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This one is for the resistance:
the people who refuse to let greed, bigotry, and hatred
overwrite their common human decency.


You want to get a look at the true soul of humanity?
Look at what it does on the Internet when it thinks no one is
watching, or it thinks that the only ones watching are its approving
peers. Watch the time it wastes, the flame wars it starts,
the bullying it engages in, the gossip it spreads, the lies it tells.

95% of the world’s data was created in the last two years.
Ask yourself: How much of it do you think is worth the
memory space it takes up?

Then despair.

R.K.O. Dubrovna

The Internet You Deserve
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evolution is past STUPID. things ca’nt just appear out of chaos

Theresa Madoff-Wood

+ no2sjws

Things not only can, but they DO just appear out of chaos. It’s called emergence. Put enough energy into small systems, give them enough time, and complexity emerges. Larger systems—which often seem impossible to account for without ascribing them to miracles—are really just products of information, energy and lots and lots of time.

no2sjws

+Theresa Madoff-Wood

ha ha ha ha ha I put energy into my horse two years ago and it just became a unicorn

YouTube Comments
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CHAPTER ONE
RULES OF THE INTERNET

When the kid with the Nike cap and wispy sideburns took his seat in front of the computer, he had no way of knowing that he was completing a complex circuit that had been a full five weeks in the making. Although he often posted about conspiracy theories on message boards and comments sections—from the Illuminati plan for a new world order, to mind controlling chemicals in airplane contrails—as far as he was concerned, today he was just having a bad day.

Sure, his laptop had gone down in spectacular—and, indeed, fatal—fashion; and his parent’s broadband, which had been getting flaky for a while now, had decided to crash and burn, meaning he couldn’t even use his dad’s computer. But he hadn’t seen the pattern that was hidden beneath recent events, just as he hadn’t seen the reason behind that pattern, or the people responsible for making it a reality.

So he was oblivious to the fact that it had been five weeks, almost to the day, since a single, careless keystroke had leaked his unmasked IP address to a computer terminal in London, leading to his immediate identification.

Or that he had been under four weeks of near-constant surveillance from members of the Youth Enforcement Task Initiative, a secret branch of law enforcement that recruited and used teenage operatives to carry out its missions.

He certainly wouldn’t have believed that it was three weeks since a section of YETI moved to the West Country, took up the lease on an abandoned shop on Yeovil’s South Street, and opened up its own cyber cafe a few hundred meters from the kid’s house, purely with the intention of luring him inside.

Nor had he noticed the two weeks of careful social engineering and manipulation that had not only made him aware of that cyber cafe, but had worked to associate it in his mind with the keywords discretion and safety.

The week YETI had spent remotely mucking with the kid’s computer and home network to loosen his trust and faith in both computer and network had been discounted as a string of bad luck, nothing more.

The hour since a remote logic board burnout turned his laptop into an expensive paperweight had not been a continuation of that “bad luck,” as he thought, but rather the final part of the plan.

Everything had been leading to this precise moment.

The moment the trap was finally sprung.

The moment his addiction to online hijinks led him to the new cybercafé on the high street. The one that—for reasons he would never be able to parse—felt safe enough for him to engage in some digital mischief.

Ani Lee was already in position—the digital spider at the heart of this very special corner of the web—three screens down and running software that would make Sideburns think he’d woken up in a science fiction movie if he got even a sniff of its code. Hell, it made Ani feel that way, too, and she’d been using it for months.

She watched as the target took off his cap and suppressed the urge to roll her eyes when he linked his fingers together and cracked his knuckles before lowering his hands down to the keyboard like a maestro sitting down at the piano.

The kid’s name was Eddie Wells, and he was seventeen years old.

He certainly wasn’t a maestro.

If truth were told, he barely knew his scales.

To his school friends, he was generally quiet and unremarkable—monosyllabic mostly. His teachers thought he was treading water, capable of doing better in pretty much all his subjects, just too lazy, or disinterested to bother.

Online, however, he was far from quiet. With a list of aliases including chimpotle, e-boy, sux2bu and c@fish, Eddie missed few opportunities to troll, abuse, insult, and punk. Of course, there was no law against being obnoxious online, but he didn’t stop there. As part of the online group victorious—activists and hactivists from one of the dark hive minds that thrived on the Internet—he was responsible for acts of mischief and mayhem that had quickly attracted YETI’s attention.

He was also the first victorious member they’d managed to put a meatspace name to.

Eddie took a thumb drive from his pocket and slid it into the computer’s USB port.

Showtime, Ani thought. Let’s see what you’ve got.

She opened up the window that mirrored Eddie’s screen and watched as he pulled a browser off the thumb drive and opened it up. It was a custom job, set to a home page that was a victorious message board called dot2me. Bookmarks for warez sites and pirate torrent sites sat on his menu bar, mute testament to Eddie’s browsing habits. As good as a written confession if it fell into the wrong hands, at least offering probable cause to give his whole computer a good going over.

