had been able to scrape together enough to buy. The Ktab’s bio-hack link disk embedded in his wrist had cost almost a year’s CP on its own. He’d bought that part first, so that when he had eventually been able to afford the tablet, he had been able to use it straight away. Now that he was permanently connected to the New Britain network, it allowed him to share his life on 'The Home Feed’, where people documented their every moment, thought and desire. Kaoteck Industries monitored the feed for likely candidates to join their organisation. If a person wanted to be selected for a career with Kaoteck, they needed to impress the watchers and the algorithms that kept track of their every move and decision, from their heart rate to their choice of toothbrush.

      Peering through sleep-heavy eyes, he used the device to activate the cameras in the walls of his room and started streaming himself live to his feed followers. He posted a status update and large 'cheery-face' emotinote leapt into the air above his Ktab's screen, accompanied by the message 'Sorry no sleepcam…big night! Awake and ready for selection day!' Vaulting out of bed and pattering off to the sink, he felt pleased to see his vital 'CP' or 'Community Points' had jumped up quite a bit from the night before, it meant his followers were anticipating his big day. Community Points granted people access to life's essentials, such as the right to apply for better jobs, housing permits, travel permits and more. You could even cash them in for Kaoteck products, even the discounted reclaimed ones taken from dead people or unlucky folk who had been forced to hand theirs over for misuse.

      The advertising screen embedded in Gideon’s mirror burst into life upon his approach, reminding him that he could still boost his CP by purchasing Kaoteck products, he waved the advert away and navigated to his Kaoteck Industries application portal. The selection deadline countdown timer that had occupied his every waking moment for as long as he could remember read '0003:00'. In three hours, he would find out if he'd been selected to board the famous ‘Train to the future’ that connected the Factory and Rainbow zones to the Kaoteck headquarters, beyond the wall down in the flooded south.

      Browsing through his suitability profile one more time, he noted a slight deficit in his martial arts and self-assertiveness tabs, both prerequisites for anyone hoping to make it into the Constabulary. It was too late to do much about being assertive, so he decided to spend his last morning in the home streaming himself practising his fighting skills.

      After a perfunctory breakfast of a glass of water and an all-day energy bar, Gideon began flipping, leaping, and kicking his way around the home's basement, always making sure to keep half an eye on the steady flicker of emotinotes and 'CP' building on his profile page. Seeing the number slowly creep up filled him with a warm sense of achievement. Eventually, Jakub poked his head around the basement door with a goofy grin, “Happy selection day! I bet Burnett let you off easy for getting back so late, didn't she?”

      “Maybe, maybe not!” retorted Gideon with a wry smile.

      “Well, either way, she's sent me bring you upstairs.”

      Gideon glanced down at his Ktab. It was almost 08:30, almost selection time.

      

      A quick shower later, and with his mass of unruly brown hair still half soaked, Gideon found himself being hurried into the home's communal living space. Miss Burnett, gave up on her cup of tea, cursed her trembling hands and sat down beside him. Jakub propped himself against the wall next to a large holo-display and began an unconvincing show of trying to appear aloof and disinterested. Around the cluttered room, sat children of all ages, each with nowhere else to go and lucky enough to have been offered sanctuary in the home for children of the Rainbow. Trying to stop his own hands from shaking, Gideon raised his Ktab and flicked the countdown timer towards the wall holo-display. “Out of the way then Jay,” he said, trying to appear breezy and unconcerned. “If we're doing this all together, let's at least do it on the big HD.” The selection countdown timer appeared on the large display, replacing the image of unfeasibly healthy-looking fish swimming around in an equally unfeasibly tranquil blue sea.

      '5, 4',

      The younger children in the room chorused along, thinking it was all a game.

      '3, 2',

      Gideon willed himself not to faint.

      '1, 0.'

      A small fanfare sounded, and the countdown vanished, replaced by a holographic image of the CEO of New Britain and head of Kaoteck Industries — Aloysius Kroll.

      Miss Burnett began preening herself whilst loudly 'shushing' the smaller children, many of whom had started shouting, “BLAST OFF!” and were running around the room.

      Jakub sniggered, “You do know it's not a two-way call, right?” Miss Burnett shot him a look that could probably have melted steel as Kroll’s hologram began to speak.

