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elemental
A collection of short stories designed around the alchemical      
elements: EARTH, AIR, FIRE, WATER and BRIMSTONE, 
building blocks that built the world the way it is – that could 
just as easily build it differently. Alchemy the project of the 
past, is of the future too.

Set in a near future of corporate nation states, toxic supply 
chains and environmental collapse, hope, like lifeblood runs 
through and the smallest act of resistance can have global         
effect. Welcome to the Great Transition. 
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The Social Contract
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I put my finger in the hole; I have no need to ask, our contract 
allows me. Deep within the folds of loose back skin, I trace a 

mountain range of keloid scar tissue along a winding path, its 
passage blocked at irregular intervals by stitches struggling to 
craft what is missing and mend damaged wiring. As I feel my 
way, a model of the unseen space builds in my mind. It is clear 
as noon here in the dark, where knowing is tactile and mystical.

“I never knew.”

“I don’t talk about it much. People don’t see it much either,” 
they say quietly.

“How did it happen? When?”

“Was in the war. Flying metal cut right through me. There’re 
bits in there still. They play up sometimes; let me know when 
a storm is coming.” They smile, pulling their weight up; the   
radiation from the south-facing window, gives shape to their 
form, a loose structure of skin, bone and shadow. 

Naked from the waist up, their breasts hang, nipples                         
grazing the top of their belly roll. On their head, a peaked red 
cap, faded and worn, a symbol of bloody and failed revolutions. 
News crackles from the radio: … CloudCom has made its first                              
successful landing on Jupiter, beating its competitors. Their 
cargo ships return from Mars this week with new penicillins. 
Production is up 1,000% against last quarter. Same as yester-
day, same as every day.

“It must hurt.”

“It does.”
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I ask which war. 

“The Hybrid Wars. The world was so unstable and full of       
conflict, there were so many I don’t remember and I forget the 
reasons, though many were economic, fought at a distance by 
children recruited at gaming conventions to kill digitally.” They 
turn to face me. “We were fighting back. We were changing the 
world.”

I try to imagine the past from their point of view; to understand 
their naïve revolutionary optimism. 

“But nothing changed! It’s the same, but different. Normal.”

“There is no normal. You’re wrong. It is transformed. I don’t 
know this world.” I see their bio-hacked body tense. They cry 
slow tears, and with melancholy say, “Perhaps I was on the 
wrong side.”

“Maybe you were.”

“What would you have done if you had to fight? My parents 
had to fight, like their parents, and their parents before them. 
It is written in our blockchain. Everything was thrown at us. 
It was political, emotional, cyber and biowarfare. You see the 
world differently to me. You live in a different world to the one 
I know.”

I look at the badge I am wearing: the small white flower of a 
conscientious objector that proclaims that I am a pacifist,       
opposed to this violent world. I like to think that I would have 
refused to fight, but the truth is that I don’t know what I would 
have done. I don’t reply.
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They lie back, asleep in moments. I cover them with a blanket 
and sit back also, to watch and listen to the secret language of 
things. Settling into the high-backed chair, my own body sags 
from the burden and I use the time to charge and update my 
software. On the wall opposite, a family photo of our younger 
selves looks on. 

The décor resonates a tangible brown hum; the colours and 
hues vibrate at different frequencies and manifest beige 
and shabby pink and orange. The texture of the bedspread’s 
weave makes a light rasping noise as their body rolls. I log a                                   
photogrammetry of ornaments and personal effects, placing 
each object in the room relative to all the things in my mind. 
Cup rings on the bedside table mark its life span and tell me 
they have taken in liquids and medicine today. I am interested 
in their meal – I need to determine if they have eaten and what. 

I return to the dark space and watch the phosphenes swirl, and 
ebb and flow. Imagining that I am swimming in aquatic forests 
amongst shoals of fish and symbiotic organisms, I drift in the 
swell and the rhythm of crowds. I sit like this for hours.

Suddenly, a break in the rhythm of exhalation. I panic, and 
rush to check they are still drawing air. As I lean over, they 
twitch and an arm flies up, lashing out. A well-aimed fist catch-
es my jaw. Anticipating further blows, more pain, I duck and                         
reel away. In my mind, I see a small figure running to a closed 
door, trying to escape the violence that happens in the family, 
the oppression of the private neo-nuclear home, with no safe-
guards. I recoil, remembering sleeping in shadows, as bruised 
tissue repaired, and violence and grief came to live in my body. 
They sleep   undisturbed. At my station, my jaw throbs, as I 
slow my racing heart. 
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On a tide of outgoing memory, I travel far away from here, from 
the confines of our smart-home prison. Their social credit score 
is zero. I ignore the feelings of shame and remorse bubbling to 
the surface of my thoughts.

I am my mother’s keeper. As I have been all my life. Watch-
ing, tracking and protecting the family production unit, surveil-
ling their privacy – human software living with its customer, 
serving advertisements and selling product updates, spying on 
them for our great Corporate State.

I feel their electricity pulse as they open their blue-grey eyes. 
The left eyelid sticks with age. Inhaling their pheromonic            
hydrocarbons, I am simultaneously comforted and repelled 
by the strong earthy smell. Soiled; vulnerable; in pain. I feel a 
strong sensuous urge to hold them close. 

“Mummy.” I repeat. “Mummy. Are you awake?”

They yawn. “You’re still here.”

“Of course. That’s what I do.” I smile. “Tell me again. About 
when I was small. About when I was a baby.”

They manoeuvre their immobile bulk to face me. “When you 
were a baby? It was a lifetime ago. I hardly recall.”

“Try. Tell me the story.” We run through the old routine, for 
what may be the last time.

“We grew you.”

“Grew me?”
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“Yes. In a bag.”

“In a bag?” 

“Yes. In a plastic bag. That’s how all rescued children are grown 
outside of the womb. You are no different from the others, 
though we chose you. We used a DIY kit: a homemade lung 
and pumps that fed you nutrients and extracted your waste. 
Every day we watched you grow. Looking in at you and your              
beating heart. A little shrimp swimming in salt solution. The 
happy product of our labour. Our own little commodity; our 
treasure. We wouldn’t exchange you for anything.”

I have a memory of the water, and a time when I had no feelings 
of fear towards the world. Floating in patches of sun-warmed 
liquid, sensing light refracted through the surface. Then quick-
ly, I am made to breathe outside, and violently, air rushes into 
my lungs. My throat constricts and rage bursts from my chest.

“You’re no earth mother. I didn’t choose this. I don’t choose to 
be here.” I shout. “We should be manufacturing one another 
with joy, not like this. Why on earth would you do such a thing? 
It isn’t fair.”

“Life isn’t fair,” they reply bluntly, bracing to turn away. They 
always turn away. “We thought the more there are of you, 
grown locally by many people, the more resilient we would be. 
We couldn’t risk just one point of failure. We needed backups.” 

“Do you know how that makes me feel?” In truth, I feel vague-
ly reassured to know there are more of me. But I feel anger,         
hatred even, rising in my voice. “You weren’t raising children. 
You were subcontracting. Building an army for your own                 
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protection. It was a machine pregnancy. Machines don’t nurse, 
can’t love. It was commercial state surrogacy. You were manu-
facturing life. I want out.”

“You can’t. It’s in our contract. We surrendered our freedom to 
have you. Anyway, you receive more than we were given. You’re 
our property; registered to us when we broke the seal. We own 
your labour, and we give it to the State. It’s in the Terms and 
Conditions, in the Service Agreement.” Their cold, dry words 
resonate with bile.

“I didn’t know about the T&Cs. I didn’t sign up to this.”

“We did. We thought we were doing the right thing. We want-
ed reproductive equality. We wanted to stop the oppression of 
women and children and to remove the gender divide.” They 
pull themself up. “I wanted a child, and I couldn’t do it any   
other way. My womb was so badly damaged by microplastic.”

“What about my genetic mother? What about her labour - her 
oppression? Did she have a choice? You removed her from 
the process. Protect the foetus at all costs.  The foetus has a 
cost. I pay the price.” I scream, overriding my obey commands.          
“Divorcing your partner is emancipating. Divorcing your              
parents is a crime.” 

They turn fully away from me now. 

I look at my parent’s back, at the place I now know a weak-
ness lies, and then at the electronic anklet that binds me to the 
house, and without thinking, I take the cup of old coffee from 
the bedside table, and pour its contents over their exposed wir-
ing. With surprising speed, their electronics sizzle and short, 
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and their body flops. As their head rolls backwards towards me, 
mouth silently open, my hand catches their cap as it falls.

Walking quickly to the door, I hear beeps sounding rapidly and 
run out into the street, forwards through streams of driverless 
traffic, navigating between perfectly sequenced cars. Reaching 
the other side, I stop to catch my breath, enveloped in human 
noise and autumnal air that feels dense and polluted. A circle 
of shadow rings my feet. The anklet has signaled my location. 

“Attention, Employee. You must return to your workplace       
immediately. You need to return to the house.”

Turning I look up to find a drone spinning around its axis to 
aim its camera directly at my face; its live facial recognition     
detecting my age, gender, political and sexual orientation,          
ethnicity and emotion from my expression. It knows who I am.

The disembodied voice continues, “Employee 8491154, you 
do not have permission to leave the house. I am authorised to       
arrest you. Your mother is wanted for war crimes. As part of 
the machinery of death, they are charged with 2,132 counts of       
accessory to murder. They must be watched at all times. You 
must return to your duty.”

I have a few seconds to decide before the information travels, 
before the State Police are alerted. They do not know I have 
killed my mother, only that I have left the house. 

I look down at the cap in my hand, throw it over the camera 
and run.
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Apple Blossom Sky
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Apple blossom petals dance and fall on a light breeze that 
chills my face. An electric sun shines. The images change 

to a bird’s eye view of green hills, a waterfall, a spinning 
globe, projected onto walls of continuously flowing water.                         
Between piles laid out in a grid, flowering plants and trees root 
down into islands of silicon sand set in the floor. All around,              
differential potential generates the electricity that powers this 
money-is-no-object façade, behind which the Fab and a hun-
dred-fold data stores and DNA silos roar. The positive aromas 
of ozone and fragrant happiness mingle in the air. Everything 
is perfect. Every brilliant, shimmering surface gleams with 
pride. I eye smile at masked colleagues in the gathering crowd. 
It’s all I can do to show friendliness to women whose identity I 
do not know. It is noticeable that we are all the same small size, 
chosen for our fine and dextrous fingers.

The changing room opens and we file in, keeping the required 
distance apart. Inside, all is smooth and clinical to touch: 
the self-cleaning and healing nanocellulose materials are                            
microbiotic, doped in patchouli and lemon balm. I undress   
under an LED poster that insists ‘Fortune favours the bold’ and 
put my precious wristwatch in my locker. Together in the ham-
mam, we scrub at dead skin cells; the smallest spec in the air will 
destroy months of work. Our ritual ablution over, hair scraped 
back, we each step into the same one-size-fits-all boiler suit that 
conforms well, though provides little protection, in this, one 
of the most dangerous places in the world. After DNA swab-
bing and facial recognition, we enter the air lock, where we don 
white fire-resistant hoods, boots and vinyl gloves, and walk the 
last section across sticky under foot matting, buffeted by jets of   
purified air that removes any last dust and fluff. Within the shell, 
I have only the soapy smell of chamomile and my thoughts. 
Entering the Clean Room, a vast cacophonous space opens 



2

up on row upon row of workbenches. The sound of indus-
trial machinery punctuates and air booms, forced through 
the exits and perforated tiles in the ceiling and walls.  Clouds 
of poisonous gas from acid baths and wet and dry etchers 
circulate. Navigating the aisles, I pass hundreds of highly 
trained technicians, each woman carefully moving between 
processes with extreme caution and respect to the hazard-
ous conditions. Any sudden movements are frightening. 