Ani had been logging on to dot2me often enough to know that ninety-something percent of the site was a waste of bandwidth and time: terabytes of offensive images and movies; bad Photoshopping; juvenile jokes, stories and fantasies; memes and absurdities; all mixed up with a whole heap of tedious profanity.

Eddie clicked through a few threads with the listless casualness of someone with a limited attention span. He made sure to stay away from threads labeled NSFW, and that seemed to limit his browsing options. To just about zero. He frowned, closed the browser, took what he thought was an innocent look around the cafe, then went back to the thumb drive and opened up another program.

Ani was underwhelmed with the software. Although it was a custom implementation of the ForceCrack password cracking utility, it was one that had been floating around the net for months, and was hardly state-of-the-art. Eddie got ForceCrack monitoring the traffic in the room over Wi-Fi, then started pulling data from the other users in the area, looking for something he could mess with, steal from, or exploit. Just another kid looking for mischief, given bigger scope for said mischief by his software’s knowledge of Wi-Fi protocols.

“Looking for trouble? Here’s something I made earlier,” Ani muttered to herself, as she pulled up another window and set her own skills loose.

She started up by brute-forcing her way into an ad hoc network that YETI had set up to look like the back end of the biotech company, Instanto, whose genetically modified crop agenda was back in the news after cross-contamination from an experimental site had spread to fields in the USA that were supposed to be safe from such accidents.

Which was just the kind of target that would get Eddie excited, based on some of his recent posts and boasts. He was one part bored teen, searching for trending videos and giggles; two parts malicious troll, flaming anyone who disagreed with his poorly formed opinions and—when it suited him—one part S.J.W.: social justice warrior.

Ani checked on Eddie’s screen to make sure he was keeping up. Sure enough, he’d turned his attention to her tantalizingly encrypted data. She got her own software to fight him off, just not too well, leaving him some gaps to slither through, which he’d peg as good luck or great skills depending on the composition of his ego.

Ani made the whole process look legit, and YETI’s fake Instanto network did its part, appearing to rebuff her digital advances, and allowing her to show off madder and madder skills. With one eye on Eddie’s computer screen, she saw the precise moment when he noticed what she was up to. He suddenly ignored everything else in the room and focused in on her activity.

She let him watch the ease with which she cut through layer after layer of—albeit compliant—security, and she ended up in a convincing simulation of an executive’s mailbox.

When she thought he’d seen enough to whet his curiosity, she triggered an alert, shut down all her activity, acted panicked, grabbed all her stuff, and headed for the door.

She got ten yards down the road before she felt the tap on her shoulder.

Hook, line, and sinker, she thought before turning around.
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“I saw what you did.” Eddie Wells said with an air of vain arrogance that he really hadn’t earned. The only thing he’d achieved, in truth, was walking into a baited trap—and that was what a lot of mice got broken necks for. And it had been a trap devised and baited by Ani, who was still only fifteen years old (if only for a few more weeks), two whole years younger than he was.

Still, Ani had to make him think he had the upper hand. And the only way that was going to happen was through the employment of skill that intelligence field operatives the world overused every day of their lives: acting. She made her face look as shocked as she could.

“I-I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, weakly, turning to leave.

They were standing on the pavement outside a Chinese restaurant and were the only people on the street as far as Ani could see. Which just went to show how good YETI’s surveillance was; she knew it was there, and still couldn’t see it.

“It’s okay.” Eddie said. “I’m not a nark.”

Nark? Ani thought. Someone needs to watch less TV.

“I’m not the police, either,” Eddie felt the need to add.

Well, duh, Ani thought, but what she said was, “Then why were you watching me back there?”

“Curiosity, I guess. But that was some righteous skillage.”

Skillage? Really?

“I’m sorry, but you’re mistaking me for someone else. Look, I’m going to just go …”

“Wait up. I’m serious about your skills. Don’t see many people like you in this town …”

“I’m not from here,” Ani said. “My parents brought me here. They call it a holiday, but it’s more like a punishment. Don’t like it. Not staying. So I’m not going to be around to join your Secret Squirrel club, or whatever. Nice meeting you, though. Except it wasn’t.”

Eddie laughed.

“Instanto?” He said, incredulously.

Ani feigned surprise.

“You saw that?” she asked. “I knew someone was trying to spy on what I was doing, but I had no idea …”

Eddie puffed up with some weird kind of personal pride. Pride for something that YETI had drawn him into, and that Ani had pretty much spoon-fed to him. She’d even added the word spy to her sentence to fake-flatter him more. Sometimes, she despaired about the human race. People rarely painted self-portraits when they described themselves—even when they were describing themselves to themselves—and whoever Eddie Wells saw when he looked in the mirror, Ani bet it wasn’t the clumsy e-clown who, if YETI played its cards right, was going to bring down the collection of hackers, activists, and digital pranksters that called themselves victorious.
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“Have you heard of ‘victorious’?” Abernathy had asked her, five weeks before.