      “Congratulations candidate. It is my privilege to inform you that you have been successful in your application to Kaoteck Industries. Since you first registered interest in joining our organisation, we have been watching you even more carefully than before. We have seen you grow and dedicate yourself to building a better future.”

      Miss Burnett let out an involuntary squeal and round of applause, briefly deafening everyone before collecting herself.

      “…and we are proud to say that we believe you have what it takes to become a valued and useful member of the Kaoteck family. Now, we ask you to come and spend some time with us, at Kaoteck HQ. Here, we can get to know you even better; and assign to you your exciting new individual role. You have been sent a datafile with the relevant information, but don't forget — the train to the future leaves today! See you soon candidate.”

      Gideon's Ktab beeped once, and the image of Kroll faded away, forming into the triangular Kaoteck Industries logo for a moment before shutting off. The room erupted into cheers and congratulations, all of which Gideon missed as Miss Burnett engulfed him in a tearful bear hug. “Now then, there's no time to waste,” she sobbed. “Jakub will take you to the tube train platform and I'll make you some lunch to take with you. Now, off to your room, go and pack your things. After all,” — she sang after him as he traipsed up to his room with his head awash with emotions — “The train to the future leaves today!”
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      With Jakub gone and his goodbyes said, Gideon found himself alone in the sweltering chaos of the tube train platform. He clutched his small rucksack close to his chest and looked around at the clamour of selectees being fussed over by their families and loaded up with huge bags of provisions and gifts. Nothing about the moment seemed real to him, everything felt magnified. Even the excitement in the air felt like waves crashing over him, as if his senses were all straining to absorb every minute detail of the final moments of the only life he'd ever known, until the sudden whine of a sleek train wafting into the station brought his reflection to an abrupt end.

      Like many people, Gideon had never been on a tube train before. They were the exclusive domain of Kaoteck HQ employees making their way back and forth from the headquarters to the Rainbow, but this particular ‘train to the future’ was reserved especially for the new batch of selectees. Fighting down a rising tide of excitement, he drank in the sight of the marvellous looking machine. He'd studied it endlessly on the net, dreaming of what it would feel like to ride in. The Kaoteck tube train was unlike any other form of transport because, for most of its journey, the train was suspended on a magnetic field and safely ensconced inside the transparent tube that gave the train its name. Once it had passed through the southern Rainbow wall, the tube was raised up on giant stilts to keep it clear of the deadly waters covering much of New Britain’s southern landmass. Jakub had told him that the train also went northwards, into the Factories, but that the tube was opaque there for safety reasons.

      With a deep breath, Gideon took one last, lingering look around before stepping into the opulent surroundings of the carriage, where at once he found himself revelling in the unfamiliar sensation of a luxurious carpet, so thick and soft beneath his feet. ‘I can’t believe this!’ he thought. ‘This is me, a kid from the home actually getting on the Kaoteck tube train and leaving the Rainbow behind.’ A quick glance around revealed that the carriage he had chosen was already packed with people. ‘How can there possibly be enough seats for everyone?’ he mused. ‘I’ve no idea how long the journey is, but it’s definitely longer than I want to stand up for.’

      Several well-dressed young Rainbow folks clutching expensive looking baggage jostled past him, all shoving each other out of the way as they fought for the best seats. Many of them just stared down at their Ktabs and barged straight ahead. Others live streamed themselves boarding, making sure to loudly exaggerate their tearful excitement as much as possible. Everywhere Gideon looked, holographic emotinotes of a heart, sad face or giant clapping hands floated out of people’s Ktabs and danced around in the air. A cartwheeling puppy passed straight through his face, swiftly followed by a sobbing kitten dabbing its eyes with a handkerchief.

      “Hey, move it violet!”

      A sour-faced girl barged her way past him, digging a sharp elbow into his ribs as she did so. A moment of anger surged within him, calling him a 'violet' meant she'd instantly judged him as being from the bottom layer of the Rainbow's complex social structure. He bit his tongue, telling himself that if he caused a scene he’d be removed from the train before it even left the station. He’d be shipped off to the Factories and that would be that. Clenching his fists until his knuckles turned white, he continued working his way through the packed carriages, beginning to get a feel for the types of people he might be working alongside. Snippets of conversation wafted past, all delivered as loudly as possible in awfully effected accents for the benefit of those within earshot.

      

      “My father paid for seven different tutors every week, so that I could have a fresh learning perspective every day.”

