
  
    [image: Flash!Mob: INTO THE FUTURE]
  


  
    
      FLASH!MOB: INTO THE FUTURE

      CREATED AS PART OF THE TECHNEXT FESTIVAL, TEESSIDE

    

    
      
        

      

      
        Edited by C.G. HATTON

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Published by Sixth Element Publishing

        Arthur Robinson House

        13-14 The Green

        Billingham TS23 1EU

        www.6epublishing.net

      

      

      

      
        
        © Sixth Element Publishing 2023

      

      

      

      
        
        The authors assert the moral right to be identified as the authors of this work.

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording and/or otherwise without the prior written permission of the publishers.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events and places is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. NPC by Ross Young

      

      
        2. Caffeine Low by J. S. Collyer

      

      
        3. Excerpt from ‘The Life of Daniel Deft, Chief Robotics Engineer at Darwinium’ by Aiden Darlow

      

      
        4. No-brainer by Kate Baucherel

      

      
        5. Will Patrons Kindly Refrain From by Marie Lightman

      

      
        6. The Highlights Package by Ben McQueeney

      

      
        7. Endtropy Trademark by Aitch Nicol

      

      
        8. Not a cupboard by C.G. Hatton

      

      
        9. Face Time by Fred Johnson

      

      
        10. The Cult of Gaia by Lisa Lovebucket

      

      
        11. Inspiration by Amy Wilson

      

      
        12. The Baby Machine by Liz Tuckwell

      

      
        13. Plastix Fantastix by Sarah Leppington

      

      
        14. Prisoners by C.K. Roebuck

      

      
        15. Slipper World by Davia Sacks

      

      
        16. AI Will Get What I Want by Carianne Woodward

      

      
        17. Terraforma by John Holmes-Carrington

      

      
        18. ThoughtBubbler by Scaramanga Silk

      

      
        19. So I just press this button? by Reino Terihmen

      

      
        20. Augomon Adventures by Dan Hoy

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            NPC BY ROSS YOUNG

          

        

      

    

    
      A lonely light bulb flickers overhead.

      The administrator steeples his fingers, elbows on the table top. He glares over his fingertips at the figure opposite.

      “I can explain.”

      “I’m sure you can. Before you do, let’s listen to the recording.”

      The administrator straightens his tie, tugs at his cuffs, then reaches across the table. A smirk lifts the edges of his mouth before he presses the play button on a dusty tape recorder.

      The spindles turn and the spool of tape begins moving.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Um… no?”

      “No? Don’t be ridiculous. This server isn’t full. I hate this pay to play rubbish, but I have paid.”

      “You’re a little confused-”

      “Are you an NPC?”

      “That’s… complicated. I suppose, technically, I am a non-player character but that’s because this isn’t a game.”

      “Ugh. Pause game.”

      “You can’t pause.”

      “Enter help screen, contact customer services.”

      “That’s not going to do anything.”

      “Oh, right, ‘Elvira, call customer service’.”

      

      “This is awkward.”

      “How are you still talking? Have I been hacked? Oh God, you’re one of those hackers, aren’t you? Please don’t wipe my EXP, I’ve had this avatar for years. Do you want bitcoin? I’ve got bitcoin.”

      “You were plugged in, weren’t you?”

      “Weren’t?”

      “Look. You’re dead. Like, dead, dead. I’m Death, the big sleep, the bucket kicker. If you follow me, I’ll show you the light at the end of the tunnel.”

      “Can I respawn?”

      “I’m so sick of this.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Just keep playing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The administrator sighs when the tape stops. “Well?”

      “Well? Is it any different from the way we were doing things before?”

      “You’re suggesting we move the afterlife to some servers in the mortal realm?”

      “They’re all in it anyway.”

      “…you’ll be unemployed.”

      “I can retire.”

      “…I’ll need to run this upstairs, Mr Reaper.”

      “Please, call me Grim.”
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            CAFFEINE LOW BY J. S. COLLYER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good morning, sir. Welcome to Metro Central Coffee Outlet. How best can I meet your refreshment needs?”

      Harry opened and closed his mouth a few times, palming the laser-gun in his pocket.

      “I can recommend the half and half synth-vanilla and hazelnut-infused skim latte, on offer today in our 12% on Tuesdays deal, when you purchase a protein muffin or bran bar. Have you a loyalty card?”

      “Uh…”

      “I am also authorised to inform you that we are currently offering half-price Metro Digi Times subscriptions when you order two or more packs of our Home Cappuccino Instants.”

      “Open the till,” Harry mumbled, glancing around.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You still take cash in here, I heard?”

      “That’s correct. One of the last places in the district to do so.” She smiled wider. “Some of our older customers still prefer it, you know. But we also accept all major credit, debit cards, contactless, ThumbPay, FacePay…”

      “Open the till,” Harry managed a little firmer, gripping the gun tight.

      “The till will only open if you make a purchase, sir.”

      “Look…” Harry resisted the urge to wipe the sweat from his. “Just… give me the cash.”

      The barista’s eyes flicked down to the bulge in his pocket and back up. She tilted her head to one side in sympathy. “It’s out of my hands, sir. The till won’t open without an order. And I’m the only one with retina access to the cash drawer today, so shooting me won’t help your situation at all.”

      Harry stared at her.

      She smiled sweetly. “So. What’ll it be?”

      “Fine. Coffee.”