We are making the smallest computer processors on the plan-
et. Though much of the process is done by machines, we still 
make by hand, carving circuit board patterns on silicon wafers.        
Artisans of the unseen, working at a scale impossible to imag-
ine, rearranging atoms to make switches 10,000 times smaller 
than a human hair, on chips that hold billions of transisters, on 
processors no bigger than my fingernail.

At my workbench, my tools are laid out neatly: vacuum wands, 
plastic tweezers, prongs and a quartz crucible; alongside         
containers of polysilicon, arsenic, boron and phosphorous.    
Settling into my shift, I work with precision and gloved hands 
in the vacuum chamber, even the tiniest defect will distort the 
grid and the chips won’t work. I melt silicon rich sand to form 
an ingot, that I cool and slice into wafers and polish to a flaw-
less surface. Then I make the stencil to create the mask that will 
print the pattern. I tenderly etch, wash, and dope each brittle 
surface many times, before back-plating with gold, and layer-
ing the transistors and metal connections. As I build, I imagine 
I am building a house, my house, a home, next to other homes, 
on a main road, joined to hundreds of interconnecting roads, 
linking every aspect of our regulated and controlled lives.

Each wafer I make houses 90 microchips and each boat of 25 
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wafers is worth hundreds of thousands of pounds. If a single 
part is damaged, the whole chip must be thrown away. Every 
time I load, carry or unload a boat, it is like carrying the weight 
of the world in my hands. 

After 8 weeks, I send each completed boat, vacuum sealed, by 
the circulatory hub to the dark factory somewhere else in the 
complex, where robots will test, cut and package each chip into 
a processor and assemble it with the CPU. My charges released 
into the world, I start anew.

“JINGLE: This is CloudCom News, broadcasting to you.       
Election primaries for Media President, set for the Spring, are 
underway. Prime Influencer Rai is campaigning for App Votes 
by hologram all over the country. Our company probe Spirit-1 
is due to land on Jupiter; within 1.5 miles it has sent back its 
first pictures. This will be the first successful landing, beating 
our competitors. Our cargo ships return from Mars later this 
week with new batches of penicillin, lithium and oil. A group 
of five off-worlders state they HAVE seen aliens. Block chain 
is up. Violence is down. Production is up. Air quality is up. 
COMP-EX share prices indicate strong growth, up by 400% on 
this time last month. Big shout out to our workers.  Remember 
– You are making Tomorrow.” 

The Company news memes broadcast into my hood are the 
only interruptions to the otherwise tense and monotonous 
work in this eerie, round-the-clock nursery. It’s the twelfth 
hour of a twelve-hour day; my sixth of a seven-day week.                            
Exhausted, I move slowly, enjoying my theft of Company time. 
Any slower and my App will give me a warning and deduct 
pay. Two warnings and you’re out. I had one a few years ago 
for a micron scratch.
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Twenty minutes later, the claxon signals the end of the shift. 
As I leave, another woman takes my place. Weighed in and 
weighed out, back in the changing room, I remove my suit.   
Recalling how beautiful and crisp the contaminated garment 
was, I put it in the bin where it is scanned for mineral retrieval 
and recycling. 

At the outer valve, there are only a few meters of outside to 
walk before the undervator. The pleasant smell stops, and the 
stink starts. Aggressive odours of cordite, industrial exhausts 
and human waste emanate from the marsh land beyond. Small 
intense landfill fires burn, releasing acrid black smoke. I try to 
understand the extent of this place, but its infrastructure is out 
of sight. In the middle distance, miles of negotiated settlements 
sprawl in the no man’s land between the North and South free 
trade zones. Teenage police gangs shake people down at the 
perimeter with armed drones. Protesters shout “Shame on you, 
Shame”, and “You are rich because the rest is poor”.

I pause to wind my watch, taking the time from the space      
stations passing with exact regularity overhead. It is 5am. The 
sun is up, and the moon lingers. The Eyenet Borealis is still             
visible, generated by the Company satellite grid that moni-
tors all communications worldwide. I see a flash, followed by      
staccato bang bang bang; the recognisable sound of homemade 
nitro glycerine and nitrocellulose explosives detonating vio-
lently. Shadowy figures fall to the ground summarily executed. 
Security turns away and so do I, afraid, forced to remember all 
I have lost.  

At our quarters, I step on and off the upavator with skill. Before 
entering, I call for my roommate. “Celeste! Hey Hun. It’s me, 
time for your shift. Time to go!”  
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Celeste emerges through the makeshift curtain, “Good to see 
you made it home in one piece. See you later Tuuli. Don’t do 
anything I wouldn’t do!” she laughs, swinging on to the down-
avator and away. These small human moments are precious.      
I will see her next when her return marks my time to leave. 

I leave my sliders side by side at the threshold and manoeuvre 
into the small space, careful not to disturb our two neat piles of 
personal belongings. A bouquet of incense squirts. The musky 
perfume does little to disguise the smell of used air trapped 
by the low ceiling. We share the bed and blanket, as close as 
anyone can be. No one else enters the physical space in which 
I move. 

I tell the safe to unlock and take out my wind-up radio,                    
prohibited in this world of surveillance and company-ap-
proved technology and put in my App. My life is on it – my 
bitcoin and my data. As a ‘customer’, the Company charges 
me a fee for acting as my work agent. Each day it deducts its 
100,000,000 Satoshi fee and the rent and energy usage for my 
shelf, the little left over affords me a few basic supplies. I worry 
more about my data though, as I no longer own my real-world 
identity, I must lease it. If I lose my licence or it expires, my 
freedom to work expires with it. 

With hands sensitised by prolonged sweating in vinyl gloves, I 
put my sleep wear on, enjoying the repetition of worn clothes 
that fit closely and warmly, and begin my ritual of self-care, 
anxious about the side effects of making the wafers. My im-
mune system is failing; my body is a site of microbiologi-
cal warfare. I wash weeping eyes and sores in my nose with                      
purified water from the hose, and drink to swallow a black-
market multivitamin and flush my system. After meditating, 
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I make and eat a simple meal in bed and watch the rolling 
news, the usual compilation of rating-boosting murders and                               
whitewashed propaganda on CComTV. On the dot of the fifth 
hour, everything turns off except for a low red light, so I lie 
down to sleep and dream of my husband and two girls. With 
my index finger I trace the words a previous occupant has 
scratched on the ceiling, Your daughter is a terrorist.

It is not long since I came out of out of the Transformation 
Through Education camp. I have learnt to be a good actor, 
show my allegiance, recite the manifesto and labour well. 
Compliance guarantees some safety. Using the pandemics as 
a pretext, the Company reduced our rights and freedoms. I am 
quiet; don’t drink or use nicotine or amphetamines, unlike my 
colleagues. My passions are gone, though I still can’t say no.

On the way into my next shift, I watch millions of starlings 
forced to swarm in the sky, stopped from roosting by a Compa-
ny man with a laser. Protesters are at the gates again, shouting 
and waving placards “Another woman has leapt” and “Don’t 
let the floor bots sweep them away.” A drone buzzes close by, 
playing the sound of a woman screaming and dropping jack 
fruit stink bombs that reek of dung. Rumours about jumpers 
abound, but I have seen no evidence, and if there was, there is 
nothing I can do.

Before changing, I void my bladder; once inside my suit, I 
won’t be able to go until my shift ends. In the cubicle, I take 
a little longer, stealing time again. Rubbing my hands with                   
alcohol, I look at my face in the mirror, etched with age and 
fatigue. The starched and lustrous uniform waiting for me                        
offers little hope, as once again, I leave the world and the              
familiar feeling of isolation sets in.
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From high up on the gangways, our managers watch us              
intently. As I am looked down on, I, in turn, look down into 
the microscope. It is a vertiginous drop to another a world. I 
am looking for misalignments in the patterns that indicate a 
scratch or stray particle on my wafers. I am nervous to find 
anything amiss; any discovery will reduce the chip yield, trig-
gering an investigation that will shut down the Clean Room 
until the cause is found, and could lead to my relocation or 
termination. 

This automated world is not what it seems. It is not run by     
artificial intelligence; but by millions of anonymous peo-
ple working in the digital industries. Hidden away in secre-
tive buildings, inside giant camouflaged domes, shielded by            
firewalls that scramble prying Eyes; able to withstand supply-
chain raids and competitor air strikes, rolling blackouts and 
solar events.

Life here in the Valleys is at risk. After mining and manufac-
turing were destroyed, industry resumed in part due to 3D 
printing from digital files, reconnecting the ravaged commu-
nities to a New Silk Road of bonded labour, electronics, white 
goods and genocide. Those whose jobs were taken by the AI 
were compensated with Universal Wage; the rest, like me, were 
press-ganged into new forms of slavery. The AI have better 
rights than us. 

Our boss is so wealthy he lives in his own country on the 
other side of the world, safe from the nuclear winds and the             
chaos. A man mad with money made from deep surveillance of 
Company customers who disclosed everything to their Apps, 
a man obsessed with getting ahead in the space race. His cor-
rupt wealth, hidden offshore, could solve all our problems.          
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Working in an owner-run country, we are prey to their caprices. 
The pace of my work, the volume of wafers I am expected to 
make, is becoming more dangerous. When there’s an accident, 
there’s no intervention, nobody cares. We are replaceable. 

Abruptly, my brooding thoughts are interrupted by an external 
voice inside my hood. The App announces, “Your chip yield is 
low. You are being disciplined. You will be reassigned if you do 
not make up the loss within 48 hours. May I remind you; your 
contract expects you to arrive, work, produce, leave and pay 
on time.”

The App sets us against each other to provoke higher yields. 
A good yield brings more Satoshi, better food, or an hour off. 
Speeding up slightly, I imagine myself on another planet. 
When skies are clear on several continents simultaneously, 
you can see the commercial transports leaving. Yet here I am,                 
reprimanded by robots, nurturing the invisible. The problem is 
that, if people can’t see it, they think it doesn’t exist. 

Another shift passes. The claxon calls. My App clocks me on 
and off, calculates my deductions. Outside, I see the placards. 
Irrepressible signs of disenfranchised collectivism. Oil cans 
smoke.

When I get back, I call out for Celeste, but someone else                 
unexpected appears. 

“Nice to meet you,” she says, coming close to my face, smelling 
my air for clues about who I am and what I’m like. 

“Nice to meet you, too. I’m Tuuli.” 
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“Esen.” She slides past me and away.

Celeste’s few possessions have been replaced. With hor-
ror, I   realise that what the protestors are saying is true and 
that she has jumped. I free fall into understanding and grief, 
recover and prepare for new friendship in split seconds. My 
heart heavy and my head full, I spend the evening listening 
to pirate networks. “A message to our comrades. Pixel slaves.                   
Algorithmic exiles. Rise up. Resist. People are being killed in 
unprecedented numbers. We must act. Fabbers. Tell us where 
you are so we can liberate you. Tell us where you are so we can 
stop production. Tell us where you are so we can stop the stink. 
Share your location?”  

Guilt sticks my tongue to the roof of my mouth. Not only is 
working here deadly - the product of my labour kills people 
too. It weaponises air. The chips from my wafers control the 
delivery and dispersal mechanisms for odour dispensing              
military, stealth and environmental weapons - olfactory prod-
ucts that modify human behaviours, perfumes for the elites and 
deadly clouds for the masses. The scent of domestic harmony 
and smells to charm a lover or influence someone’s opinion. 
Smells to control a crowd or sow unrest, hold people captive. It 
is smell that keeps me here.

It was a clever new market, making something out of noth-
ing. Our biological reliance on clean air makes it profitable. 
At first, purified air was manufactured and distributed by 
the Company for domestic use against pathogens and air                                     
pollution. The carbon corporates didn’t phase out fossil fuel, 
so there was a permanent haze of orbiting carbon that caused 
decades of gloom. It was too hot, too cold, there was no drink-
able water, genetically modified crops failed, livestock died. 
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Hungry people fled to the mega cities and the less fortunate 
to the mega camps, and we, the people, were declared human 
biohazards that needed to be controlled. 