They were in the briefing room at YETI HQ. Ani had been called in from a combat training day on very short notice, which seemed to suggest some urgency, although it had taken Abernathy eight minutes of small talk to reach the question: How she was settling in, finding the training, liking the salary package, enjoying the London life?

Then, when he’d run out of those kind of questions, he’d asked her about victorious.

“Are things so quiet around here that you’re watching old reruns on Nickelodeon?” Ani asked back. “Because that way lies madness. Believe me, I know.”

“Nickel-what?” Abernathy muttered.

“The cable channel?” She received a blank look from Abernathy. “Victorious was a sitcom. For tweens. With music …” Another blank look. “Then you must mean victorious, the hactivists, a new group with random targets, sort of like anonymous, but with longer attention spans.”

Abernathy knitted his brows together in what was either thought or a frown. Ani still couldn’t read the guy. She guessed that was sort of the point.

“victorious has been on our radar for a few months,” he said. “But then groups of hackers teaming up for cooperative mayhem tend to have that effect on us. I don’t know if you’ve been following their exploits … Except, silly me, I do know, because that’s the business I’m in … So perhaps you can give me your observations before I waste my breath explaining things you already know.”

He settled back in his seat and watched her.

Expectantly.

Ani nodded.

“Just as the 4chan image board gave birth to anonymous, victorious leapt from another Internet hive mind: this time called dot2me. dot2me was always seen as an inferior copy of chan, with less emphasis put on grotesque and offensive content, and more on memes and bad Photoshop. So, with a lot less nudey pictures and bad language, 2me was seen as a lot less cool than 4chan, but lately it has gained some web cred by spawning its own cyber-activism arm, modeled on anonymous. It appears to be by invitation only, the mischief arm of 2me, and I can’t figure out how to get an invite.

“One thing, though: they’re getting bolder, more audacious, with every exploit. They started off by hacking into, and then exposing, some of the big charities for the donations they’re wasting on salaries and SUVs, and not putting into the hands of those who need the money. Then they started obtaining and leaking confidential data from big companies, bringing some of their darker secrets into the light. Word is that they’ve been working on world government systems recently, trying to destabilize entire countries with secrets that the individual governments would prefer stayed secret.

“Web chatter says that they’re gearing up for something big, but chatter on the Internet is as likely to be as wrong as it is to be accurate.”

“Every fifth or sixth word of that made sense to me,” Abernathy said, “But it pretty much matches the answer I have on the card, so would you like to gamble for tonight’s grand prize?”

“Oh gosh, dare I?” Ani said. “Well, I came here with nothing…. I’ll gamble.”

“Excellent. And here is the big money question: Which fledgling member of YETI is going to be helping infiltrate victorious with a view to discovering just what lies behind their seemingly random reign of digital terror?”

Ani feigned the excitement of a game show contestant, hand up in the air and shifting from foot to foot as if she needed to visit the toilet: “Oh me! Pick me! Please, pick me!”

“And tonight’s lucky winner is: Ani Lee.” Abernathy said, grinning in spite of himself.

“I never win the bloody holiday.” Ani said, gloomily.

“Not so fast, there.” Abernathy said. “There is a holiday that comes along with this prize. Think of a romantic location.”

“Rome? Venice? No, Paris.”

“Close.” Abernathy said. “Try Yeovil.”

“Where?” Ani asked.

Abernathy’s grin told her everything she needed to know.
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They grabbed a coffee in Starbucks and stared at each other over the table, somewhat awkwardly. Of course the awkwardness was, she guessed, pretty much a constant feature of Eddie’s life; hers, on the other hand, was carefully cultivated. Again with the acting.

Since joining YETI, and moving to London from Cambridge, she’d found most of her teenage awkwardness had pretty much disappeared. Being a handpicked member of a teen spy ring had that effect on a person. Lodging with Gretchen—who was, quite simply, the coolest, cleverest person that she had ever met—and finding herself treated and listened to as an equal, had sanded off the last few corners of her self-consciousness.

It had been the kind of self-consciousness that Eddie was twitchy with now. It was as if his heart were pumping it around his blood stream.

He’d make a terrible operative. He was far too jumpy. His demeanor pretty much screamed, “I HAVE SOMETHING TO HIDE!” In the privacy of their bedrooms, at the launch pad of their laptops, these kinds of misfits saw themselves as kings of all they surveyed. In life, they tended toward socially dysfunctional.

“I have a boyfriend,” Ani said. “I mean, I’m flattered and everything …”

It was a nice, awkward opener for a conversation that had stalled as soon as they’d sat down. It made her seem naïve, but also put the idea of her as a girl rather than just a hacker front and center in his mind. It also put him slightly on the defensive, which was always handy.