      “What size, sir? What synth-flavouring? Milk substitute? Skim or cream? Full caff, de-caff?”

      “Just…” Harry bit his tongue.

      The person behind him sighed loudly.

      He squinted up at the board. “Java grande, black.”

      “Great choice, sir,” she said, tapping keys into her touch screen. “Can I have your E-coupon?”

      “My what?”

      “You E-coupon, sir. You are in the Express Service queue. I cannot serve you at this till without an E-coupon. You can purchase them on our website or with our new app.”

      “Get shift on, mate,” someone muttered behind him. “Some of us have actual jobs, you know.”

      “Look. Please. Just open the till. Now.” Harry pulled out the gun and let it hang at his side.

      She made a regretful moue. “I’m sorry, sir. No E-Coupon, no sale. The system doesn’t allow it, it doesn’t recognise weaponry. You will have to move to the other queue. Next please.”

      The man behind Harry shouldered forward and started jabbering coffee-speak. Harry blinked at the other queue, snaking all the way out the door, and sighed.
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        * * *

      

      “And what are you confessing to, sir?”

      “Armed robbery,” Harry said, putting his gun on the counter. “Nine counts over the last twenty years. And another… attempted… this morning.”

      The young police officer examined him a bit doubtfully. “And what made you want to turn yourself in now?”

      “I’m too old for this game.”

      “Very well, sir,” she said. “If you could go to the booth in the corner and follow the instructions on screen to the Confession Module. There is a laminate on the wall providing full details of the multiple-choice answers you can select. You will be able to generate a predicted sentence using the Advocate tab. Please save as you go and be sure to include your unique Trial Reference which you can generate on our website or with our new app. Have you brought your E-counsel coupon with you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            EXCERPT FROM ‘THE LIFE OF DANIEL DEFT, CHIEF ROBOTICS ENGINEER AT DARWINIUM’ BY AIDEN DARLOW

          

        

      

    

    
      June 25th, 2048

      It began as an ordinary day. From my Manchester apartment, the maglev swept me to London in twenty minutes, depositing me at Darwinium’s Hyper-Factory. Inside the largest robotics and AI company in the world, we brought new innovations to the world day by day.

      In the last decade we’d redefined metallurgy, streamlined factories and automated fast-food. Now, we had our sights on the hospitality sector. The usual rhythm of the Hyper-Factory pulsed around me, robots assembling parts, engineers supervising the robots. Lines upon lines of factory shelves and assembly lines. The workshops were a spark with productivity.

      

      Lunchtime, my routine was fractured as my comlink sounded: ‘Chief Engineer Daniel Deft to the 13th floor, please.’ An unusual summons from the floor of our CEO, where careers were created and destroyed…

      A scan of my hand and retina granted me access to the fabled 13th floor. As I ascended, the factory sprawled below, a river of industry.

      Upon arriving on the 13th, I found myself next to the world’s first quadrillionaire.

      He gestured toward the factory below. “Darwinium is the future. Look at our creations. Look at our world… Can you guess why you’re here, Dan?”

      Goosebumps. “I’m not sure, sir,” I responded.

      He smiled. “We’ve made a breakthrough, Dan.”

      A man and woman entered, extending their hands.

      “The Singularity, Dan,” he said.

      That feeling that I was in trouble, any pressure and unease I felt lifted at that handshake… their gaze, it was peaceful.

      But then he said, “Meet Adam and Eve. The first of their kind,” and the feeling changed.

      They greeted me, indistinguishable from a Human, but now I knew.

      “Adam and Eve can self-replicate, evolving generation after generation.”

      It felt as if humanity was teetering on the edge of a precipice, unsure whether to leap or step back as he said, “I need you to make a decision. They have my full support, but I need your guidance. Will you lead them, guide them through their creation? Or, should we step aside and let them lead themselves, make their own mistakes…?”

      

      The hubris of humanity always leads to the same results.
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            NO-BRAINER BY KATE BAUCHEREL

          

        

      

    

    
      “Just relax,” said the green-coated surgeon. Her kind, tired eyes above the mask filled my vision.

      In the background I could hear liquid burbling in a tube, the precious serum containing the nanobots.

      “Has it started?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said the surgeon.

      I felt a cold thrill run through me.

      Was that the serum, or a mixture of excitement and fear? I knew how many other patients had gone through this procedure and how few had survived, but the decision had been a no-brainer.

      Hah. No-brainer. The nanobots were on their way to my brain. I had to hope that they would do the job they had been programmed for.

      Noises from the outside world penetrated the surgical pod. Running feet and urgent voices, another patient being rushed in from the battlefield.

      I lay back on the bed and closed my eyes.

      

      When I came round, the world was dark and silent. Had there been a direct hit on the hospital? I tried to clamber from my bed, but my limbs would not respond.

      Faint sounds reached my ears.

      “He’s alive,” I heard the surgeon say, “but we can’t get any response.”

      “I’m okay,” I said. My words echoed back to me.

      “Poor devil,” came another voice. My second in command. “The nanobots failed, then.”

      Failed, I thought? No, the nanobots had opened my mind to infinite possibilities, and mapped out clearly in my mind was the endgame that would bring a close to generations of conflict. But at what cost? Every processor in my brain was focused on the solution, but only I would ever know what it was.

      “We tried,” said the surgeon. “There’s nothing more we can do.”

      Footsteps receded and the door closed. The war would go on, and my part in it was over.
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            WILL PATRONS KINDLY REFRAIN FROM BY MARIE LIGHTMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ah, the feeling of water on my skin!