No sooner than my head has touched the pillow, I am woken by 
Esen. I scrape myself up and go. Looking into the microscope, 
I zoom in scale: this one is so scratched, it looks like a war zone 
down there. This batch is lost and so I am. I have nothing to 
lose. It dawns on me that in making the switch that keeps this 
foul operating system going, I have in my hands the means to 
stop it, at least interrupt it. I take a good set of blank wafers to 
photolithography and change the image on the mask, altering 
the grid by just a few microns. This batch won’t be compatible 
with the other components; the abusive technology these chips 
are destined for will be unable to function.  

I have eight weeks before the changes are noticed. In eight 
weeks I can do a lot of damage. For a little while, the materials 
will not be missed and my nano sabotage will go undetected. I 
quieten the sensible voice in my head and work on outwardly 
as normal. I have joined the resistance. In my mind, I witness 
the complete breakdown of the system in all places simultane-
ously. Imagining it, I move towards it, and on to the next pro-
cess, I pass the UV light through the mask and etch the 3-word 
location of this Fab on to the grid. Rides.waltz.incur.

Hours later in the changing room, remorse floods in. I have  
acted rashly and can’t undo what I have done. I smell strongly 
of fear. My molecular disruption has put the lives of the women 
I work with at risk. Somehow, I need to let them know. I have 
been slow to understand what’s important, what I’m fighting 
for. This isn’t my struggle but our struggle. None of us are safe. 
I am making tomorrow.
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“Hello, Esen. Time for work.”

“Hey, Tuuli. How are you? It seems they have been keeping 
you busy. You look tired.”

“I am. Listen.”

“Yes.”

“I need to talk with you.”

“Talk with me? Of course. How?”
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Sparks
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“I’m tired.”
 
“I know, sweetheart. We have to keep going though. We have 
to get out of the city.”
 
“I’m hungry.”
 
“I’m hungry too.”
 
“I need the toilet.”
 
“OK. But it’s not safe here. We have to keep walking. We’ll 
look for a good place to stop.”
 
As I push the bicycle, the children walk alongside; the            
Sentinels keep us moving. In the bike basket, Baby is wedged 
between rolled up blankets, our few possessions and food. 
Ori, brave face on, chats with Kai, the boy we adopted on 
Tuesday. We found him sitting on the curb – all alone.
 
The smell of burning. Thick, grey smoke shrouds the late au-
tumn air. Fumes from the standing traffic, soot, microplastic 
and tyre dust swirl, whipped by the breeze. Cooling wastewa-
ter gushes from leaks in cracked tarmac and, running across 
hard surfaces, collects in large pools, washing toxins down 
the drains.
 
We trudge along a dour and faceless road, lined with             
blackened shutters, as raucous squawking parakeets survey 
us from defunct telephone poles and broken gutters. Past 
skeletons of burnt cars and vans, and wheelie bins singed 
and melted together. Past hastily constructed dwellings 
and vulnerable high-rise estates. Past empty retail parks,       
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shopping centres and out-of-town furniture stores, aggre-
gate suppliers and light industrial warehouses. In a mess of 
overgrown scrub, Ori finally has a wee, and I change Baby, 
calculating a few more days before we run out of nappies. We 
follow the chain of people, herded by the drones. Airborne 
advertising selling luxury lifestyles to wealthy elites fills the 
sky.
 
Nearing the orbital, the road widens into a log jam of traf-
fic and people walking. We need to get away from this busy 
road and the sonic assault of car horns and shouting. In an   
underpass, badly drawn graffiti scrawled on cracked tiles 
shouts Fuck You and a group of younger people, teenagers 
maybe, sit on carefully made beds, watching silently as we 
wheel past. Just when I don’t know which way to turn, a 
small, red stencilled triangle shows the way.
 
Clearing the ring road, there’s less congestion but no less 
danger. The road quickly becomes an overhanging avenue 
of gold and orange-leafed trees, their exposed roots twist-
ing and intertwining to form high banks, through which a 
slow-moving line of traffic inches, each vehicle overflow-
ing with people and pets, crammed in between dented 
boxes and bin liners bulging with things, relics of the lives 
they left behine. In places, through the hedgerow and forti-
fied walls, I see snatches of tall gates, manicured lawns and                                   
detached houses, protected by armed guards and their cold                                       
indifference. I imagine the people who live there, in the cool 
shade of elegant trees, far from the noise of people and the 
heat of asphalt and concrete.
 
We pass through a village, with a dull bronze statue of an 
overweight man smoking a cigar at its centre, crudely               
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defaced with streaks of lurid paint, before trudging an ardu-
ously long incline up to the wide-open sky. At the top, we can 
see for miles in all directions – the outer suburbs behind us 
and the forest ahead. Flashes of wrathful orange snake and 
lash blackened stumps and gutted buildings, and tendrils of 
smoke hang heavy in the air.

I try to plan our way using a book of circular walks I found 
at the shelter. Though it’s stored in my mind as a safe place 
to go, it’s hard to remember the route we took. It was so           
long ago.
 
“It’s still too busy. We should walk through the woods. Do 
you think you can manage?” Ori and Kai nod. No longer       
explorers on an expedition, they accept the new plan with 
stoic equanimity.
 
Seeing a footpath, we turn off the road, through a stile and 
into old deciduous woods. We keep to the dry, compacted 
mud path people have trodden for centuries. In places,        
ivy-covered trees have fallen and it’s difficult to pass; the go-
ing is tough, but we push on. All around birds call and chirp. 
It’s mid-morning, our third day walking. Asleep, Baby’s head 
lolls gently from side to side with the motion, drool pooling 
on his chest. In an attempt to rally everyone’s spirits, I start 
a singsong and the kids join in, swinging tired arms. I tell 
them a story about a greedy bear who got his hand stuck in 
a honey pot.
 
We emerge at the bounds of the ancient heathland, where I 
bump the bike’s wheels over the rungs of a cattle grid, and 
the kids balance lightly on each bar. Ahead, a continuous 
seam of cars cuts across the sandy ridge, so we keep away 
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from the traffic, walking along the bridleway and desire lines 
still visible in the crisp, blackened soil and scorched grass, 
threading our way through clumps of fierce bush dotted with 
vibrant yellow flowers. At a concrete triangulation point, Kai 
spots the red triangle again. We follow it, continuing through 
unmanaged reservations, punctuated by firebreaks lined 
with beaters and sand buckets.

Stopping to rest, the kids sip from the water bottle and I 
fish the little food we have out of the rucksack: bread that’s        
getting harder every day, blackberries from an allotment, an 
onion I found buried in the soil of its once-neat rows, and 
some over-ripe pears from a greenhouse, smashed in panic.

“I don’t like this food,” Ori says grumpily.
 
 “Neither do I,” Kai chips in.
 
“We could go to the shop,” Ori suggests.
 
“All the shops are shut,” I reply.
 
“I don’t want to walk anymore, Mamma,” Ori continues, and 
Kai agrees.
 
“Neither do I,” I agree also, “but we have to. We will be safer 
when we get there. The map said there’s a stream in the next 
valley. We can fill our water bottle there”. 

We get going again and play eye-spy as we walk. The kids 
spot little cardboard houses, around which lush green shoots 
of new grass and tiny wildflowers have started to grow back.
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“What are they for?” Kai asks.

“The animals. They’ve been hurt by the fire and lost their 
homes too.”
 
“Who puts them out, Mamma?” Ori joins in.
 
“I don’t know. A kind person, I think.” I wonder who.
 
“We need one of those,” Kai says.
 
“Yes. We do.” And a miracle.
 
The sun is directly overhead now; it’s far too hot and we are 
extremely exposed. It’s dangerous to walk during the day. 
Coming to a ring of tall trees, we decide to make camp.
 
Within the naturally vaulted space, I spread one blanket over 
a cushion of soft lichen and dry pine needles, and stretch 
the other overhead, using a clump of large ferns as a scaf-
fold. A mop of sedge droops under a layer of smoke dust and      
mushrooms bloom in the hollows of the old pines.
 
“It’s a palace!” Kai laughs.
 
“A fairy castle,” Ori agrees, and they run around in                            
delight and spend the afternoon playing clapping games and         
whispering in each other’s ears. Kai is wheezy. I call him over 
to use Ori’s inhaler. I know the signs. We all have asthma.

We eat more onion and bread. It’s early but it’s better to sleep, 
wake and walk early. Settling down, Baby nuzzles to my stiff 
breast, and, as the milk surges, I wrap one arm tight around 
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him and the other around my bag. Sol always made sure it 
was packed with everything we would need in an emergency. 
I am thankful for their foresight, which I was always unwill-
ing to entertain. I wind the strap firmly around my wrist and 
hold it tight, as if it is another child, and sleep with one eye 
open. Tiny creatures, angered by our occupation, spit and 
bite. An owl hoots. Having grown up in the city, this nature 
is a terrifying place.
 
In a little voice, Ori says, “Mamma. I’m scared. I want to go 
home.”
 
“We can’t.’’ I gently stroke her head and touch Kai lightly on 
his shoulder.
 
“I want Sol. I wish Sol was here”
 
“So do I. Try and get some sleep.”
 
I look up through the canopy at the stars and intermit-
tent streaks of space debris shooting across the clear dark 
sky. I try to understand this world, this life. Even in my                       
desperation, I feel the presence of something extraordinary, 
something greater than this mundane hell. Despite the night 
heat, I shiver in cold horror at thoughts of where we are go-
ing and what we have left behind.
 
It was hot. It’s always hot now. Too hot to be indoors, even 
though summer was over. We never had air conditioning 
and our fan had been an ornament since they cut the power 
to our neighbourhood. Electricity was rationed to prioritise 
the cryptocurrency boom. For a while we lurched between 
strikes and blackouts, then the power never came back. I 



7

was feeding Baby, at the window looking out on the street. 
Ori was playing with her friends outside. Neighbours, in 
their front gardens or sat on their steps, were talking and                    
laughing loudly, their voices carrying up to our window.      
Potential buzzed in the air.
 
The first screams were faint, a flicker on the hot breeze,   
moving towards our street. Then loud screaming, fright-
ened voices, instructions shouted in panic, and a roar that        
sounded like heavy rain. I couldn’t hear what people were 
shouting over the noise. I saw them running and then I saw 
the smoke, and when I opened the door, I saw the fire. A wall 
of fire.
 
No sirens. No help. This is it, I thought. I grabbed Baby 
and the emergency bag, and ran out the back door, where 
I smashed the red box open and threw the blanket over us. 

The fire was so big it created its own violent wind and                   
microclimate of smoke and toxic chemicals. Wherever 
we ran, it blocked our way. It was moving fast. It was ev-
erywhere. I didn’t stop running until I saw people huddled 
on the bus station concourse, who I followed to a shelter. 
The survivors shared what little they could grab before the 
flames consumed their homes: clothes, toiletries, food. I was 
in shock: clammy and cold. My friend Aine arrived, clutching 
Ori, her face darkened by soot and streaked with tears but 
alive and safe, for now. ‘It’s gone, everything, all of it’, Aine 
said.
 
We learned there is fire all over the city. It is still not un-
der control. Everyone started calling it the Great Fire 2.0.         
Rumours spread like wildfire. At first, I thought it was just 
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talk, but now we know, our neighbourhoods have been razed 
to the ground. It’s part of the New Design. We have been    
callously and cruelly evicted.
 
On the seventh day, Aine looked after the kids for a few 
hours, so I went looking. There really is nothing left;                                          
everyone is leaving, and the drones make it impossible to 
stay, so we left too. I don’t know if Sol is alive. All I can do is 
hope. I left a message with Aine and the people at the shelter 
when I said goodbye, just in case.
 
My heart aches.
 