“Oh,” he said, following it up with a swift trip around the more common sounds of hesitation. “Um. Well. Er.”

Ani waited. Sense would issue from that mouth at some point, she was sure of it.

“Look,” he said, “I think you’ve got the wrong idea. I’m not interested in you that way …”

Wickedly, and for no other reason than the sheer heck of it, Ani pretended to be insulted. She frowned, narrowed her eyes, looked downward—and thus, downcast—as if his dismissal had wounded her.

“I-I mean, of course I’m …” Eddie’s attempt at freeing himself from his tangled feelings tailed off, presumably to prevent causing more offense than he already hadn’t.

Eddie tried again. “I, er, belong to a group.”

Of all the ways she’d been expecting to get him to reveal that, pretending to be slighted hadn’t even been on the list. Perhaps she was even better at this than she thought. Or Eddie was just lousy at keeping his mouth shut.

She looked up again, but still played dumb. “I don’t have much time for music,” she said. “Would I have heard of you?”

Eddie laughed. “Not that kind of group. Have you heard of victorious?”

Ani did a measured double take.

“The hacking group?” she asked, making sure her tone contained enough awe and surprise to sell it. “Freedom fighters of the information superhighway. What about them?”

“Them is a dataset that contains me,” he said. “And judging by your skills, it could include you, too.”

“Me?”

“Don’t be modest. You killed it back there. You were in an Instanto email server. Goodness only knows what havoc you’d have caused if I’d have left you to it.”

Ani looked coy.

“I can get into places,” she said. “I just never know what to do when I am in.”

“We can help you with that.”

“You can? But I’m going back to London tomorrow …”

Eddie grinned.

“You’re from London? All the better. victorious has cells all over, you know, but down here, we’re thin on the ground. Plenty more of us in London. Give me your deets, and I’ll pass them on.”

“Do I have to take some kind of test?”

“I’d say you just passed,” Eddie said. “With an A+.”
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When they were finished, and Eddie had left the coffee shop, Ani took out her phone and speed-dialed Abernathy.

He answered before she even heard it ring.

“Ms. Lee,” he said, “how delightful to hear from you. I’m told the weather is lovely in the West Country this time of the year. Do I take it we were successful in our endeavor?”

“Mission accomplished,” Ani said. “I’m in.”
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CHAPTER TWO
ONE DOES NOT SIMPLY WALK INTO A BOWLING ALLEY

Joe Dyson stopped in front of the building and his mouth twisted downward into a frown. He thought two things in rapid succession. First up was: Bowling? And then: I must be in the wrong place.

Even though the address matched the one he’d been given by the shifty-looking guy with the thatched eyebrows, he was still sure he’d made a mistake.

He thought, again: BOWLING?

The alley was on the edge of a set of sinister industrial units on the dark side of Luton, and it was rundown and badly in need of a new coat of paint. Like the rest of Luton he’d seen, actually.

It was called Midwest Lanes, although “Midwest of what?” was a pretty valid question. It had a vague 1950s American vibe, but like something you would come up with if you were trying to capture that feeling but had never been to the U.S. (Joe, of course, had. He’d been born and raised there), or seen pictures of the 1950s, and were relying instead on half-memories of shows like Happy Days, but you’d never actually seen the shows and were reduced to listening to the descriptions of a slightly crazy uncle. So, in order to really commit to this ludicrous project, you decide to deliver the final absurdity:

You put the resulting folly down on an industrial park in Luton.

And left it to rot, by the look of it.

Cracked pavement set up trip hazards that—anywhere else—would be magnets for litigious chancers. There was a lot of malfunctioning neon lighting and bad paintwork that had been bad even before it had started to peel.

Joe approached the front, pushed hard and the IN door squeaked open. He waited a couple of seconds, preparing himself, and then stepped through.

Inside, the lighting was poor, the carpet was worn and caught his shoe soles, and the air was full of cleaning chemicals that failed, somehow, to cover unpleasant odors from the distant past: beer, tobacco, and dead dreams, presumably. Off to Joe’s left were the bathrooms, to his immediate right was the reception desk. Straight ahead was a café that had seen better days: a greasy spoon, heavy on the grease, and you probably needed to bring your own spoon. A group of youths sat on chairs and tables in the café, and they watched him with suspicion from the moment he entered the place.

Seven of them. Not good odds if things turned bad, but better odds that one of them knew the answer to the question that had brought Joe here in the first place.

Better not get into a fight, then, he thought, then crossed the foyer toward them.
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Sometimes, YETI missions weren’t about saving the world or even putting bad guys behind bars; they were about doing something small, just to help someone out.

Abernathy was funny like that.

For every few officially sanctioned missions, there was one like this: off book, unauthorized, more to do with righting a wrong than impressing his bosses in Whitehall.