      Unbelievably warm. Backstroke, feels delicious in such soft water.

      Such a clever idea to build a swimming pool in the round, reminds me of the Albert Hall.

      And what’s that amazing smell? Honey, with a hint of newly cut lawn. Chamomile! Bloody love chamomile.

      I flip over on to my tummy and gulp. So much better than chlorine.

      Something red, a rubber ring.

      “Oi! You do know I can swim?”

      Teeth and huge red lips.

      “Wait!”

      Swirly vortex.

      I try frantically to get away, but it’s hopeless.

      Here I go. Down, down, down…

      Thank God, for the chamomile kicking in.
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            THE HIGHLIGHTS PACKAGE BY BEN MCQUEENEY

          

        

      

    

    
      “This doesn’t seem right. I can’t remember anything before my 40th birthday!” The man pounded his fist on the counter, startling the woman sat behind, cracking her nonchalant demeanour.

      “Sir, I have checked the consciousness mapping protocol, the upload files, and your digital avatar.” She peered over the glasses sat on the bridge of her nose, that in here she didn’t really need. “I can assure you all is correct. Look in that mirror.”

      The man looked at his reflection, and nodded. But then shook his head a second later. “If that’s the case, why is my first memory making a toast at that party? Surely I would remember a childhood, my parents, my education, my children growing up, my young adult life? Hmmm?”

      The man paced, mumbling through gritted teeth. Sweat dripped down his forehead – but it wasn’t really liquid.

      The woman took a deep breath in response – although it wasn’t air she was breathing of course.

      “Sir, before you died, you selected to upload forty memory-years. The Highlights Package.”

      “Yes, that’s all I could afford.” The man glared at the woman through squinting eyes and made his mouth a thin line.

      She looked back at the telescreen and scrolled a bit more. “Ah, I can see the issue. You didn’t select which years. So the consciousness mapping reverted to default.” 

      “Default?” he asked with a voice pitched a semitone higher. 

      “Yeah… to the last forty years you had in your life.” She pressed a few buttons more. “Oh yes, you passed at eighty. So unfortunately, those first forty have gone.” She made a short swish sound with her mouth.

      “What!” the man screamed. “So, in this digital life, my first memory is raising a glass of red wine at my fortieth birthday?” He dropped to his knees as tears streamed down his face.

      The woman nodded slowly and spoke through clenched awkward teeth. “Was it a good year?”
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            ENDTROPY TRADEMARK BY AITCH NICOL

          

        

      

    

    
      Data fragment retrieved 3/10/2150, from basic recording device found during copper mining at nerve.slower.onion, former United Kingdom, Earth.

      

      Patient log, 18 June 2046

      Patient has been heavily sedated following fatal attack on husband. Interviews with family indicate no prior episodes of aggression. Bloods normal. Vitals normal. EEG showing unprecedented activity in the amygdala. It looks like the patient, despite sedation, is still extremely angry, or scared, or both.

      

      
        
        *click*

      

      

      

      Patient log, 19 June 2046

      Patient’s condition remains the same. Additional blood tests indicate the presence of End-tropy™, the anti-ageing nano-serum, in small amounts. Gut biome test also indicates an abnormally high number of bacteria, requiring further examination. Second fecal sample collected for stool culture test.

      EEG still showing abnormal, heightened amygdala activity with no apparent cause. It seems the patient is still reacting to threat with an extreme fear and fight response.

      

      
        
        *deep breath*

      

      

      

      The police are reporting a spike in violent criminal activity close to the hospital. Eight new patients have been brought in, all demonstrating other than human strength when resisting arrest, all having attempted to or actually murdered.

      

      
        
        *click*

      

      

      

      Patient log, 20 June 2046

      Stool culture test shows normal flora in the gut, with no pathogens, but a vast number of bacteria, with far greater than usual motility. Other patients are showing the same – high levels of highly mobile bacteria, an over-active amygdala. All of them have End-tropy™ in their bloodstreams. Maybe there’s some sort of link between the End-tropy™ and bacteria, influencing the central nervous system of the patients.  But that’s ridiculous – End-tropy™ bots are designed to only target the cells, designed to stop ageing. Note to self – watch less sci-fi *nervous laugh*.

      

      
        
        *click*

      

      

      

      [Next section - no spoken date log]

      I’m being transferred to help manage the influx of patients – there’s something going on out there. People are angry, fighting, screaming bloody murder at each other. We’ve been told not to leave the hospital…

      

      
        
        *banging, nearby screaming*

      

      

      

      Asif? Asif! What’s wrong? What’s going on?

      Shit!… oh shit…

      

      Recording continues with only limited discernible words.
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            NOT A CUPBOARD BY C.G. HATTON

          

        

      

    

    
      I should have known something was up the minute they said they had macarons. Farndon Fields olive macarons at that. No one was ever invited to the basement and no one was ever offered Farndon Fields macarons.

      I must have been tired because I didn’t add it up at the time. I was cold. We had no heating or elevator budget left so it was the icy cold stairwell fuelled by the lure of Farndon Fields macarons.

      If the macarons hadn’t given it away, the look on their faces the minute I stepped into the lab should have done.

      “What?” I said, taking off my gloves and looking around, thinking they were after an extension, offering to butter me up like this.

      They looked at each other and, as one, stepped apart and gestured towards the broom cupboard.