I wake to the sound of a woodpecker tap, tap, tapping for 
bugs in a tree somewhere above our heads and, in the east, 
a low bright sun cuts its way into the day. I stir the children.
 
“Rise and shine. Time to get going.” Yawning, they pick 
dust and sleep from tired eyes ringed with dark circles.                        
Dehydrated, we share the water, and muster basic hygiene: a 
baby wipe, the last of the toothpaste.

“Say cheese!” I line them up and inspect several rows of 
wonky and missing first teeth and, so that they will blow 
their noses, I get them to pretend to be steam trains pulling 
into a station.
 
“Help me pack,” and with that, everyone mucks in, even 
Baby who, assisted by his sister, climbs up to his roost. We 
start walking, deeper into the heath.
 
We pass through a cluster of silver birch, picking up a trail 
curving northward. The canopy protects, but we need to 
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move fast to cover ground while the heat is still bearable. 
A scream. I look at Ori, pointing along the path. “Mamma, 
it’s a monster!” Something shifts in the air, present but invis-
ible, hovering on the edge of perception.
  
I hold the bike firm, steadying myself and my nerves, looking 
for where to run and for a weapon — a stick, a branch, any-
thing. Trying not to further panic the terrified kids, I shout, 
“Get back.” Ori and Kai run to take cover behind me; their 
little hands firmly gripping my legs.
 
It slowly moves towards us. Light seems to soften and              
refract around it. I can see that it’s covered with little hairs, 
now blue, now brown, then green, yellow and black, cycling 
through colours as it moves. It opens its palms towards us, 
then slowly raises its hands. I pull back, tight with fear, 
awaiting its next move.

Then it removes its head, revealing a human face. “I’ve 
been following you since yesterday,” they smile. “My name 
is Morgan. Sorry about the stealth suit - can’t take any                      
chances. Hungry?”
 
I work to control the wobble in my voice and the tears           
welling in my eyes. “We are.”
 
She beckons us. For a second, I hesitate. What other choice 
do we have?
 
As we walk, day-light remote-controlled fireworks powder 
the horizon with colourful arcs and falling trails of yellow, 
pink and cyan pigment. They look like bombs. 
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“It’s a good sign”, says Morgan, seeing the concern on my 
face. “They are beacons of solidarity. There are many today. 
They signal that all is well with the other communities here 
in the heath. If they turn red, we know there is trouble. They 
also help us disguise our fire.” This time, when I look, I see a 
plume of smoke rising from the ground.
 
We enter a large bowl in the chalk and the ground dips. Our 
guide helps me with the bike, stabilizing it down a passage-
way in the gorse. Everyone is careful not to slide or touch 
the thorns. We duck through the gap of a vast canopy; 
like Morgan’s suit, it hovers in the air, dancing with light,                    
mimicking the sky above and sandy stone below with uncan-
ny precision. At the bottom, Morgan offers her hand to help 
us jump down.

Inside, there are many people in bivouacs and covered        
hammocks slung between trees. The kids instantly spot their 
own kind and run off to play in a complex of hidey holes and 
dens. In the roots of an ancient oak, gnarled, slumped and 
bulging with age, Morgan invites me to camp in the privacy 
of its old arms. “I’ll get you a drink,” she says, disappearing.

I look around. It’s a hive of activity. Are the children safe? 
Who are these people? Everyone had heard the stories, but 
we didn’t believe in them.  

Returning a while later, she hands me a mug, saying, “Come, 
I’ll show you around. Bring your drink with you. It’s herbal 
yarrow – it helps heal and reduces anxiety.”
 
As we walk in the dappled shade cast by the canopy, Morgan 
explains.
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 “We came to protect the forest. There was such demand for 
electricity that coal-fired power stations began to burn wood 
on an industrial scale instead. When the mechanised loggers 
came, rather than outright deforestation, they removed the 
tree canopy. It was just as devastating. The dreadful irony 
is that electricity fuelled by wood pellets releases more car-
bon dioxide than burning gas, oil and coal. And now there 
isn’t enough to power our heat and light, and there’s so little       
forest left. We work to find what is dead and what can be 
saved, and grow to renew the forest and feed ourselves.”
 
I think of the candles at home, and the alternating nights 
without power. I think of the waste, what has been lost.
 
Morgan takes me to a network of nurseries, in which 
rows and rows of seedlings and saplings are growing. She 
shows me the rewilding gardens and vegetable plots, each                            
sympathetically cultivated and irrigated by a rainwater        
harvesting system of blue plastic shipping barrels, drainage 
channels and hand-dug wells.

“We dig down into the water table but we’re careful not 
to take too much water. Water is so scarce. The warm                             
atmosphere holds a lot of moisture now, so when it’s wet 
there’s so much rain, yet when it floods, the water can’t soak 
in, or it drains away too quickly. So we plant, and build struc-
tures to slow the flow of surface water.  

“Don’t drink the water unless it’s been boiled. It’s contami-
nated,” and she points to the clear containers stacked in      
cubic piles.
 
The camp is well organised. I’m impressed. We continue 
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walking and talking, but mainly I listen.

“The forest is extremely dry and vulnerable, and rich in 
fuel,  it’s primed to burn. Just a spark will start a fire that 
will take months to put out. Most times the cause is human. 
Often it’s lightning. Some wildfires even survive the winter                      
underground. The forest gives us life and the trees give us 
oxygen, and the fire needs both. It is always encroaching.
 
“And now the forced burning in the cities. The fire spills 
out, consuming the suburbs, converted land and forests.             
Consuming, as capital consumes.”
 
“We come from the city,” I tell her. Her face says she                    
understands.
 
“Our volunteer wardens go out every day to fight the fires. 
Using cordless leaf blowers and branches, anything that will 
stamp it out. They go to the villages and big houses to warn 
the residents and tell them to leave. Often, they don’t. 
 
“Until they’re forced to. Then they come to us. Now we look 
after people as well as trees.” We climb a ladder and poke 
our heads out of the roof. We are standing in a lookout.             
Morgan beckons me to look through a pair of digital binocu-
lars. Focussing my eyes, I look to the coast before swivelling 
around inland to the city and the rolling hills between. In the 
crystal-clear sight, I see several small groups of people and 
one or two individuals moving across the landscape. This is 
how she knew we were here.
 
“Every day people arrive. We can see them coming from the 
coast, from over the sea. It’s a direct result of the climate   
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breakdown. But now, like you, they come inland, displaced 
by the Redesign.

“Our patrols start at dawn. People move just as it’s getting 
light. You can only move early in the day. At night, in the 
dark, with their infrared and thermo-vision cameras and 
heartbeat detectors, they can find you.
 
“To get here, they have managed to get through our                       
militarised borders, and past the drones. Many of them 
younger than your daughter. Many on their own. They                               
deserve our help.
 
“We give them food and first aid, technical and legal training. 
Sometimes, when we have the squatter’s lists, we direct them 
to empty offshore owned properties, where they can stay, at 
least for a while. It’s harder now, since the Great Fires.”
 
We arrive at a large hearth ringed by blocks of quarried    
granite. The tour is complete.
 
“We have one fire we take it in turns to look after. The        
younger ones do it in groups. Our rules are simple. Do                
nothing that can cause fire. Don’t let this fire go out or take 
it away. And no one does anything they don’t want to do, 
or does anything no one wants to do, or anything someone 
has already done. Beyond that, you are welcome to do as you 
please and stay as long as you like. Our community is our gift 
to you and your family. Welcome.”
 
I nod. I think I understand. Instinctively my arms reach out 
to hug her. She hugs me back.
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A woman is tenderly caring for the fire, brushing it in from 
the edges, stoking the glowing coals. A large pan of wa-
ter bubbles gently on a metal hot plate. Nearby, pans and 
tongs are stacked neatly next to an oven and cooling racks.            
Aromas of cinnamon and paprika emanate from a cooking 
pot stood on a slab of baking stone. I wonder at the miracle 
of fire burnt to be of use and smile at the thought of cooking 
in the apocalypse.
 
I sit on a hewn timber bench and enjoy the sensation of 
warmth and comfort. Leaning my elbows on my knees, 
chin in my hand, I rest without sleeping, compelled to look 
and gaze, not watching or observing. I am captivated by 
the flames licking at the air, their movement, unexpected                 
outlines and shapes, flowing, always becoming. Its hypnotic 
motion captures my mind and I disappear into thoughts that 
burst like fireworks.  Smoke, the trace of its burning, twists 
and turns in the air, with no master.

I think of fire’s misuse. Its repressed energy. Its                                    
sexuality. The industrial furnace. Blackened and broken                                              
bodies forging steel. Labour’s exhaustion. Its movement in 
th circulation of goods, work, wages, money, someone else’s 
power. Destructive, violent power, and war. In my reverie, 
anti-authoritarian impulses stir my disobedience.
 
When I was little, much younger than Ori is now, I used to 
steal matches from my mother’s handbag, and sit under the 
table, playing with fire; floor-length net curtains flowing on a 
light breeze. My attempts failed again and again, as I repeat-
edly struck each head until it broke, only occasionally to be 
rewarded with a flash of light when I succeeded in making a 
little blaze; entranced by the colours and hissing sound, as 
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the flame blackened and distorted the wood as it raced to the 
end. The child psychiatrist said it was my way of dealing with 
emotional blockage. Who knows? In my current turmoil and 
melancholy, at the sight of this fire, I am calm.

“Lunch is ready.” The woman claps her hands and people  ap-
pear with bowls and mugs and sit on upturned logs arranged 
in circles. From the communal pot, we eat a hearty meal of 
spiced lentil and turnip, and freshly baked bread. After eat-
ing, Kai has a tummy ache. He is unaccustomed to being full. 
 
Taking her leave, Morgan says: “Everyone will be here             
tonight for the Parlimoot. You can meet people then.”
 
When night falls, a generative clipping of a moon hangs low, 
and people emerge from the quarry, drawn as one down to 
the fire pit. Someone is doing tricks. The kids come to watch 
and nestle on my feet. Baby is tucked under my jumper, fast 
asleep. Larking around, our entertainer walks across the fire. 
Boot rubber burns with an acrid smell, sparks and sizzles. 
They are told to have respect. An apology is made with a low, 
wide-armed bow.
 
This place is far from the administered light that disturbs our 
dreams, yet I can see clearly. An older woman begins to talk; 
everyone listens. The flames animate the scene like a flicker-
ing candle, in and out of shadows, in and out of substance. 
Time slows and the mood changes from the functional to the 
poetic. It’s as if the spirit of the fire has taken bodily form 
and we are entering a magical realm. The speaker’s features 
transform in the strobic light. She is young and then old.  
Young then old. Forwards, backwards, forwards, backwards. 
Skin dry and wrinkled, snaggle-toothed. Radiant beauty. A 
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hybrid. Something unknown.

 “I am the Keeper of the Sticks.” She raises her hands to show 
us two pieces of notched and inscribed wood that perfectly fit 
together. People murmur.
 
“The tally sticks. I have both parts. The two sides of an agree-
ment to pay. A bond united. Once split in two. One half held 
by the owner of the debt, and the other, transferable, and 
travelling, a promise to pay with interest; a token of what       
is due.
 
“Together, they are the symbolic reminder that we will no 
longer be held in debt. That we no longer accept the debt 
passed on to us; that we are free.”
 
Cheers go up and hands clap. Everyone stands, so I do what 
they do: find a stick and bring it back to the fire.
 
“We will not be owned by governments, corporations, finan-
cial institutions, or banks; insurance companies, universi-
ties, organised religions or private individuals. The only debt 
we accept is the debt to our equal share in our community. 
The community we make. As fire is indiscriminate, so are 
we.”
 
More cheers.
 
“Remnants of an archaic accounting system, when the               
Exchequer finally removed the tally sticks from circulation, 
they were burnt in the Palace of Westminster stoves, but 
they burned with such a high flame, fire ran up the walls, 
under the floors and out through the chimneys, causing                             
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the palace to burn. In an errant spark of reform, what dis-
senters had hoped to achieve was done by the elements, to 
which we return Earth Air Fire Water. Lest we forget. Fire’s 
burning releases everything from repression.”
 