Abernathy had come around to Joe’s place on Mortimer Street when Joe was grabbing some down time. Playing on one of his pinball tables and racking up a score that—at long last—stood a chance of overtaking Ellie’s from a few weeks back.

Joe had celebrated the bump in salary he’d gotten in the aftermath of the Palgrave affair by investing in a Stern Walking Dead table, the one with zombie heads and a crossbow. It turned out that Ellie—another definite plus in the wake of the .wav business—was a natural when it came to pinball. She’d been ribbing him about it for a while now, and Joe thought it was about time to play catch-up.

Abernathy had let himself in, and Joe quit the table—and the multiball he’d just triggered—nodding a greeting.

“I assume we have Ms. Butcher to thank for the sudden attention to cleaning.” Abernathy said. “How is everything going?”

“Not bad,” Joe said, gesturing at the oversized sofas that Abernathy had footed the bill for. “Is this a social call, or have the YETI headquarters been compromised again?”

“Ha ha.” Abernathy sat down, still ramrod straight and surely not taking full advantage of the plush upholstery. “I have a little job for you, but it’s not quite YETI.”

“A charitable cause?” Joe asked. “Where and why?”

“A friend of a friend threw this my way. I tried to get the official stamp for it, but even though it didn’t make so much as a ripple in Whitehall, I still believe it to be worthy of our attention. Condensed version: a concerned social worker in Luton, of all places, is worried that a few of the teenage runaways that they have sleeping on the streets there have dropped off the radar.”

“Maybe they’re just trying out a new town? Or a new city? Or a friend’s couch …”

Abernathy tilted his head and raised an eyebrow.

“I guess that’s the question you need to answer, isn’t it?” he said. “The Luton train leaves from St. Pancras in”—he consulted his wristwatch—“thirty-five minutes. You’ll need an overnight bag.”
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You could tell a lot about a group dynamic by observing it as you approached. If you watched carefully, watched the group’s initial movements, saw them operating under primal pack rules, you could usually figure out the pecking order of the individuals within the system. You got to see who was the muscle, who was the brains, and who was its heart.

The “muscles” flexed, because their first reaction to a newcomer was always protective. They would change their body language to reflect their defensive instinct—often subtly—telegraphing which way they’d go if it looked like trouble was coming. Their bodies would shift in one of two directions: either toward the newcomer, or away from him, depending on the kind of leader that beat at the heart of the pack.

If their alpha was made of intellect and strategy—if his control over them was primarily cerebral—then the muscles, move would be forward, so when push came to shove, they’d be ready to put themselves between the interloper and the alpha of their particular pack, primed to act as a buffer for any violence that ensued. If the alpha was, on the other hand, defined by his own violent tendencies—if his control over the pack was one of physical threat—then the move would be backward, to flank the alpha and offer support in the teeth of the oncoming threat while maintaining silent deference to his alpha status.

The “brains” of the group would remain still, analyzing the situation, but not committing to pack behavior yet. They would run scenarios, study the intruder, work out his weaknesses and strengths, and only then would they start to move to support the outcome of the best simulation they had played out in their heads.

The “heart” was always the alpha, the nucleus around which the other electrons circulated. If he was a thinker, then he would usually relax, safe behind the physical screen that the rest of his pack would provide. If he was a fighter, then there was a high probability that he would tense and puff up, ready to lead his “dogs” into battle.

None of this would happen consciously, of course, because pack structures actually existed below the level of thought, more of a reflex or an instinct. It happened in a very brief window of time, and before the conscious mind kicked in. It was subject to immediate changes and modifications, dependent on far too many variables to calculate: the demeanor of the approaching individual, the attitudes or moods of any members of the pack, the safety of home court advantage, whether they’d just eaten, whether their leader was riding high in their opinion or whether his reign was at its nadir. The group would pass beyond meaningful structural analysis when minds got in the way, becoming amorphous and unreadable.

By the time that happened, though, Joe had already gotten a pretty good read on the group.

The alpha was a chisel-faced, slender white guy, maybe eighteen or nineteen years on the clock of life, with ratty dreadlocks in his bleached, to orange, hair. A pierced nose and two facial tattoos—a stylized 666 to the side of his left eye and a jigsaw puzzle piece on his cheek—suggested a level of not-giving-a-damn that sent alarm bells ringing in Joe’s mind. The guy neither tensed nor relaxed as Joe approached. If anything, he looked utterly indifferent.

Joe watched the other members of the group to see how they reacted, instead.

The remaining six kids, ranging from short and fat to tall and gangly, made the tiny movements that Joe had pretty much been expecting, with the “muscles” flexing and the “brains” assessing. There were four figures that really needed to be watched: three muscles and the alpha. The other three betrayed their fear—and with it, their lack of confidence in their own abilities if things got violent. One of them even flashed his eyes around, as if looking for an exit route. It still left four kids who might be inclined toward causing Joe immediate harm, but the “muscles” were back-up-the-alpha types, and that meant an extra second or two in Joe’s favor as they organized themselves into a fighting formation.