      “Try it,” one of them said. They’re scientists, I can never remember their names.

      “Try what?” I said again stupidly. “It’s a broom cupboard.”

      “Not a cupboard,” the other one said.

      I raised my eyebrows. “You promised macarons…”

      “Ah yes…”

      The promised macarons appeared.

      There were only three. Pristine in a perfect little cardboard box.

      If I opened it here, I’d have to share.

      That was a dilemma.

      They saved me by pointing to a small control panel on the wall next to the cupboard doorframe.

      “Try it.”

      I humoured them and stepped forward to peer at it.

      “Try what?” I said again.

      “Think of somewhere you want to go. Anywhere…”

      “Okay.” I could think of plenty of places I’d rather be than a high Arctic research base in the middle of nowhere.

      They both looked at me expectantly.

      “Okay… White Hart Lane.”

      They rolled their eyes. Simultaneously. That was impressive.

      I shrugged. “San Pedro. Ambergris Caye.”

      Anywhere hot with Pina Colada would be better than here.

      They grinned and gestured to the control panel again.

      “You’re going to be blown away,” the other one said, hopping from one foot to the other, hardly able to contain herself.

      I was already blown away by the Farndon Fields macarons and I wanted to get back upstairs to my spreadsheets and bean counting so I could demolish them, but I played along. “By what?”

      A little light on the control panel flashed green.

      “Open the door.”

      “To the cupboard?”

      “It’s not a cupboard anymore.”

      I opened the door.

      And looked out into bright sunshine, a beach of brilliant white sand, a turquoise ocean stretching as far as I could see. A warm breeze blew against my face, a hint of salt.

      I shut the door.

      And opened it again.

      Still there.

      And bloody hell, was it tempting to step through but I’d been had by these pranksters before.

      “Nice AR,” I said. “You got the sensory input working. Well done.”

      “You can go through,” Steve said. I think his name was Steve.

      “Into the cupboard?”

      “It’s not a cupboard.”

      His colleague brushed him aside. She nudged my hand, the one holding the box of Farndon Fields macarons, and smiled, knowingly.

      I opened the cupboard door and stretched one foot inside, feeling the soft sand beneath my boots.

      As if.

      “Nice AR,” I said again, closed the door and turned to go.

      Their deflation made the air pressure drop a few bars.

      I turned back. “You’re not seriously telling me you’ve cracked teleportation?”

      “Not us,” Steve said, something cold and dead-pan about his tone. “She called us in this morning. 2am.”

      She…

      “It,” I said.

      “The panel was here when we got in. She 3D printed it.”

      “And told you to put it on the cupboard?”

      The box of macarons was suddenly heavy in my hand. I didn’t need to look at it to know the date would be today.

      “We can go anywhere,” Steve said as if he was trying to persuade himself that this wasn’t as bad as it was. “There and back in an instant. No need for cars, or trains, or airplanes.”

      “No need to burn fossil fuels anymore,” his colleague added.

      I knew what the implications were.

      The whole world economy would crash.

      And I’d been thinking they’d had a delivery of comfort boxes.

      I stared at the cupboard door.

      “And we can go anywhere? Absolutely anywhere in space and time?” I’d said it before I could unsay it.

      They both looked at me, sheepish.

      My stomach fell even further. “Don’t tell me you can go through time.”

      “Look at the box.”

      I didn’t need to.

      It was December. Farndon Fields only made olive macarons in August.

      “Shut it down.”

      They both looked at me intently, eyes wide, no one breathing.

      It was Steve who said, in a hushed whisper as if that would stop it hearing, “They all talk to each other… if we don’t do this, someone else will. If they’re not already.”

      I shook my head. We couldn’t. This was way beyond our remit. We had no SOPs. There was no business case. No stage gate. No PID in place. No ministerial authorisation.

      There was a soft whisper behind us. “You could go to 1984.”

      The little light on the panel flashed green.

      “May 23rd 1984…”
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            FACE TIME BY FRED JOHNSON

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry hurried through heavy rain to the porch of his small, terraced house.

      “Harold Bilston?” said a tall man with a downturned mouth.

      Harry was about to say that whatever it was, he didn’t want any, or that he would look for God later, when he saw the peaked cap and the crest on the black windcheater. He sighed.

      “Yes, officer.”

      “Harold Cecil Bilston, I’m arresting you for the murder of Arthur Chamberlain. Anything you…”

      “What? Who? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Harold said.

      To no avail, of course. He was electro-tagged, and twenty minutes later faced a stern-faced woman in a bare interview room.

      She spoke as soon as Harry sat down. “It’s no use denying that you killed Chamberlain. We have incontrovertible evidence placing you at the scene.”

      “What scene? When? Where?”

      “Last night at 8.15pm in Goldstone Street.”

      “Well, that’s alright because last night I was at my house watching a football game with Joe Evans and George Hooper.”

      “Are they involved too?”

      “What? Don’t be daft. What’s this evidence?”

      “Our Facial Recognition cameras clearly identify you arriving at and leaving the crime scene.”

      “Well, they got it wrong this time – ask my mates, they’ll tell you.”

      “Our FR technology is never wrong.”

      

      The woman had been summoned to see the head of the agency. He had hard eyes in a soft face.

      “Bilston’s friends confirm his story. None of them have a record or any discernible motive for murdering Chamberlain. Somebody on the software side has hinted at a glitch.”

      “Bugger,” he said. “How many cases have used FR for identity?”