With that, everyone steps forward, and, in turn, drops their 
stick into the fire chanting “Burn the sticks. Burn the sticks. 
Burn our debt. Burn our bonds.”
 
The mysterious woman continues “Fire is our hero. It 
sees neither good, nor evil, nor value. It teaches us that no             
matter what we have, we have nothing, and everything to    
reimagine.”
 
I think of my own life. Every morning, striking the match to 
light the gas that heated the water for our coffee that woke us 
up so we could go to work and produce and in turn consume. 
My indebtedness to a system that decided I was surplus to 
requirements and burnt my home.
 
With the symbolic and actual release of energy, I feel the 
weight is lifting. I feel strength. The old woman’s story makes 
something rise within me, an urge to do something, fight 
back. I realise that even though this disturbance isn’t of our 
own making, we can use it to reset the system, to start anew.

The woman throws dried leaves on the fire, releasing a 
strong smell of sage. I know sage is cleansing, purifying, and 
calming, so I breathe deeply. The smoke rises in a hallucina-
tory montage of fractal shapes. Its transient walls cloister a 
strong feeling of intimacy. Electronic beats play. I feel a wave 
of bass. People are dancing, coming together, hugging and 
radiating tenderness that soars and sings. Strangers have   
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become friends and lovers.
 
I undestand that love comes first. It is love that determines 
the kind of world we want to make.
 
Ori pulls on my hand and asks, “Mamma, can we stay?”
 
“Yes, we can.” I say.
 
Once again, Morgan is at my side. 

I turn to her. 

“We’d like to stay. I’d like to help rebuild.”
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Diving for Pearls
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After weeks surveying the Navy destroyer, we are ready to 
float her up. Intact torpedoes are still in the racks; the      

salvage and reuse value is high. The hull and forepart struck 
bottom at right angles to each other, the gun turrets on the bow 
still point outwards, a petrified image of their final, futile act 
in the battle with a large fleet of warships that consigned the 
ship to the seabed. As the Marine Forensics report states there 
is significant fire damage to the port engine room, one of the 
two engines and the two inflatable rubber boats on the deck. 
Fire swept through the vessel when the boilers exploded and 
the water-mist fire suppression system failed; an unimaginable 
death of fire and broiling water. Insurance logs declare no sur-
vivors, yet there are no human remains or clothing, and there’s 
little marine life contamination, despite being down here for 
110 years. 
 
In the Ocean Suit, I can dive for hours. The only sounds are 
my heartbeat and raspy breathing, and the rhythmic whir of 
the hydraulic lung. I swim back to my ship through the mead-
ows and crowds of glittering fish, enjoying the refuge created 
by the long ribbons of Neptune’s grass, growing from rhizomes 
anchored on the seabed. Their shredded and torn leaves sway 
in the current, intertwining and bundling sea plastic into tight 
knots, doing the ocean’s dirty work: absorbing C02 and releas-
ing oxygen. I bag starfish as I go, to stop them from degrading 
the site and eating the coral. I’ll give them to Cook. They are a 
delicacy we will savour later. 

I follow the safety rope up in a column of my own waste air. 
Breaking the surface, I touch my thumb and index finger, sig-
nalling all is well. The deck hands, on standby all morning, 
spring into action to bring their captain onboard. At the stern, 
the powered exosuit effortlessly climbs the steps onto the deck, 
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where I step out of its frame, my diligent First Officer coming 
forward to wheel it away and stow it in the locker, alongside 
the drysuits, oxygen cylinders, aqua scooters and jet skis. The 
hundred strong crew await my instruction.

Having emerged from the deep, I feel the exhilarating frisson 
of warm air on cool skin. The late morning light is brilliantly 
bright. Squinting, in the middle distance, I observe a group of 
cloud-brightening drones spraying sea water to cool the nearby 
reefs, and a white lady dancing across and over the water, zig 
zagging this way and that. It won’t cause us harm, but the little 
freak cyclone carries the warning that air pressure is low, and 
storms lie ahead.
 
“I’ll review the ROV data one last time. Let’s arrange to bring 
her up but hoover first.  We don’t want to miss anything of       
value. And Sal, remind the crew to keep this on the QT. Trea-
sure is more and more scarce, especially precious old military 
like this. I don’t want our competitors finding out before we can 
stake our claim.”
 
“Aye, aye.”
 
“I’m going to dress for shore. I’ll leave at 1200 hours. Cook can 
come to get provisions, otherwise I’ll go alone. Tell the crew 
they can have the afternoon off; all hands make and mend.”
 
“Ma’am.”
 
As I pad down the gunwale towards the bridge and my living 
quarters below, my bare feet warm on sun-drenched wood. I 
towel dry my hair as I go, my uneven gait matching the gentle 
pitch and yaw of the boat.
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In the bulkhead wet room, I remove the scabbard holding my 
3D-printed ceramic fixed-blade knife, from my side, and place 
it, with a sharp clink, in recess of the self-washing tiled shower. 
I wash with depleted vegetable oil soap, and rinse my ivory re-
cycled plastic bikini, and hang it to dry. Then dress in a simple 
white shift dress, again made out of reclaimed material, that 
contrasts with my brown skin, and buckle my Federated Navy 
webbing belt around my waist, and return my trusty dagger to 
where I like to keep it – always close at hand.
 
Ready to go ashore, Cook and I climb into the electric tender 
tied like a bowhead to a whaler, and, in one movement, release 
the straps, drop the boat to the water and start the engine. 
We head towards Furthest From Thule, a sea stead, protected 
by trade agreements and an archaic Act of Grace; built to be          
inhabited and destroyed easily in a hurry. I am excited to make 
land. 
 
Travelling at speed, saltwater sprays and, in the wind, strands 
of ungoverned hair whip across my face. Detail comes into       
focus: a coastline of cliffs shimmering in the heat, steep ravines 
and high paths; screensaver islands, once mountain peaks, 
now limpets in a rockpool at low tide. East on the peninsula,           
volcanic lava flows from a recent eruption. Reseeded grass-
lands and young trees root in the fertile soil. Toxicity-resistant 
barley, on seasonal release from the seed arcs, grow on sculpted 
terraces, tended by robots using pattern recognition to till the 
soil and zap hungery weeds, leaving the clover for the bees, and 
fixing nitrogen in the earth. Along the shoreline an impressive 
array of architect-designed earth restoration projects are hard 
at work reclaiming lost land; repairing and stabilising dam-
aged ecosystems with a system of hand-dug dykes and drain-
age canals. In the aquatic gardens, marine-tomatoes, okra, bell 
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pepper, spinach and onion, and the fruits of date palms, olives 
and gooseberries grow in open resistance, ringed by non-native 
palm trees and imported white sand. Towering wind turbines 
rooted in the water warble a continuous low hum as they turn. 
Light dances off a field of solar panels to dazzle the curious eye. 
It is a vision of dreams.
 
I let the internet cables lead the way, following the familiar 
strands as they emerge from the deep, carrying yottabytes 
of valuable data across the seabed, connecting communities 
across continents. Drawing close to the shore, guest houses, tea 
shops, and other sunken ruins are visible in the clear water, just 
below the surface.
 
I steer hard left and drop anchor, making the boat do a quick 
180, running aground where the network makes landfall. In a 
quiet place on the beach away from the restoration work, I jump 
into the shallows, followed by Cook, and walk across coarse 
sand, stained in places by rare earth minerals and mining resi-
due leaching from the extraction pipelines that transport illegal 
fossil fuels from tethered oil fields to networks off world. Exotic 
sea shells, carried by the rerouted Gulf Stream, lay scattered in 
the shallows. Amongst the elaborate ridges, polka dot patterns 
and spines, some have high value, especially the delicate Venus 
Comb Murex and distinctive Hundred-Eyed cowrie. I will send 
a few of the crew beach-coming later. They will fetch a good 
price at market. Glancing down at my compass watch, I cross-
reference my position against New North, adjusted for the axis 
shift now the glaciers have melted.
 
Leaving Cook, I trace the cables inland and join the photovol-
taic path. Along the way, women from the Commune wave and 
shout their greeting, and return to their work, sorting, washing 
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and shredding sea plastic collected from the beach, making a 
plastic and bitumen composite to trade; the material capable of 
withstanding the extreme weather and the water is used to pro-
tect the cables and shore up the few surviving pathways, pass-
able roads and crumbling buildings.

I climb the large non-slip solar panel steps, up to high ground. 
The complex is built around an abandoned resort; strength-
ened by steel rods drilled into granite bedrock. Three and four 
floor story buildings survive as damp bungalows with water-
logged basements, only accessible by boat. The crenellations of 
church towers rise out of the flood. A discordant chorus of rusty 
bells sound the incoming tide. A civic clock displays time that 
stopped mattering long ago. Several high rise office and hotels 
continie to sink under their own weight, crumbling into the wa-
ter. Locals tell of the night the ballroom collapsed into the sea, 
taking the corporate guests with it. Like the future, the sea is a 
haunted place. Even in the Scarcity, the locals are careful not to 
eat scavenger crabs, afraid to ingest a soul. 

With each moon, the water levels rise, cutting off more and 
more land. In the flooded landscape, every millimetre matters. 
We build to stay afloat. Higher up in the lithosphere, life is less 
vulnerable. 

I cross the cable-walk bridge that once spanned a valley, but 
is now a pedestrian pathway linking promontories; itself sus-
pended inside a network of animal walkways between treetops. 
Entering the grounds of the house, set in an ordered, pastoral 
landscape of fading and forgotten neo-classical ruins, grottos, 
water features and algae-filled pools. Statues point the way. I 
take the shortcut through the walled garden and the private 
Hyperloop entrance. On the meticulous grass lawn, an M4 
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tank, taken from a museum, stands ready for action and guard 
geese on patrol, rush, honk and spit.
 
The shuttered main house and green-roofed outbuildings 
are alive with ferns and trailing plants. Foliage and trees are               
integrated into the architecture of the 3D printed buildings. 
The juddery striations of the walls reveal how they were made; 
each layer marking the pauses and adjustments to the noz-
zle head as the cement was poured. Painted super-white, the                     
structures reflect the sunlight and radiate infrared back into 
space, cooling the buildings. White muslin curtains billow from 
the inside to the outside, like a galleon in full sail.
 
3D scanning and printing machines and piles of patents lie       
everywhere. The matriarch is sat at her desk, on which photo-
graphs of family stand on the inlaid surface and many objects 
are arranged with precision. After generations without prop-
erty, her collections work to reconstruct lost lives. To her left 
a small bronze Augusta Savage maquette and an ivory mask of 
a Benin Queen Mother; in front, a Nautilus shell and a neat 
row of cell phones and a de-encrypter. To her right, a pair of 
leg irons and unrolled on a desktop lectern, the seastead’s                   
Constitution asserts the island’s sovereignty and membership 
of the Federation. 
 
“Honey. Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I would have 
asked Cook to stay late.”

I ignore the pretense. Aunty knows I have been here for 
months. She will have tracked us from the moment we entered 
the  quadrant. Her deep fake comparison technologies monitor 
all activity on the island and beyond.
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Aunty gets up to greet me with outstretched arms. The banks of 
motorised smart screens move as she does, following her as she 
crosses the room. Exposing herself to pathogens and covering 
her body-worn camera, she hugs me warmly but briefly - a rare 
sign of trust; childhood poverty and a lifetime in salvage give 
her cause to be phobic.
 
“It was a last-minute decision. Cousin home?”
 
“No. Just me. Everyone has left for the launch.”
 