Joe stopped in front of the group, gave them a warm smile, manufactured the pheromones that advised them to treat him with caution and said, “Hey, guys. Look, I’m sorry to drop in on you like this, but my name’s Joe and I heard that you might be the ones to come to if I need a little … if I could, maybe … if you … Aw, heck. Look, I need to buy some kids. You got any you could sell me?”
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He’d started with the social worker who’d flagged the disappearances, but it uncovered little more than Abernathy had already told him. That was one of the things about Abernathy: he was thorough.

The social worker had been a determined, compassionate woman fighting against impossible odds. Budget cuts had only made it easier for kids to fall through the system’s cracks, and the only safety net that existed for them was life on the streets. Heck of a safety net. It made Joe wonder just when it was that the country lost its heart.

Joe got only background details on the missing kids: six horror stories that you’d think came from a lurid paperback novel, or from Mayhew’s study of Victorian society, “London Labour and the London Poor,” but surely not from twenty-first century reality. They were biographies that differed only in the types of abuses and tragedies suffered, the drugs and violence endured, the moment that all hope was lost and dreams dashed.

Joe had promised the woman that he would try his best to find them, and then he’d hit the streets.

The word homelessness—or its cowardly double word twin, rough sleeping—did little to describe the world that Joe encountered. Fall down all the rungs of the UK’s socio-economic ladder and you landed, not on a soft mattress of second chances, or halfway house security, but rather on the cold concrete and asphalt of the city streets.

Joe had spent his first day talking to the homeless people of Luton, listening to their stories and trying not to let the details of each person’s personal tragedy play on his conscience. Compartmentalization. Keep the political and emotional facets of the problem to one side, and concentrate on the question Abernathy had sent him here to answer: Where did the six homeless kids go?
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His entrance, and conversational gambit, took the group by surprise, and when they didn’t reply immediately, Joe pointed to the alpha kid’s tattoo.

“Brave choice,” he said. “A 666 tattoo. Brave, because it’s six-six-six, and, I guess, because it’s on your face.”

“You know what it represents?” The kid asked, trying for menacing, but missing by a yard, or so, because Joe had him rattled.

“Sure. It’s what you get if you add up all the numbers on a roulette wheel.” Joe grinned. “You in charge here?”
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He’d quickly discovered that kids disappearing from the streets weren’t as rare occurrences as you might think. And most of those disappearances had a pretty straightforward explanation behind them. There was a big difference between the types of homeless, for one thing. There were long-term and short-term street people and, luckily, most fell into the latter category. Being without a roof over their heads was a transient phase for these folks: kids found sofas to surf on or caring individuals who took a risk by putting them up or they discovered that squatting in empty houses was a better alternative to cardboard beds in shop doorways.

Others left, turning their backs on the city that had turned its back on them.

So there was a chance that the six names on his list could have found their own ways out of their personal predicaments.

Except, of course, it was six names.

All teens.

All had disappeared within weeks of one another, and no one had heard a word from them since.

Joe had talked to Abernathy, who’d been skeptical about his plan for a next move, but had ultimately agreed because the simple truth was that there really was no other way to proceed when all leads had gone cold. Abernathy had insisted on “a safety net” of his own, and had made some discreet calls to select numbers in Luton.

So, on his second day in in the city, Joe had become homeless himself.

He’d taken advice—and tips—from the social worker, raided a charity shop bargain bin for clothes, ditched his phone and cash in the cheap hotel room that was starting to look pretty darned homey in comparison to the life he was about to embrace, and then he’d hit the streets.

As plans went, it was a long shot at best. The one thing he had going for him was he was pretty much the same age as the missing kids. If there was a sinister cause behind the disappearances, and even that was uncertain, then maybe he could engineer an encounter with the same person that the other six had.

A long shot.

It took a little less than fourteen hours for it to pay off. Fourteen hours of boredom.

He’d just put his bed together for the night, arranging some flattened boxes he’d salvaged from the back of a supermarket, when it had started to rain.

“You listening, Abernathy?” he’d growled, knowing that someone at YETI HQ would be monitoring his inboard systems, tuned in to the open channel that was implanted in his head. “That’s rain you’re hearing.”

“Joe,” Abernathy came back a short while after, “how’s my supertramp doing?”

“Hey, careful with the hatespeak. We don’t like the word tramp around these parts. We prefer residentially challenged.”

“Raining, huh?” Abernathy said, ignoring him. “Bet you don’t think this was such a good plan of yours, now, eh?”

“Abernathy, didn’t you read the files the social worker sent us?”

“I’m sorry?”

“We got three dates that are supposed to be spot-on for three of our disappearances.”

“And?”

“It was raining on two of them.” Joe scanned the road, his brow furrowed. “Look, I gotta go. Stay where you are. I may have something.”