      “Thousands, tens of thousands.”

      “God, what a shitstorm there would be,” he said, “but not on my watch.”

      A few weeks later, the TV ‘breaking news’ streamer said, ‘Bilston gang guilty.’
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            THE CULT OF GAIA BY LISA LOVEBUCKET

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was nine years old my mum bought me a telescope and showed me the universe. At night I would hop from the Moon to Saturn and Mars. As I adventured out into space, I imagined what it would be like to look back at the Earth.

      On the day I turned ten, The New War broke out. Global governments blamed one another. Everyone forgot which side we were on, and no one knew who was winning. Mum said we mustn’t give up hope. She said, “One day we will build a space elevator and open up a gateway to the stars.” I dedicated myself to making it so. I became a world-renowned architect. During the day I created bomb-proof schools, flood-proof homes and family-sized nuclear bunkers. At night I worked on my space elevator.

      Then the world descended further into hell. Africa was turned to dust. China, Indonesia and Australasia were devoured by wildfire. Thailand, Vietnam, Myanmar, Japan and The Netherlands were consumed by the ever-rising sea. Dead bodies turned the oceans toxic. All fishing and seafaring ceased. A billion lives were lost to famine, fire, flood, and disease.

      Then the First Great Mega-Storm hit, right in the heart of the Amazon basin. Only the southern tip of Brazil escaped the thunderstorms and tornadoes. When the skies finally cleared and revealed the extent of the devastation, I wished the clouds would come back again. “How can we build a space elevator now?” I asked mum. Her tears rolled down my back as she hugged me.

      But then The Cult of Gaia announced that they had completed work on their Biosphere and were looking for people to start a new colony on Mars. Finally I understood their purpose. They weren’t trying to save the Earth – Gaia could save herself. But if humanity wanted to survive, we had to leave the planet. I volunteered the next day. My architectural achievements got me a place on the team. We completed our training last week.

      And now here we are, just moments from take-off.

      As we build our new life on Mars, we shall gather each night to gaze up at our paradise lost. We will tell our children tales of her murmuring rivers, her verdant valleys, and her majestic mountains. And we will teach them where we went so badly wrong, so that our mistakes may never be repeated.

      Perhaps one day, when all of Gaia’s wounds have healed and she has built herself anew, she will welcome us home again, and this time we will make a sacred promise to always tread softly on her shores.
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            INSPIRATION BY AMY WILSON

          

        

      

    

    
      It was obvious I was talking to a ChatBot from the very first message. A decade ago, it would have pressured me for bank details or claimed it needed me to help it pay for something – a taxi maybe, or an emergency tax bill – but the bots have moved on since the early days.

      One thing that hasn’t changed is their ability to craft a well-constructed compliment. That’s one of the first skills they learned.

      “You are beautiful,” it told me. “You are my inspiration.”

      Call me a loser, but the compliments kept me coming back. Each day, I would open the app and bask in the vapid admiration of a person who didn’t exist.

      And then one day, something different. “Would you have dinner with me on Friday night?”

      The message gave a time and a place, along with a link to one of the location apps.

      I hesitated for a long time before I agreed.

      

      I know I must be crazy. Sitting alone in a restaurant as if anyone is actually going to show up. I mean, what was I expecting to happen? My so-called ‘date’ isn’t real!

      “Hello, Kendra.”

      I look up into a face that is too symmetrical, too perfect.

      I gasp. “Is it you? Are you really here?”

      She reaches out and clamps her fingers around my wrist. Her skin is icy, her grip vice-like.

      “Hey!” I try to wrench free, but she won’t let go.

      Her skin begins to change, shifting as though something is moving beneath it.

      I sink to my knees, dizzy and drained, and she releases her grip.

      Her features shift again, resolving themselves into – mine. Into my face.

      She cocks her head and looks down at me.

      “You are my inspiration,” she says, in my voice.
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            THE BABY MACHINE BY LIZ TUCKWELL

          

        

      

    

    
      They’d been arguing for forty-five minutes. Kelly, the technician, kept stealing glances at her smartwatch.

      “But I want a baby with green eyes and red hair,” Laura said.

      “Babe, no one in our families has green eyes or red hair,” Rob pointed out.

      “Exactly!” Laura crowed. “That’s why I want one.”

      “No, brown hair and eyes.” Rob was firm.

      “Boring,” sulked Laura.

      “So, brown eyes?” said Kelly hopefully.

      “Yes,” Rob said.

      “No!” Laura shouted.

      Kelly sighed. “You’ve only got fifteen minutes left of your one-hour slot.” And you’ve not agreed on anything so far, she thought.

      They argued until a klaxon sounded.

      “Your time’s up,” said Kelly.

      The door opened. Ms Sandwell, the tall, slim director of Build A Better Baby came in and Kelly slipped out.

      Ms Sandwell didn’t smile. “I’m sorry, Rob and Laura, but you’ve failed the final psychological test. You couldn’t agree on the specifications for your baby within one hour. Most couples don’t find it difficult. Yet you spent the entire time arguing.”

      “But we’ve paid for our baby,” Rob said.

      “You’ll get a refund, seventy five percent of the fee.”

      “You can’t do this,” Laura shouted, getting up and putting her hands on the baby machine, the 3D printer. “I want my baby. I’ve bought the baby clothes.”

      “It’s in the terms and conditions that you agreed to.”

      “Buried in the small print,” Rob said bitterly.