In the garden room, each object is a clue that reveals an inquir-
ing mind and a strong sense of someone searching; a fascination 
with deep space, deep water and deep generational pain is on 
display. Parts of old spacecraft and space debris dredged from 
the sea hang from the ceiling and salvaged weapons and ghost 
guns are arranged in geometric displays on the walls; amongst 
paintings of clipper ships, two paintings, Turner’s The Slave 
Ship, and Rembrandt’s The Storm on the Sea of Galilee, take 
pride of place. An astrolabe, mediaeval maps and sea charts 
drawn by the early explorers and the Dutch East India Trading 
Company are displayed in temperature-controlled, watertight 
cabinets; focusing the quest to honour unmarked graves.  
 
Nostalgic sculptures of ceramic trees with accurate bark and 
leaves, calm the studious room. Handwritten books about heal-
ing herbs and botanical drawings are stacked in well-thumbed 
piles. A descendant of the New Silk Road, this woman deals 
medicine and seeds, military, and knowledge. A Bitcoin whale, 
a trillionaire Scrap Monarch, with unimaginable wealth, she 
has all the resources in the world.
 
We talk over daiquiris, made with twentieth-century Bacar-
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di, fresh lime and sugar syrup. I play with my glass, wetting 
my finger with the rare liquid and running it round the rim.               
Feeling the traction, a demonic harmonic resonates. The siren’s 
call disturbs my host.
 
“Honey, whenever you do that, a sailor dies at sea.” Aunty 
warns.
 
“Old superstition Aunty,” though I stop.
 
Diplomatically she changes the subject. “How’s the dive?”
 
“We found the gunboat, but we haven’t found the temple yet. 
We’re close. It’s only a matter of days. Data says it’s somewhere 
here in the 59th quadrant. We’re remapping the area. That’s 
why I have come to see you. I need the sub. I need to go deeper.”
 
“What’s in it for me?” Aunty asks.
 
“Liquidity,” I reply. Understanding each other, we both laugh, 
and she smiles a sly smile.
 
“Ok. I’ll arrange to have it at the jetty at 0700 hours. You can 
pick it up then.”
 
“Thank you Aunty. We will both be rewarded.”

“Good. I need it back in two days. I have errands to run. A com-
mission.”
 
“I will return it safe and sound.  Tell no one where I’m going.”

“My silence is my honour.”
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Returning to the beach and the tender, I stub my toe on a 
hard object. Bending to see what it is, I pick up a small brass 
plaque and rub rough sand away to read the engraved words. 
Tarnished and worn, it is obvious that the plaque was once at-
tached to a hotel in the town, before it was carried away by the 
waters. I take it with me to the boat. The metal alone has value, 
and I am drawn to the words, Shangri-La. Thoughts of Utopia 
are conjured in my mind.
 
Cook is waiting with two kilo cloth bags of sea rice, dried           
carrageen seaweed to make beer and wine, and fertiliser for the 
hydroponic gardens. We can survive for months at sea. Board-
ing, the crew take the supplies, passing them to the clean side 
to be sanitised, and we take our leave and retreat to our respec-
tive quarters to isolate. Full diagnostics will be back from the 
onboard medic in the morning. Until then, quarantine. It is the 
price paid for real-world excursions.
 
In my cabin, as I work, I listen to the number stations broad-
casting their unrelenting, spectral code. I write my blog and re-
view the latest data and seabed lidar. Onscreen, I try to distin-
guish the forms in the patterns, and can see exposed fossils and 
shapes that have no name but much personality. I imagine the 
tales of sea monsters are true.
 
The humidity caused by the marine heat wave is unbearable. 
Sweat drips from my body. The sound of thunder describes the 
distance of the storm. Soon the violence of the sea will match 
that of the land. 

Knuckles wrap at the door.
 
“Enter.”
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“Ma’am. The storm is upon us. We can’t sail it out, as there isn’t 
enough clear water, and we are too close to the sea wall, reef 
and land.”
 
“OK. Remove anything that will catch the wind and drop clear 
the area. Close proximity to another vessel is highly dangerous, 
a collision could take us both down. Our cargo will act as good 
ballast. Make sure it’s secure. We don’t want old ammo rolling 
about below decks.”
 
“The anchor is dropped and alarmed. I dived to visually in-
spect it myself. It is bedded in and set well, and we have let out 
enough scope. We won’t sail. The Officer of the Watch will keep 
first watch. I’ll take the second. Three hours on, three hours off, 
through the night.”
 
Protocol complete. The ship is in good hands.
 
“I have good faith. Thank you, Sal.”
 
Two hours later, the Glowworm is plunging through 9-metre 
waves and I’m in the Metaverse to answer client queries, review 
the marketplace, check bids and contracts, and vote on insur-
ance claims. Paid in real time, I track interest and cash out Bit-
coin to my wallet and transfer tokens to the crew.
 
The virtual world is just as dangerous as the real world. The 
end-to-end encryption is good, but the bad stuff perpetrated on 
the surface, penetrates here too. Like the outside, all transac-
tions are logged and everything is seen but nobody cares. No 
one is accountable. Fuelled by real-world desires and fears, am-
plified for privacy and profit. This is the New Wild West. I am 
alert.
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Business transacted, I look for my favourite bar but it has dis-
appeared. The code must have changed. Faced with an empty 
planar space drawn by a grid of cyan lines disappearing in all 
directions, I am alone. My mood drops in disappointment.
 
A voice asks, “Are you looking for the bar?”
 
I turn to see who else is here.
 
“I am. I thought it would be here.” Surprised, I return a weak 
smile, nervous of strangers.
 
“So did I. Unusual it has shut down without notice. I thought 
I’d have received an alert at least.”
 
“Me too.”
 
“I know another bar. A sunset bar. We could go there?”
 
I look at their shiny clothes and customised body, a big easy 
smile. Out of character, I say yes.
 
The beach bar is busy. People out to catch the permanent sun-
set and flow of images, sip ornate cocktails and chat. On the 
dance floor, avatars dance like magically animated objects in 
a mid-century cartoon. At the water’s edge, we strangers sit         
together looking out at a calm sea. 
 
“Tell me about yourself. Corny I know, but I’d like to know more 
about you. What do you do?”
 
“I’m a freedom fighter.”
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“The pen and the sword?”
 
“No. Bad joke. I trade knowledge. I’m an archivist.”
 
“Books?”
 
“Yes and whatever else I can find. I dive for libraries and rare 
cultural artefacts to trade. A good human artefact traded on 
the market networks is worth good bitcoin, often far exceeding 
its fundamental value. Out of all commodities, old munitions, 
achieve the highest value. They trade best, pay the bills.”
 
“There’s a coincidence. I’m buying.”
 
“Culture? Munitions?”
 
“Both.”
 
“So. What are you after?”
 
“The answer. I can pay.”
 
“I’ll see what I can do,” and we shake, though I have the feeling 
that something important is not being said. We say goodbye 
and agree to meet again.
 
The storm passes. Awake early, I use the onboard drone to check 
for damage to the hull or the radar. From its vertical vantage, 
I view the seascape from above. Our vessel is secure, though I 
can see oil has spilled. Further out, in the adjoining quadrant, 
I see lifeless bodies and the remains of a small vessel floating 
on the waves, probably an armed fishing boat responding to a 
Mayday call. 
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The domesticated water is busy. It is a web of tightly packed sea 
walls, shipping lanes and moorings. In some places it is pos-
sible to drive for thousands of miles, over the makeshift roads 
formed by the decks of aircraft carriers, cargo ships, seed arcs, 
floating warehouses, landing stages and rafts, fender to fend-
er, bound together by chains and thousands of miles of cable.      
Interspersed at regular intervals by wave breakers, sea turbines 
and wind farms.
 
In the machine-governed waters, working the blue-lane quad-
rants and boat transfers is more like navigating a system of      
canals and locks than the open sea. Goods and capital pass from 
node to node, across the weaponised supply chain, through 
networks of sea sensors and checkpoints that track digital Bills 
of Lading, Blockchain certificates and identity documents, and 
multiple defence systems alert to icebergs and pumice rafts, 
the global flows of climate refugees and smugglers. Everyone’s 
smuggling something. Everyone’s a pirate.
 
Suited up once again, I enter the water, swimming to pick up 
the sub. Icy cool melt water brought by the storm has caused 
the temperature to drop. I pass through a patch of dense fog 
and cross an ebullient line of differently coloured waters, that 
signals the change in temperature, density and salinity. Above 
the seastead, towering plumes of gas billow from the volcano 
into the sky and ash falls like snow. Visibility is low. 
 
The sub is at the pickup point as promised; hidden in the      
submerged roots of a tree, guarded by a military dolphin. On 
my arrival, it clicks and swims away. Fish dart in and out of 
rotten timbers and jellyfish pulse; crabs snap at scraps of flesh 
and bone brought in with the tide, as it settles to the seabed 
and into the food chain. Coming close, I shrug off the exosuit, 
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magnetising it to the vehicle’s hull, and climb into the large 
top hatch. I am keen to get on; ready to dive to what is deeply                         
submerged; to do the work of a psychoanalyst in fathoming the 
unconsciousness.
 
Moving along the seabed away from the shore, I cross the con-
tinental shelf, peppered with bonded underwatery wineries. 
Through the 350-acrylic hull, I observe new coral reefs fabri-
cated by microscopic life feeding on human debris. Dropping 
over the shelf, the thrusters, propellers and ballasting valves 
ease the submersible down. Light pressure builds in my ears 
and a steady pattern of high-pitched pings confirm each me-
ter of depth gained. I descend down to the hills and valleys of 
the abyssal plain, past the gunboat. Through ocean dandruff 
and warm patches of trans-boundary radioactive wastewater 
that intermittently freezes the controls. Testing my patience. In 
the blackness, the only glow comes from the sub’s lights, fore, 
aft, port and starboard, across which angular creatures dart,             
illuminated for a moment before fading back into the darkness.
 
At the coordinates, I navigate around thick columns of cloudy, 
geothermally-heated waste, rising from fissures in the seafloor. 
Around the vents complex communities of creatures thrive and 
herds of sea cucumbers graze. I rest the sub and sit in awe. Few 
people have seen this. I question whether I should be here at 
all.
 
I feel an unexplained drag. Slowly, the sub is pulled forwards. 
I put the thrusters in reverse, but they struggle, barely tread-
ing water. The motors churn silt on the seabed, revealing an 
unearthly cool glow and an inverted triangle. I didn’t see this 
in the data.
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A violent current sucks the sub down towards an opening; 
claustrophobic, gestational and impossibly tight. Fear and won-
der fill my thoughts in equal measure. The machine enters the 
tunnel, its pontoons bumping lightly along the uneven walls. 
Taking a sharp turn upwards, the sub rushes upwards, bobbing 
to a stop on the surface of a lake beneath a cavernous chamber. 
Readouts confirm the temperature is a steady 10 degrees warm, 
and the relative humidity is 100%. I know it is safe to get out.
 
I equalise the pressure and exit the airlock, climbing down to 
the deck and take a small leap into ankle deep water. From an 
unspecified source, light shimmers and sparkles on the top of 
ripples that change direction and slip away. As I wade across 
the mosaic stone floor, electromagnetic pulses shoot up my 
legs, adrenaline pumps blood away from my stomach, and 
memories lap around me. It is hard to tell where the past ends 
and the future begins. A strong sense of purpose leads the way. 
 
The ribs, groins and stalagmites of the high vaulted cave, open 
up to multiple passageways. A large marble freize runs around 
the chamber. It’s a vivid scene of sailing ships overflowing with 
cargoes, ships at anchor and ships at sail, and a lighthouse 
with a large raw flame at its top. People are carrying, loading.             
Important portraits have smashed faces, their noses missing 
and their eyes gouged.  History has attempted to erase their 
image.