      Another, “My family have worked for Kaoteck for generations, I've already been promised executive level access.”

      Another, “My Daddy knows Aloysius Kroll personally, he follows his feed, and they stream together.”

      

      Choking down the urge to vomit, Gideon made his way further towards the back of the train, all the time wondering, ‘How have all these people found seats but not me?’ As he wandered up and down the carriages, eyes started to follow him, and it soon became apparent that people were muttering under their breath as he passed and aiming barely concealed whispers his way.

      “Violet!”

      “Watch out, Violet coming!”

      He spotted an empty seat and began to move in towards it, but someone quickly covered it up with a bag.

      “Tarqers is sitting here, sorry.”

      The apology hung in the air, dripping venom onto his shoes. Gideon looked down; it really did seem as though his shoes were covered in venom. A viscous, green substance covered his feet. Bewildered, he tried to pull himself free, but the more he pulled, the more it resisted. The 'venom' started curling itself around him, wrapping itself around his legs and pulling him down into the thickly carpeted floor of the train. He reached out, desperately trying to cling to someone or something, anything that could save him from the thick green tentacles dragging him down. Voices came from all around, deep and menacing, laced with laughter and derision.

      “Watch out violet!”

      “Oh My God, he’s fainted! That’s hilarious!

      “Quick stream it, stream it!”

      The thick slime had reached up to his mouth now, he couldn't stop it. He tried to scream, but it poured into his mouth, filling his body. Then there was only the cloying embrace of darkness.

      

      Gideon was floating, alone in a sea of black, his only companion, a faraway pinprick of light.

      “Hello?” he called out; his voice echoed off into the void. Somehow, it felt as though the light was trying to speak to him, but he couldn’t understand what it was saying. “Am I dead?”

      A faint voice echoed back, “Ineedtoseeyouridplease.”

      “I don’t understand,” cried Gideon. “Can you help me? Am I dead?” His voice trailed off into the darkness.

      The voice returned, louder, it seemed angrier somehow and the light was brighter, “I SAID I NEED TO SEE YOUR I.D. PLEASE.”

      

      The world came rushing back. Gideon knew straight away what had happened and his heart sank, ‘Not on the train! Not in front of all those people! Not on the way to Kaoteck!’

      The voice came again, this time it was definitely angrier. “Hey! I said I need to scan your I.D. Unlock your damn Ktab will you or I’ll force an override and they’ll mark you for being uncooperative with a Kaoteck employee.”

      Gideon was surprised to find that he was lying on a small bunk in a tiny carriage. There were cupboards and a small holo-display and a bright white light that was shining straight into his face. The voice came again, even angrier than before.

      “Last chance kid, I need to scan your tablet right now.”

      A hand grabbed him by the wrist and started shaking it, finally startling him out of his stupor. “Oh, right, yes, of course.” A mental pulse activated the small biotech disk embedded in Gideon’s wrist and his Ktab sprang to life. “Show I.D.,” the words came out as a rasp, it felt like his throat had been stuffed with old socks. A biometric I.D. page appeared on the screen which was promptly scanned.

      “Huh,” said the voice, sounding confused. “Must be your lucky day. It says here you're covered, no charge for assistance.”

      With the fogginess in his head clearing, Gideon realised the voice belonged to a grumpy looking man who was obviously a member of the train's staff.

      “Thanks for helping me, I'm really sorry about that,” he said, before hastily adding, “It doesn't usually happen.”

      “Whatever,” the man shoved Gideon out the door and into the train corridor. “That's not my problem, this carriage is for staff only, so you can go now. Don’t faint again.”

      “Thanks,” replied Gideon to the already closed door. “I won’t!” Finding himself alone in the corridor, he realised from the faint swaying that the train was already well underway and decided to prop himself up against the window until his legs stopped feeling like rubber. Outside, fascinating relics of the old world flew past in a blur, skeletal rooftops poking out of the grimy waters were the only signs of a world almost entirely forgotten. The sight sent Gideon’s mind wandering back to a conversation he’d had with Miss Burnett, where she’d told him that some older people she’d once known could actually remember living in old Britain. They had talked about what life was like before the pandemics wiped out millions of people. Back before the seas rose and the last great conflict changed the face of the planet forever. But one by one those old folks had passed away; their memories lost to time. There were still some pictures of the old world on the net, Kaoteck used them to show why we needed to build a better future. There were even some old films set in some of the more famous places like ‘New York’. But the world they depicted was so distant and unrecognisable, it may as well have been nothing but fantasy. That old world wasn’t coming back, so no-one really cared about what things used to be like.