Joe watched the taillights of a white van that was suddenly speeding up, getting farther and farther away. He was sure it had slowed to a crawl as it passed him. Just as he was sure that the same van had passed by a few minutes before. This time, he committed the license plate to memory—even though they called them “number plates” on this side of the pond. Joe had never managed to pick up the phrase. It wasn’t even correct. The plates had a mix of letters and numbers. He settled down onto his cardboard bed and tried to look as miserable as possible.

“Okay, I have a minute,” he told Abernathy. “A suspect van just did two drive-by look-sees. Could be nothing, but here’s the tag.” He gave Abernathy the plate number. It was already being run when the van came back around again.

This time it stopped right next to Joe. A thirty-something guy with dark hair and exaggerated eyebrows came toward him, hunching over, with his jacket pulled up to take the edge off the rain.

“Hey kid!” the guy said. “Are you okay?”

Joe felt a thrill of anticipation, but managed to hide it behind a veil of careworn indifference.

“Yeah,” he said, “I guess.”

The guy kept walking until he was just about standing in Joe’s cardboard front room.

“You get kicked out of your house, or something?” The man had a concerned tone to his voice, but it was manufactured, no more than word-deep.

“Something like that.”

“Bad scene, bro,” the man said. “You don’t have a friend with a sofa?”

Joe shrugged. “Already used them all up,” he replied. “Friends and sofas, both. Thus …” He gestured around at the squalid surroundings.

The guy nodded, then shook his head. Not yes and no, but rather agreement followed by feigned empathy.

“Be lucky, man,” the guy said, and started to turn away.

Joe thought he’d struck out, but then the guy turned back.

“Hey,” he said. “I just thought of something. Some guys I know are hiring. Nothing glamorous, but at least it’ll pay a few quid to get you back on your feet. I think they can even provide accommodation. Bed and breakfast. Again, nothing flashy, but better than …”

He gestured around to finish the sentence.

“What sort of work?” Joe asked.

“Light manufacturing or assembly or some such. They’ll train you. It’s a bed for the night … Maybe a chance at a new beginning.”

“How do I get in touch with them?” Joe asked.

The man looked at his wrist, where a pretty high-end watch made its home. Rolex. Gold. This guy was into something. Unless all Luton van drivers made enough money to buy timepieces like that.

“Look, I’ve got a few minutes. I can take you there, if you want.” The guy jabbed a thumb over his shoulder toward the van.

Joe found it incredible that anyone fell for such an obvious tactic. A stranger offering a new beginning, and all you had to do was get into the van with a man that wouldn’t know sincerity or empathy if they bit him on the ass.

You’d have to be insane to get in that van, he thought. Insane or very desperate.

Joe tried his best to look grateful.

“Thank you,” he said. “Thank you so much.”

He had no belongings to gather, so he followed the man to the vehicle, got into the passenger seat, and the guy started the ignition and pulled away.
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“Yes,” 666 said, “I’m in charge. Now, who the hell are you and what are you doing in my gaff?”

To Joe, a gaff was a hook or spear, but he figured from the context that it probably meant “place.”

“I thought I’d explained myself pretty well,” he said. “Who am I? Joe. What am I doing here? Looking to buy some kids. You want me to text it to you, maybe with an emoji, to hammer it home, or have you got it now?”

He knew that he was pissing 666 and his buddies off, but it was a pretty good plan when you wandered into enemy territory, because it kept them wrong-footed and confused them about the power dynamic that was developing. Or maybe he’d already decided that this wasn’t going to resolve itself peacefully and he was getting himself ready, mentally, for what was going to go down awfully soon.

“Sling your hook, wise guy,” 666 said. One of his “muscles” did a teeth-baring thing that was more than a little weird, and nowhere near as threatening as he’d hoped. It was actually pretty funny.

“Sling my hook?” Joe asked. “See, to me that’s interesting. A moment ago you said the word ‘gaff.’ A gaff is a kind of hook. Then you tell me to sling my hook. Coincidence? Freud would say that things like that are never completely accidental. Maybe you’ve got something about fish? Anyway … Kids. Cash money. Can we make a deal here?”

666 got to his feet, and it caused a ripple effect through his minions, but they were still seated, like they were in church for the first time and a hymn just started up and they didn’t know the correct etiquette.

Joe logged each move, modeled the change of environment in his head, and took another step forward. He was already accessing the chip in his head for combat strategies, and felt the digital suggestions gelling with his own, natural ones.

“You’re a nutter, mate,” 666 said. “A bloody lunatic. I reckon it’s time you turned around and got out before things get a little tasty.”

Tasty was a bit of slang Joe knew, but its usage here was sloppy. It was used to describe a person that was good at fighting, as in “he’s a bit tasty,” but Joe had never heard it used as a threat. Still, it would be rude to let an opportunity to get things going slip away.