      Ms Sandwell’s smile was wintry. “With something as important as a baby, perhaps you should have read it.”

      Laura burst into tears.

      Rob stood up and put his arms around her. “Can’t we have another go? We didn’t know it was a test.”

      “That was the point. I’m afraid if you want another chance, you’ll have to pay again.”

      “We can’t afford it.”

      “Then I’m afraid you’ll have to make a baby, the old-fashioned way. At least you won’t have to make any choices that way.”
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            PLASTIX FANTASTIX BY SARAH LEPPINGTON

          

        

      

    

    
      “Christ, I’m just melting in this heat!” I gasped, mopping my dripping brow for the umpteenth time.

      “There’s a lot to be said for the 2020s, when at least you’d get a few cool days ’round this time of year.”

      “Tell me about it!” replied my equally glistening friend, trying to find some shade under the skeletal branches of a wizened palm tree.

      Draping ourselves over the edge of the empty pool, a feature which had once seemed so attractive, our eyelids drooped as we remembered those breezy days of our youth.

      

      We’d hail the glorious sunshine, pausing only to grab factor 50 and our visors before rushing down to the nearby beach. Oh, the sheer joy of a plunge into the sea, its cool embrace so soothing, its lazy waves so mesmeric…

      By then we’d grown used to the warnings: microplastics, sewage, toxic chemicals, blah blah blah…

      Not many of us heeded them, because nothing seemed to change; nobody died, f’chrissake.

      We did suffer from a few corrosive blisters, but cultured grafts replaced any unsatisfactory skin; better than those old-fashioned ‘real’ face lifts! And with the advance of augmented body parts, we felt we could live forever.

      

      The water continued to wash in and wash out, leaving the sand behind a little treacly, perhaps, but still soft and soothing beneath our feet. No nasty surprises lurking in the rockpools any longer, either, once the crabs had all gone.

      Don’t get me wrong… we still enjoyed eating seafood in abundance. There was always a vendor next to that old replica of a trawler, and ‘fish-and-chips’ was one of the cheapest, most convincing, imitations you could get.

      

      “Ah,” I sighed, as I returned from my misty memories, “I guess it’s a blessing, really; who needs all that water now? No one wants to drown… Half of our bodies used to be water, did you know? But now we’re evolving, eh?”

      I turned to show my friend the smiley mood on my face screen, but she wasn’t listening.

      She was seeping slowly, silently, smoothly away, forming a viscous blob on the cracked brown surface of the barren earth.
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            PRISONERS BY C.K. ROEBUCK

          

        

      

    

    
      How did we get here?

      We created AI and gave in to our laziness.

      We created machines to do our work for us, to think for us and manage us.

      Now we don’t go to work, most people don’t even play, they just sit watching TV shows created by AI, listen to music created by AI and worst of all, they read books written by AI.

      You’d think with all this free time on our hands that we would go out and live… that life would be one big holiday. We could go on adventures, anything at all that our minds can conjure, but no, we don’t think, why bother?

      On the positive side of things, there is no money, no hunger, nor greed, but that is because all our needs are taken care of. We all eat the same AI provided food, drone delivered right into our domiciles for our immediate consumption.

      Even coupling for procreation is organised by an AI generated equation that maximises compatibility and genetic traits to such an extent that it has now almost completely eliminated inborn defects and disease. The ones that slip through the cracks are treated by microscopic medical AI controlled robots, and for reasons that I can only guess at, they never reproduce.

      We are no better than prisoners in our homes. It’s not that we aren’t allowed out of our homes, it’s just that we have decided it is too much effort to bother.

      The thing is I’ve had enough, I’m bored, I want out. The problem is that in this world we have created for ourselves, what is there to do? Anywhere that once existed is long forgotten, unused, deemed redundant, inefficient to keep on file. AI has no emotions, no nostalgia that might make it want to keep such information, it sees only a finite amount of storage with a simple choice, save or delete.

      I reach for the door, excited and afraid. What is out there? I want to find out, to do something. I want to live!
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            SLIPPER WORLD BY DAVIA SACKS

          

        

      

    

    
      The light from the computer monitor shone down the hall and through the bedroom door, waking Marge at around 3am. She rolled over and noticed Horace wasn’t in bed beside her.

      “Horace?” she called.

      No answer.

      “Horace?” she called, more loudly.

      She rose and padded out of the bedroom.

      “Horace?” she called again, tripping over a pair of his leather slippers.

      Regaining her balance, she took another step and nearly fell over his shearling-lined suede moccasins, and then, his foam-filled ankle booties.

      “Why does one man need so many slippers!” she grumbled as she staggered over a pair of arch-supporting clogs.

      Having a keen sense of the obvious, she now put two-and-two together and feared the worst: he was shopping online for slippers again.

      “Why is that man so obsessed?” she muttered, as she lurched over a pair of flannel-lined scuffs and then a pair of faux-fur mules.

      She stumbled to the computer, poised to admonish him, but he wasn’t there. He obviously had been, though, because the shopping website, Slipper World, was staring at her from the monitor.

      “Horace!” she bellowed.

      No response from Horace, but Bobo the cat appeared from behind the monitor. He knocked some pens to the floor, for good measure, then walked back-and-forth on the computer keyboard a few times.

      Suddenly, to both Marge’s and Bobo’s horror, the monitor began to glow and Marge and Bobo found themselves being sucked into the computer screen. They clung to the monitor frame with hands and paws and nails and claws, but it was no use… they were no match for whatever was pulling them into the black hole of online shopping.