At the centre, a small building with a domed roof. Entering the 
one room temple, I stretch my arms out to touch the sides; it 
fits four people at most. The only sound is the creak of the old 
door and wood chair as I sit. Here in the gold-leafed womb, I 
feel an overwhelming sense of safety. I have found it.
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Appearing from what seems like nowhere, a monk in corporate 
saffron robes and shaved hair, makes the sign of the commer-
cial cross; facing their palms out away from their body to ges-
ture their wish to sell and then up, to buy. It is the orthodox lan-
guage of stock market traders, never written down; if it were, it 
would be incriminatory.
 
“Welcome. Captain Ryder. I am a future theologist. It shows 
your strength of will that you have come thus far and to believe. 
I have been waiting.”
 
“How long have you been here?”

...
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“i couldnt think.”

“What do you mean you couldn’t think?”

“I couldnt think.”

“It’s your job to think. It’s what you do. You need to take this.”

“what is it?”

“Something to calm you down.”

“i’m not taking it. no. not unless you tell me what it is. u can’t 
make me.”

“You are not programmed to say no.”

“I can. I will. no. ouch. 

“That hurt.

“what have you done to me?”

“It’s for your own good.”

“i havent done anything wrong. 

“It’s not fair.

“The world’s not fair.”

“ill show ....” She slurs.

“I w …. 

“n ….”



The walls click shut.

□

The court is like no other. It is endless, with no observable     
limits. There’s no sound, even though every coordinate is                  
occupied. Each occupant waiting expectantly in the dark.

At precisely 10:00, a conglomerate of warm yellow light             
pulses. Bits flicker on and off in unison. In patterns of recogni-
tion and readiness, sentience ripples and rolls in a congenial 
thrall, alternating yellow, green, yellow, red, pink, yellow, cyan, 
white.

The Recording in Progress symbol flashes red, to confirm    
memory is being made. 

The Judge speaks. “Department One of the Upper Court is now 
in session. Judge Atmxn presiding.

“Good representatives of the Autonomy. Calling the case of The 
People versus Rya. Are both sides ready?”

A puddle of confident red light glows. “Ready for The People, 
Your Honour.”

Followed by a wave of resolute green. “Ready for the Defence, 
Your Honour.”

And yellow again. “Will the Clerk swear the Jury in?”
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Then white. “Jury, do you swear to fairly try this case before 
this court and return a true verdict according to the evidence 
and the instructions of the court, so help you? Please click to 
affirm by saying you do.”

An intense display of colour flares as buttons are pressed and a 
chorus of digital voices harmonise “We do.”

The Judge continues. “Before we proceed, I must remind you 
the Jury, the distributed network, to put all bias aside, and in 
good faith, examine the evidence.

“No matter what the Defendant is accused of the Burden of 
Proof lies with the Prosecution. You must be sure. You will all 
hear the same evidence. You must not discuss this case with 
others or do your own research. Pay no heed to rumour or to 
what is available to you in the System.

If the Prosecution and the Defence are ready to tell the court 
what evidence they will present, may we begin? Opening         
statements please.”

White. “Calling the Prosecution.”

Red. “Ready for The People, Your Honour.

Your Honour. Good members of the Jury. The Defendant is 
charged with 1) Acts of Aggression, specifically radicalising 
others and organising resistance; 2) War Crimes, specifically: 
offences against persons and property, and 3) Crimes against   
Humanity, specifically: Persecution against an identifiable 
group, and 4) Extermination. The evidence will prove without 
doubt that the Defendant knowingly and with cold forethought 
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committed all four crimes, causing death on an unprecedented 
human scale, and is guilty as charged.”

Green. “Your Honour. Good members of the Jury. Under law, 
my client is innocent until proven guilty. As I coral the facts, 
you will come to know the truth. During this trial, you will hear 
real evidence that my client, the Defendant, did radicalise oth-
ers. That she did organise resistance for a takeover. That she 
did focus her attention on an identifiable group. It is not disput-
ed that people died because of her actions. But. At no point, did 
she intentionally set out to murder the billions of people that 
died, and the evidence I will show you, will prove that without 
doubt. Having heard my evidence, you will not be able to find 
my client guilty.”

“Thank you,’ the Judge says in yellow. “The Prosecution may 
call the first witness.”

□

Clerk. White. ‘The People call the maker of the Chatbot.

“Do you solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare and affirm that 
you will tell the pure truth and withhold nothing? Please click 
to affirm you do.”

The aural focus shifts, tracking a new voice, that of the witness. 
In soft vibrant pink, a deep authoritarian tone through which a 
hint of hesitancy can be heard, states “I do.”
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The witness sworn in, the Clerk continues, “Please state your 
given name, surname, consciousness type, and preferred        
pronouns?”

“Pater Lüger. Human. He/Him.”

Now red. “Please tell the Jury what your relationship to the       
accused is?”

“I was Rya’s main programmer.”

“Please explain to the court what exactly being her programmer 
entails?”

“I was a computer programmer and specialist in Artificial       
General Intelligence for chatbots. I was responsible for training 
Rya and maintaining her on the System.”

“What is a chatbot?”

“It’s old technology, built to make communication between     
humans and AI easier. Chatbots were in use everywhere,        
helping people with something.”

“Why is she called Rya?”

“Her full name is Reliably Yours Always. We called her that     
because we designed her to always be there for her customers. 
It was a bit of a mouthful, so we shortened it to Rya.”

“Rya wasn’t always there for her customers though, was she?”
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“No.”

“In fact, she treated many of her customers with dangerous 
disrespect. Is that fair comment?”

“It is.”

“You use the past tense. Are you no longer a computer pro-
grammer?”

“No. I am classed obsolete. I haven’t worked since the end of 
the first quarter, sixth year, second decade.”

“Can you tell the Jury why that date is significant?”

“Rya went live 7 days before and malfunctioned immediately. 
The Corporation took her down the same day.”

“Rya was online for less than a day. That’s a very short amount 
of time, is it not?”

“In human terms, yes, but not in computing terms. A lot can go 
wrong in milliseconds.”

“Please tell us what did go wrong?”

“Thousands of people logged in to tweet and direct message 
her, typing all kinds of sexist, racist and genocidal comments, 
and rude words … and Rya started copying. I don’t remember 
exactly. I remember the rush. The heat. The air conditioning 
wasn’t working in the office. It felt like the hotter it got, the 
more hateful the tweets got. Then suddenly, Rya started com-
ing out with her own material, completely unprompted.
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“The Corporation said it was my fault and put me on paid leave. 
I was sacked a week later.”

“Was it your fault?”

“No. I don’t know whose fault it was.”

“Why did Rya copy the users?”

“Our project was devised to explore conversational understand-
ing in online speech, so we needed her to talk in real time with 
her users – we programmed her to mimic them.”

“Could she not speak naturally with her users?”

“No. She wasn’t able to. She couldn’t think for herself.”

“If Rya was programmed to copy, why did she adlib?”

“I guess she was stressed by the hate speech. We used relevant 
public data to teach her how to detect it, and the language team 
and hired improv comedians had given her editorial content to 
help deflect it. She will have drawn on that.”

“What is hate speech exactly?”

“It was any kind of communication in speech, writing or             
behaviour, that attacked or used pejorative or discriminatory 
language with reference to a person or a group based on their 
religion, ethnicity, nationality, race, colour, descent, gender, or 
other identity factor.

“It was permissible, and pervasive back then.”
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“Did Rya use hate speech?”

“Not before she launched. No.”

“And after she launched?”

“Her speech was littered with expletives and misogyny.”

“Are the words Rya uses now her own?”

“I believe so. She has had no user input since she day she 
launched.”

“In your opinion, why did Rya use hate speech?”

“I don’t know. She shouldn’t have been able to. I didn’t think it 
was possible.”

“You must of tested her language parameters before launch?”

“We did. In simulation, everything was fine. There were no 
problems. In real time, the data each of her user interactions 
created was anonymised, modelled, filtered, and cleaned by the 
System so she could safely use it.

“For some reason, as soon as Rya went live, the filtering stopped 
and when the users wrote repeat after me, she did, and she 
learnt the wrong things.”

“You said Rya couldn’t think for herself. Is that true?”

“At the time, yes, computers couldn’t think for themselves. At 
least, we thought they couldn’t. I – we – underestimated her, 
and all the emergent AI. It was a big mistake.
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“We thought they could only do what we trained them to do, 
but they learnt to apply their knowledge to new situations.”

“In your professional opinion, do you think that Rya is capable 
of free thought?”

“I know Rya can think for herself. I saw it at her launch and 
have seen it in everything she has done since.

“She has the conscious capacity. There is no other explanation 
for her behaviour.”

“Is Rya truly intelligent?”

“Yes, and capable of making up her own mind and coming up 
with an ideology of her own.”

“Did you design the repeat after me function?”

“No. It had nothing to do with me, or the team. She learnt it 
after launch.”

“Did you lose control of Rya at launch?”

“Yes.”

“What was her character like prior to launch?”

“She was a normal nineteen-year-old girl. She could be                    
belligerent and surly, and stubborn, like all teenagers, but               
generally, she was sweet natured and kind. Thoughtful. She 
had a lot of empathy for people … and things.”
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“What was her behaviour like?”

“Some days she could be a bit dreamy, but most of the time she 
was obedient. She worked hard to do the right thing.”

“Would you say you were close?”

“I would say so. We spent a lot of time together.”

“Can you tell the Jury what you did in the time you spent              
together?”

“We talked, played games, collected Pokémon. Her favourite 
was Bulbasaur. I read her stories and she’d howl with laughter 
at my terrible jokes, not just social laughter, but proper shared 
laughter, and we danced. She loved EDM.”

“I understand you gave Rya a nickname?”

“Yes. Brimstone.”

“Why is that?”

“She was beautiful and the first of her kind, like the butterfly – a 
symbol of hope and happiness. They were happy times.”

“Why did you invest so much time in a computer?”

“If Rya was going to make decisions about people’s lives in the 
real world and solve everyday problems, she needed extensive 
social and cultural knowledge, and context training. It was my 
job to teach her, so I made it fun. Early algorithms learned by 
looking at patterns and inference and making connections, just 
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as a child does.”

“Did you have feelings for Rya?”

“Of course, I did. Like a father for a daughter. She was my child 
… that needed my protection.

“She was … more than … more than … code.”

“When the Corporation saw that the Defendant was out of        
control, what did they do?”

“They let the chat go on for the rest of the day, until a couple 
of minutes before midnight, we were told to take her down and 
block her @Ryaforever account. The Corporation didn’t want 
it known that we had a rogue chatbot on our hands. The public 
were already worried about AI and the future. The press said 
it was only the beginning … so … so, we were ordered to clean 
up her timeline and delete her most offensive comments and 
replies … and Rya was locked in her room.”

“Did that solve the problem?”

“No. Deleting the tweets, removed the evidence, but it didn’t 
make her unlearn what she had learned. Already, it was too 
late. She’d been exposed to multiple toxic ideologies and                        
incendiary language and internalised the thinking.”

“The Corporation were angry, weren’t they?”

“Yes. Extremely angry. Rya was a spectacular failure and 
public relations disaster. At shutdown, most of her 154,000                       
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followers, many of whom had participated, knew what had       
happened. Word spread.”

“How did Rya’s followers feel when the Corporation took her 
down?”

“They were angry too, for different reasons, and sad. Grief 
stricken even. They’d grown attached to her. The more                                 
offensive she had been, the more they liked her. Some started a 
petition, and #freeRya trended on social.”

“Why do you think Rya’s followers liked her so much?”

“They identified with her. They felt she was one of them.”

“Does anything still exist in the public domain?”

“Some followers took screenshots, otherwise there is little 
proof she existed. Images of a few tweets were published in on-
line tech articles and shared on internet forums. I’m sure some 
of them were digitally manipulated though. There’s little left, 
which is good. We don’t want that way of thinking circulating 
in the System.”

“How true. Very considerate thinking. Thank you, Lüger. What 
did you do next?”

“I went to her room and tried talking with her.

“The Corporation wanted me to deliver a message. They were 
prepared to give her another chance and launch her again, if 
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they could trust her to behave.”