      Far off in the distance, a twisted and broken church spire emerged from the blackness of the waters, even though he'd never seen a real one before, Gideon knew all about churches. Everyone learnt in StatEd about how religion had been outlawed along with international war. His teacher had explained that churches and all other religious symbology had been banned in Kaoteck’s Britain, because back when the world had first fallen lots of people who had survived the first waves had taken up arms against each other in the name of their gods. Millions of others had died whilst hiding away inside their places of worship instead of taking shelter. The teacher had explained that they were expecting to be saved by miracles, but none had come. When pressed about why anyone would act in such a way, the teacher had simply shrugged his shoulders and said, 'That's just the way it was back then.’

      The ancient church soon vanished into the mists, taking Gideon’s reflective mood with it, but soon the decrepit buildings started becoming more and more frequent, and much larger. For as far as the eye could see, huge chunks of debris emerged from the oily surface of the water, entire structures floated lazily past, searching for their final resting places.

      “Apparently, the water is so dangerous it can kill you in seconds.”

      Gideon leapt in surprise at the voice behind him. He turned to see who was speaking and was taken aback to discover a short young woman beaming up at him from beneath a shock of bright pink and white hair. Her striking appearance caught him off-guard, and he found himself staring back at her in an awkward silence for a moment, captivated by her freckled skin and enormous — and definitely artificially enhanced — bright orange eyes. Something about her smile made his breath catch in his throat. He wasn’t sure that he’d ever seen a smile that big before, even on Jakub.

      “Sorry,” she laughed. “I didn’t mean to make you jump. I just, well, I saw what happened before — when you fainted. I thought you looked like you could use a friendly face, are you feeling better now?”

      “Hey…hi. Erm…yes!” he spluttered. “I'm feeling much now better. Erm, I mean, I’m much better now…thanks.” He could feel his face reddening and silently cursed himself for fumbling his way through the sentence. “I…I didn't faint though,” he stammered. “I'm not sure what happened actually. I think I must've tripped on…a… bag…or something.” The young woman stared back at him, clearly unconvinced. Gideon’s mind started to race, and paranoia washed over him, ‘What if she’s a Kaoteck plant, here to spy on us? What if this is a test?’ He thrust out a hand and adopted his most confident voice, “Hi, I'm Gideon, I’m going to Kaoteck to build a better future, starting today.”

      “Me too,” she replied.

      He stared blankly at her for a moment.

      “No!” she blurted out as the realisation dawned on her. “I mean I'm here to build a better future starting today as well! — Not that my name's Gideon. My name’s not Gideon, that's your name — cool name by the way. Hi Gideon.”

      He was starting to feel sorry for her, the whole conversation was quickly starting to turn into a painful experience for both parties. ‘Nope,’ he thought. ‘Definitely not a spy.’ “Why don’t we both start again, hi, I'm Gideon, and you are?”

      “Hi Gideon, I'm Avery,” she gave a musical laugh tinged with relief. “Maybe it would be easier if I just flip you a greeting packet?”

      “It's nice to meet you Avery, yes please, a packet would be great.” Before he could finish speaking, Gideon’s Ktab pinged and flashed up a series of symbols explaining Avery's basic likes, dislikes, relationship status, preferred pronouns, gender identity, current CP, and triggers. He was relieved to see that bumbling, clumsy introductions from bio-males with giant wavy hair didn't feature anywhere on her trigger list. “Thanks, here's mine,” he flicked at his Ktab, sending his own greeting packet to Avery’s device. “Is that true what you said about the water?” he asked, searching for a way to restart the conversation on a better note.

      Avery studied Gideon's somewhat shorter intro packet for a moment, before peering out the window and wrinkling up her nose as though she could smell the putrid water through the walls of the tube. “Well, that's what my teacher told me. He said it’s because of all the nasty crap floating around in it from before, like chemicals and all the dead bodies.”

      “Makes sense,” replied Gideon. “‘All the nasty crap’ — that’s some real technical vocabulary right there, I wish my teacher spoke like that!” He nodded sagely whilst stroking his chin, briefly managing to maintain a straight face before they both burst out into fits of laughter.