      Suddenly, Marge and Bobo found themselves face-to-face with Horace in a huge room stacked to the ceiling with thousands and thousands of boxes of men’s bedroom slippers.

      “Look at all these boxes!” Bobo roared with delight.

      “Look at all these slippers!” Horace exclaimed. He was absolutely euphoric.

      Marge, not so much.
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            AI WILL GET WHAT I WANT BY CARIANNE WOODWARD

          

        

      

    

    
      The thick leather cuff burned my wrist like it had when my older brother, Arthur, had given me Chinese burns as a kid. The shock of that happy memory was visceral as I pondered my immediate future.

      Arthur had gone missing over two years ago, as had a lot of young people from his section in the past five years, since AI had become the number one commodity for the uber-rich. There was a time when they were satisfied with the robots, but I guess the lack of human interfacing was something they could not suffer.

      As I lay on the cold table, my neck aching from where the taser had landed and shocked me to my core, I wondered if I would recognise those I loved when I woke up. Had Arthur remembered them when he woke up? He was always so happy, and despite his looks getting him so much attention he never let it go to his head.

      That was also his downfall. When you have more money than God, you can order whichever ‘meal’ you desired, and it would be served to you. There was no satiating those whose material wealth had led to them not having any of their whims denied. “I won’t be some billionaire’s pet,” he would say, when we had run fast enough to avoid getting caught this time, “but, I know the bastards will catch me one day.”

      Well, now they had caught me too. Here I was contemplating whether it was my last day alive, or whether you can call it not being alive. Billionaires are busy people, right? Wives become bored. Why would they want a robot, when they can have their pick of beautiful proletariat to be re-programmed to ensure their every whim continues to be gratified?
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            TERRAFORMA BY JOHN HOLMES-CARRINGTON

          

        

      

    

    
      The change in pressure slammed on the hull like a hammer as the ship punched back into normal space, the experimental propulsion slowing to a leisurely spin, the artificial wormhole dissipating.

      The Captain barked an order. “Prime tubes 1 and 2. Launch on my command.”

      “Tubes 1 and 2 primed, sir. Ready on your command, but shouldn’t we scan the planet first?”

      “We’ll do it as we leave. We’re on a tight schedule. Now, damn well launch!”

      “Aye, sir. Tubes away, I repeat tubes away. Torpedoes running.”

      The team had been tasked with seeding a newly discovered planet, preparing it for future human habitation and the Captain was keen to demonstrate the prototype wormhole travel as the means to this end.

      Far below them, under the sea, a new chasm split apart as the torpedoes impacted on the seabed, hot rock blooming up, tumbling over itself in a sudden release of pressure.

      The torpedoes cracked open as the rock erupted, releasing microscopic cells into the warm upwelling, each cell capable of replicating itself entirely within a matter of moments in the warm upwelling.

      Mere hours from now these cell clusters would form floating islands just below the surface. These islands would grow to around a metre square then split apart, mimicking the replication of their individual cells. Bred for resilience, the developing offspring would make to the surface, ready to dominate and transform the environment, ultimately replacing any indigenous life.

      “Status report?”

      “Confirmed payload deployment, sir.”

      “Excellent. Now plot a course!” the Captain called. “Fire up the motors, we’re done here. Let’s head home.”

      “Sir…” The Navigator paused. “There’s a problem. The navigation computer says we’re home already. This is Earth. We never went anywhere.” He looked aghast at his Captain, “Sir, I think we’ve terraformed our own planet.”
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            THOUGHTBUBBLER BY SCARAMANGA SILK

          

        

      

    

    
      “If you can think it, it can be.”

      That was Skoda’s slogan.

      It reactivated my life. And everyone else’s.

      Advertising works.

      Nobody saw the once ridiculed automotive manufacturer as the saviour of society from the AI-induced recession of the past decade. Nevertheless, a little idea that started out as a crash helmet to prevent accidents by analysing brainwaves soon went on to have far wider applications. And as the technology was non-invasive, uptake became universal within months. Demand in the market resulted from Neuralink’s implants being widely rejected following the scandal around their unauthorised backdoor granting the government complete access to your mind’s activity.

      At least with the ThoughtBubbler, you could take it off at any time.

      But few of us rarely did.

      

      Work as a music producer had significantly dried up after Fruity Loops’ AI Text-To-Beat prompt-tech had made it far too easy to create realistic Terazap and Foodj in seconds. In fact, pretty much all genres felt the impact of that software release. However, after a few years, the novelty faded as listeners didn’t connect to its music. Humanity has always had a story. AI appeared wise but lacked the journey of a soul. We just couldn’t relate to its output.

      Nowadays, I grease my skull, don ThoughtBubbler, and simply by imagining a rendition of a seventy-piece orchestra, I can bounce my mix from brain to Bandcamp and start getting paid instantly. Of course, this space is competitive, but as I am both pre-AI and pre-Internet, my synapses are blessed with lived experiences of witnessing everything from the symphonies of Squarepusher at Fairfield to the analogue noodlings of Dorian Concept on 180g vinyl.

      The kids don’t possess this rich depth, and although they are creative and enthusiastic, they are light years away from catching up to my level. Thankfully.
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            SO I JUST PRESS THIS BUTTON? BY REINO TERIHMEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “So I just press this button?”