He unleashed the chip’s potential and felt its effects on his muscles.

He smiled and then began.
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If you’re into something dicey—like kidnapping vulnerable kids off the streets, for example—then it’s a bad idea to pick up a teen secret agent with a chip in his head that has, among other things, an open channel to HQ and a GPS-locating device.

That was the thatched-eyebrow-white-van-man’s latest mistake, but judging by the cursory, even clumsy, way he’d picked Joe up, he was sure to have made more. Joe figured that if you went back through this guy’s life, you’d find a whole lot of mistakes.

Still, as mistakes went, this was a biggie.

They’d barely made it two-hundred yards from their starting point when the van driver suddenly found himself boxed in between two SUVs, and by then, it was far too late. The trap was already sprung. A guy got out of the passenger side of each SUV, each carrying a pistol, and quickly moved to either side of the van. The guy on the driver’s side tapped his gun against the window and used it to gesture for the driver to wind down the glass.

The guy with the eyebrows did as he was instructed.

The man leaned in.

“Save yourself a lengthy stay in an off-book detention center,” he said, and pointed to Joe. “Answer the kid’s questions.”

The van-guy held out for a little over twenty seconds, then spilled his cowardly guts.
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First, Joe moved right up close and personal to 666 and faked a punch, moving his right hand just enough to make it the expected move, before he reached out, grabbed two big fistfuls of 666’s shirt, and pulled him sharply forward as he drove the crown of his forehead to meet him. It was called a head butt, or a Zidouken, or a Glasgow Kiss: a sharp, brutal way to put your opponent down. Fast. A simple use of two forces colliding—Joe’s hard bone against 666’s much softer face, with the surprise factor added into the mix. It was a perfect execution of the move, too: straight into the bridge of 666’s nose. The kid was out with barely a second on the clock.

Two of the thug underlings hadn’t even achieved standing, so they were next up. In Joe’s fighting lexicon, “halfway out of your seat” was “critically unbalanced.” His chip gave him both speed and power, and he pushed the first one back with a flat palm to the ribs, watching as the guy tumbled back and got himself all tangled up with the chair; then, pleased with success of the move, simply repeated it on thug number two.

A fist from the last of 666’s rather predictable “muscle” whizzed past a cheek that moved too quickly out of its path for it to connect, and Joe took advantage of the heavy swing by grabbing the arm the fist was attached to, and helping its travel on its way by applying a fair amount of force. As a result, the guy stumbled forward—another thug unbalanced—and Joe stamped heavily on his left shin.

It was a leg that wasn’t going to be functioning properly for a long time, and it put thug three out of the fight. Thugs one and two, of course, were only temporarily floored, but Joe made that a longer-term situation with minimum of effort and a precise exercising of force. In the case of thug one, that was a simple matter of waiting until he lifted his head from the floor and putting it back down with the stomp of his boot measured to keep him prostrate without risking serious injury. In the case of thug two, it was a body slam across the abdomen that took all the air—and fight—out of him.

Joe got back to his feet, looked at the other three kids who were sitting as if welded to their chairs. They’d seen how easy the fighters of the group had gone down. None of them were going to offer up their own bodies to a war that was already over.

“Where are the kids?” Joe demanded, pleased to find that he wasn’t even breathing heavily.

One of the seated pack pointed out toward the bowling lanes. Joe narrowed his eyes in a silent “are you sure?” and got a full round of nods in response.

He headed into the bowling alley proper as the three still capable of movement scurried out the door, into the hands of the authorities waiting outside.
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The human ability to be a complete asshole and somehow think it’s all right to behave like one just because it benefits you, never ceased to amaze Joe. It was the reason for a whole bunch of the world’s problems including crimes and other atrocities. As soon as you put your own needs and wants over the needs of wants of others, you were well on your way to becoming a sociopath.

Empathy was what the world needed, the ability to see other people as equally deserving of all the things that you, yourself, want and definitely don’t want. If Joe had one wish for the world, it was a sudden outbreak of empathy.

He certainly saw little of it in evidence today, here, at a crappy bowling alley in the badlands of Luton.

Two whole lanes were taken over by a huge metal cage in which a bunch of kids toiled. This was where the missing kids had ended up.

In a cage.

Joe felt anger boiling inside him as he approached. Through the bars, he could see that the kids were thin and malnourished, dirty and defeated, with a glazed look in their eyes and a near-robotic quality to their movements. They wore a uniform—white T-shirt, white slacks, and white shoes. There were benches inside the cage, and the kids were attached to the benches by wires attached to bracelets on their wrists. Anti-static wristbands that grounded the wearer to protect delicate components from electrostatic discharges that would damage them. Most of the kids had soldering irons in their hands, and they were working on circuit boards under fierce fluorescent lights, hunched over to concentrate on their tasks. The others were assembling the completed boards into plastic towers.
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