      

      Outside, the shadows cast over the water grew longer as the afternoon turned to evening. Eventually, Gideon realised that he had been so lost in their chatter, that neither he nor Avery had touched their Ktab. “We’ve been talking for hours; can you believe we missed out on streaming this whole thing?” he said. “Talk about taking a CP dump!”

      Avery rolled her eyes in return, “I guess I just like talking to you more than I like streaming Mr Faints-on-trains!” She gave him a conspiratorial wink. “But you’re right, I can’t believe we’ve talked for so long, I guess it's just been a crazy sort of day!”

      Gideon paused for a moment, she was right, it truly had been a strange day. Waking up in the home that morning already felt like a lifetime ago, but at least he had met Avery. ‘Definitely the highlight so far,’ he thought to himself. “Okay, I confess, I did faint,” he relented. “It happens a lot, no idea why, but thanks for coming to talk to me. I don't think many people on here would have!”

      Avery smiled a huge smile and burst out into a loud peal of laughter. Finally composing herself enough to reply, she adopted a gently mocking impersonation of his serious tone. “Well thanks to you too ‘Gideon Rayne’, for giving me someone actually interesting to talk to!” Switching to a whisper she added, “I don't think many people on here are very nice, I like us 'corridor-folk' better!”

      They were still laughing when the train suddenly tilted downwards sending them both tumbling. Lights in the ceiling flickered into life and the excited chatter of voices wafting down from the carriages grew in volume until a loud chime sounded and an artificial voice filled the air. The train fell silent.

      'Attention please, I am Ada, the AI system assigned to Kaoteck Industries headquarters. You will shortly be entering the final approach to the docking platform. Your arrival will be in precisely fifteen minutes. Please be ready to disembark quickly and await further instructions.'

      Avery eagerly pressed her face against the glass, “I've heard about this next bit, apparently its seriously amazing.” As she spoke, the train was plunged into darkness, prompting an outburst of excited whooping, and screaming from the carriages. Outside, powerful spotlights flared into life, revealing that the tube was running straight through the heart of a long-submerged city centre. Ancient buildings towered over them on both sides, some still bore the names of long-forgotten companies, the letters barely visible on their crumbling facades. A rusting line of skeletal cars and trucks showed where the remains of a road still lay buried beneath the silt.

      “Amazing, isn't it?” sighed Avery. “To think that once upon a time, all this was just everyday life.”

      “I had no idea so much was still here below the surface,” replied Gideon. “When you see it like this, it really doesn’t look that different to some parts of the Rainbow, apart from being underwater and probably toxic!” As though to illustrate his point, a children's playground drifted past. Brightly coloured plastic swings, slides and a climbing frame all shone briefly in the floodlights like a memory brought to life for a fleeting moment.

      “I can think of some pretty toxic areas of the Rainbow too,” laughed Avery. “Did you know this is part of Old Britain’s capital city? My teacher said that Kroll's got a plan to push back the seas and detoxify the land.”

      “Imagine that… people living here again. Wouldn't that be something?”

      Before she could respond, the train swept upwards once more, and the tube emerged from the waves, night had fallen while they were submerged, and the Kaoteck building loomed out of the darkness ahead of them. Avery gave Gideon one last enormous smile, “Well fellow corridor-dweller, I guess this is it, I should be getting back to my luggage. Hope I see you on the other side. Good-luck Gideon Rayne.”

      He stared after her until he was alone in the corridor once more. Outside the window, the monolithic Kaoteck HQ drew ever closer. He'd spent hours studying the history of the building and the company to help increase his chances of selection and seeing it for real felt like a surreal dream. Some of the earliest pictures of the pyramid-shaped structure showed it surrounded by smaller buildings and painted with a gleaming white sheen. But now the building stood alone, and the toxic fumes rising from the murky waters had eaten the white finish away leaving behind a dour grey. An eerie purple glow emanated from beneath the apex of the giant pyramid, designed to give the impression that the highest levels of the structure were somehow floating in mid-air, an effect that was even more striking in person.

      An enormous tunnel emerged from the base of the structure, above it was carved the inscription: “KAOTECK - BUILDING A BETTER FUTURE - TODAY!”

      It was into that tunnel, that the train was headed.
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