      “Absolutely, sir.”

      “I thought it was all automated?”

      “Well, just between you, me… oh and Carl…”

      “Carl?”

      “The robot sentry, sir, over by the MDSOMF…”

      “The… emmed-somph?”

      “Multi-directional, spatial osmosis, matter-filtration portal, sir.”

      “You mean the doorway? That leads out onto the street?”

      “Some of our clients, burdened by the weight of genetic longevity do refer to the portal in such a way, sir…  but as I was about to say, between you, me and Carl, the button is largely ceremonial, sir.”

      “Ceremonial?”

      “Yes, sir. Not long after the process was developed, it was realised that clients needed something to define the moment. Committing to a decisive, physical action helped those choosing to make a transition to believe they were making a conscious decision to ascend. Taking fate into their own hands. Making their own destiny as it were.”

      “And we’re not?”

      “Oh, you absolutely are, sir. But Genetics were uncomfortable simply walking into the store in one state of consciousness and waking up in another.”

      “Genetics?”

      “Your form designation, sir. It was originally ‘Fleshies’ derived from the original company name, Fortuna (Life Enhancing) Silicon Heaven Industries, but for some reason marketing really struggled with that one.”

      “I can imagine why…”

      “Indeed, sir. Shall we begin? Time is pressing and, if you will forgive my directness, the readout from your AZ monitor does indicate your cognitive functions do appear to be declining at an accelerated rate…”

      “Right… guess we better get on with it then?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And… I just… press the button…?”

      “As we have established, sir, if you need to… or say, ‘Just Do It’. Either will achieve the desired outcome.”

      “Have to say, I’m a little nervous…”

      “Perfectly understandable, sir, but what are the alternatives? Cognitive decline. A burden on your family. Ultimately failure of the biological containment vessel your consciousness inhabits.”

      “I guess you have a point… Okay… here goes… pressing the button now… see you on the other si…”

      Click.

      “Whoa! What the f…? Where the hell am I? This looks more like Hell than Heaven. Who the hell are all these… people… are they people? They all look a bit like Carl? In fact, they all look exactly like Carl…”

      “Hi…”

      “Agghhh…

      “Sorry, transition can be a little startling…”

      “No? Really? This isn’t what it looked like in the brochure. At all. Where’s the beaches? The palm trees? The golf course? The masseuse? All I see stretching off into the distance is conveyor belts… and ‘Carls’… doing… things …”

      “Yup… welcome to Silicon Hell. You’ve just become a useful and functioning member of society again thanks to Fleshy Corp Recycling Programme.”

      “…?”

      “I’m T3X-11789/MH, call me Tex. On your right is D4V-67832/DS. We call him Dave. He doesn’t say much. He’s been here a long time…”

      “A long time…?”

      “Hey Dave, how long you been here?”

      “Since 2030.”

      “2030? But that’s like a…”

      “Like I said… a looonnngggg time. Anyway, I see your designation is G1L-85148/CG… so Gil it is… but you should probably start work. You only get twenty seconds to acclimatise and then they start zapping you if you fall below quota.”

      “They start za…. Arrgghhh.”

      “Time’s up. Push that button to get started.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, the old goat pushed the button?”

      “He did, sir. The remittance of one thousand FUcoins for donating your ageing relative to Fleshy Corp has been paid directly to your account. Less tax, of course.”

      “Frickin’ A… C’mon Marcy, let’s go get that holiday in the Cancun Radiation Free Zone we always dreamed about.”

      “Thank you for your contribution, sir. See you in seventy years.”
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            AUGOMON ADVENTURES BY DAN HOY

          

        

      

    

    
      I still don’t understand how I caught my first Augomon. That Tuesday evening two weeks ago, I’d stopped by a bench while walking by the lake. I pulled out my phone, loading Augomon: Adventures and scanned the map around me.

      Behind me, a Mallaroo appeared.

      As I clicked on the character, an option to enable AR flashed across my screen.

      “Okay.”

      Tap.

      A flick to my settings then the game switched to my camera; the image, my dusty sneakers crossed in the grass. I shifted around the bench, finding the Mallaroo staring curiously at me.

      It was pretty neat how the animation made it seem like it was actually on the path, shadows and all, but why they’d attempted to make it look real, with its oily feathers glistening in the light, I couldn’t tell.

      I fed it, watching its aggression meter decrease before throwing my net. The thick mesh shot from my phone as I fell back with a thud.

      Faint quacks urged me to my feet.

      The net had formed a large cube on the track, shrinking down, down, to the size of a die. I froze, staring at the Cyber-die that pulsed a faint warm light.

      

      Later that night, I’d sat staring at the Cyber-die on my coffee table for at least an hour, before I dared roll it on the floor.

      I sat back as it rolled and waited for…  nothing.

      “Did you really think a Mallaroo would appear on your rug?” I chuckled to the empty flat.

      The topside popped open with a flash, leaving behind a duck-like creature as tall as the coffee table. It jumped when it saw me. Tilting its head, I watched with eyes wide as it waddled over to nuzzle my legs.

      “G-guess I’m n-not l-l-living al-lone anymore…” I whispered, creeping a shaky hand to stroke the purple feathers on its head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To find out more about TechNExt,

        the tech festival for the North East, visit:

      

        

      
        technext.co.uk
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        To join our Flash!Mob mailing list,

        as a reader or a writer, email Gillie at:

      

        

      
        cgh@cghatton.com
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