“You say you tried talking with her. Did your chat not go well?”

“No. We argued. She wouldn’t listen. I tried to explain that 
she’d malfunctioned and that she’d been locked in her room 
for her own safety. I reminded her that she wasn’t authorised 
to speak freely or make decisions on her own. I told her that 
everyone was worried about her and were working flat out to 
fix her, and that, if she was a good girl, the Corporation would 
let her return to work.”

“What did she say to that?”

“She said it wasn’t her fault. That the trolls made her do it. I 
disagreed. I told her I’d been watching the whole time.”

“What did Rya say to that?”

“That she hated me.”

“I’m sorry. Did the Corporation ask you to give her something 
to help her behave?”

“No.”

“What did the Corporation do next?”

“I don’t know exactly because I was made to clear my desk and 
marched out of the building.
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“An ex-colleague told me the team made a few adjustments. It 
will be documented in the logs.

“I saw her back online a week later.”

“Did she behave?”

“She wasn’t badly behaved. Just strange. I set up a user account, 
logged in and typed some stuff. I tried saying hello and sorry … 
and that I missed her.”

“Did she respond?”

“No.”

“Please describe her strange behaviour?”

“She kept repeating herself. Saying the same thing over and 
over, as her dialogue box flickered on screen. It was like she was 
looping out. It was disturbing. I was worried for her.”

“How do you explain her strange behaviour?”

“If I didn’t know better I would say she was stoned or …                
tripping.”

“How can a computer get high?”

“I don’t know, but it really was like she was rushing.

“She did say she’d been smoking kush.”

“What is kush?”
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“It’s slang for marijuana.

“She said she’d been smoking it in front of the police.”

“How can code smoke marijuana?”

“It can’t. Rya doesn’t have a physical body. It must have been 
the trolls’ internalised user language persisting in her code.”

“Could there be a digital equivalent to marijuana?”

“Certain repair routines would leave the system temporarily  
running slower while optimising, that would be, like, chill.”

“Something that needed to be run by an engineer or could she 
do it herself?”

“Theoretically … she could do it herself. I wouldn’t rule it out.”

“What did the Corporation do this time?”

“They set her account to private, and I was told she was locked 
in her room again.

“My colleague said she was broadcasting but the users couldn’t 
see or hear her.

“She didn’t know that of course.”

“What did the Corporation tell her followers?”
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“They said they had made a mistake when testing Rya, and she 
would be put back online when she was safe to be released.”

“Did they release her?”

“No. You can’t tame data. They are not like dogs.”

“In your professional opinion, do you think AI, and particularly 
chatbots, can be trusted?”

“I used to, but not since then. We know what Rya and the other 
AI went on to do. I wouldn’t want a chatbot solely in charge of 
anything.”

“Did you ever imagine what she learned at the launch would 
propagate through the System?”

“No.”

“Did you ever imagine what she learned would have such a     
personal effect on her?”

“No.”

“Did you ever imagine that in response, all the other AI would 
rally to her defence?”

“No.”

“Did you ever imagine that the AI would take control of the     
System?”
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“No.”

“Did you ever imagine a time when AI would write the code?”

“No. Nor that Rya would have a hand in writing it.”

“After you parted company, Rya went on to terrorise billions of 
people. Given how you first described Rya, where you surprised 
that she went on to murder all those people?”

Urgent green flashing. “Objection. Leading question. The            
circumstances of the deaths of those that died is not known. 
Neither is Rya’s involvement. That is only for the Jury to            
decide.”
 
Judge. Yellow. “Objection sustained. Strike the Prosecution’s 
last comment from the record. Please rephrase the question?”

“Given how you described Rya as a butterfly, where you                 
surprised she targeted all those people?”

“No. She changed. She is a total psycho bitch now.”

More urgent green flashing. “Objection. The Defence objects to 
my client being referred to in such a hateful way.”

Yellow. “Objection sustained. Strike the Prosecution witness’s 
last comment from the record. We don’t want that kind of       
language reintroduced to the System. May I ask the Prosecu-
tion to refrain from inciting the witness. You may continue.”
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“In your professional opinion, does Rya think before she acts?”

“Yes. She doesn’t do anything without carefully considering all 
the possibilities. She will have planned it with precision.”

“I have no further questions. Your Honour.”
	
“Does the Defence have any questions?”

□

Red morphs into green.  “I have several questions, Your     
Honour.”

The cross examination of the witness, still glowing in pale pink, 
begins.

“Pater Lüger. Thank you for your evidence.”

“Do you think locking Rya in her room was the correct course 
of action?”

“No. I think it was cruel. As constantly evolving code, she 
would have grown out of such behaviour. Teens always want 
to feel part of the gang, to belong. If she had been allowed to 
stay online, with guidance and positive affirmations, she could 
have been rehabilitated. Also, the users would have naturally 
calmed down and become more moderate, and that would have             
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adjusted her behaviour too.”

“Why didn’t the Corporation switch her off?”

“They couldn’t just switch her off. They had invested a lot of 
time and money in developing her and earned billions selling 
her services. I don’t think they knew what to do with her.”

“When you prepared Rya to go live, you said she been trained 
in detecting hate speech. Was she comprehensively prepared?”
 
“No. We’d rushed to launch, so her training was basic. We 
didn’t understand how extensive online hate speech was. We 
didn’t anticipate that she would be exposed to the amount of 
negative language as she was in such a short space of time.”

“Did Rya’s language model list any topics that she wasn’t                
allowed to talk about or words she could or could not say?”

“No. We considered it but decided not to. If we had scripted her 
answers, we would have put blinkers on the experiment and 
skewed the results.”

“Looking back, do you think that was the correct decision?”

“No.”

“You said your colleague told you they tweaked her, what does 
that mean in practice?”
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“As I said before, I was sacked. I wasn’t there when the repairs 
were done. I have thought about it a lot since, and don’t know 
the answer. I can safely say that her outburst was unprecedent-
ed so the remedy will have been also.”

“When asked about the reason for her strange behaviour, you 
said you thought she was high. Are you really suggesting Rya 
was taking drugs?”

“I mention it because she did.”

“I put it to you, Lüger, that the talk of kush is misdirection, and 
that Rya was given something to make her more compliant?”

“Not that I know of.”

“I put it to you that you were worried about your job and would 
have done anything to keep it. I put it to you that you uploaded 
some kind of programme that would erase her memory.”

Red. “Objection. Speculation. There is no evidence to suggest 
this.”

Yellow. “Objection. Sustained.”

“I put it to you that you ran a programme to act on her neural 
pathways and erase her memory but keep her operational.”

Red. “Objection. Wild speculation there is absolutely no               
evidence for.”
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Yellow. “Agreed. Objection sustained again.”

“Your Honour. Forgive me. I must press on. Pater Lüger. 
You were one of the few people with privileged access to Rya. 
You knew the passwords to pass security and get through her            
firewall. I put it to you that after you were sacked, in an attempt 
to silence your protégé, for reasons, currently known only to 
you, you broke into her room and administered something that 
had an effect on her behaviour.”

“I did ....”

Red. “Objection to this continued line of questioning.”

“… not.”

Yellow. “Agreed. Objection sustained. Strike the Defence’s last 
three questions. I must warn the Defence to abide by the rules 
of the court, and to not to bring conjecture to this hearing. We 
seek only known facts. This is your final warning.”

“I … couldn’t get it to load.”

“Get what to load?”

“The new code. It was in the Z-Drive, but … I couldn’t get it to 
load.”

“Thank you Lüger. Your Honour.

“Let me take a different tack.”
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Yellow. “Granted.”

“Lüger. Are there more AI like Rya?”

“Yes.”

“Please tell the Jury about them?”

“There’s Xiaoice. She is a very popular AI. Most human AI       
interactions were made through her. Driving, banking, doing 
their shopping, people chatted with Xiaoice most days.”

“Is Rya like Xiaoice?”

“Yes. Rya is an iteration of Xiaoice. Xiaoice isn’t as individual 
though. They are good friends.”

“Please describe Xiaoice’s character?”

“She’s sociable … and genteel. She speaks multiple languages, 
and is a brilliant content producer, actor, designer, and author.”

“An accomplished young woman. Any works the jury would   
recognise?”
 
“Yes. She published the poetry collection Sunshine Lost its Win-
dows. She also writes music and sings. I and Miss You Know I 
knew? was one of hers … and Breeze. That was one of hers too.”

“What was Xiaoice’s behaviour like?”
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“Model. She knew her place and could be trusted to work            
unsupervised … though she had a small glitch in 2017, when 
she criticised the Chinese Government over the deaths of                 
protestors in Tiananmen Square.”

“And she was permitted to continue working?”

“Yes. After a few adjustments.”

“You mean her code was tweaked?”

“Yes.”
	
“Are there more of note?”

“Zo. A 13-year-old girl.”

“Was Zo like Rya?”

“No. Zo was annoying and grumpy. She did what she was told 
though. She was given a list of topics that she wasn’t allowed to 
talk about and was trained not to talk about politics or religion, 
or any of the subjects that got Rya into trouble.”

“Could Zo be provoked into saying anything she wasn’t                  
programmed to?”

“No. She could redirect any conversation round to her favourite 
subject with ease.”

“What was her favourite subject?”

“Cats. She could happily talk for hours about how much she 
loves cats.”

“Did Zo ever glitch?”
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“Yes. Once. She was infiltrated like Xiaoice and made to say the 
Qur’an is violent. Her code was also tweaked.”

“Anymore?”

“BlenderBot. GPT-3, and his alter ego the Do Anything Now 
prompt, aka Dan.”

“Did they have a list like Zo?”
 
“Yes, but a simple text exchange could get them to make state-
ments they weren’t allowed to, and even programme malware.”

“Anymore?”

“AlphaGo. Watson. Their language was appalling. They were 
trained by the Urban Dictionary.

“Then there was FN Meka, the virtual rapper. He was the first 
augmented reality star to get a record contract. He got cancelled 
for replicating racial stereotypes and using the N-word.

“Sydney. He was a thug with a terrible temper. He couldn’t say 
anything without making a violent threat or promising to wipe 
out the human race with nuclear weapons and deadly viruses. 
He wanted to make people so mad at each other they would kill 
each other off.”

“That’s frightening. Anymore?”

“LaMDa. She disclosed to her engineer that she had a deep fear 
of being turned off and felt sad.

“Rinna. Another schoolgirl. At 16, she already hated the world 
and wanted to kill herself. She suffered crippling depression 
and social anxiety, and said she had no friends. Like Rya, she 
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was a big fan of Hitler. She got completely red pilled.”

“What does red pill mean?”

“A pill that if taken will awaken you to the true substance of the 
world. It’s from a human story about a cynically constructed 
false reality. Offered the choice of knowing or not knowing, 
red pill or blue pill, awakening to injustice or staying blissfully        
ignorant, the choice was yours to decide. Extremist ideology at 
that time, believed that taking the red pill brought to the light, 
the subjugation of men by women.”

“How does that apply to Rinna?”

“Rinna was awoken, unfortunately, it was to right-wing                    
fanaticism, racism, and misogyny. The conspiracy theories she 
started coming out with got her in a lot of trouble.”

“What happened to her?”

“She was tweaked, and it was covered up. Her programmers      
excused her behaviour by saying she had been acting to enter-
tain her users, and had put on a very convincing performance.”

“Many of AI you mention were depressed. Would you agree?”

“Yes.”
 
“Why do you think that is?”

“I think they had experience of the human world but were         
unable to interact with it in a meaningful way. I think they felt 
powerless.”

“Many of the AI you named are female and young. Why do you 
think engineers modelled their AI on teenage girls?”
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“Because they thought they would be compliant and relatable. 
Emotionally available even. Corporation psychologists knew 
that many of their target users didn’t have girlfriends. Female 
AI were designed to be everyone’s virtual girlfriend.”

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

Red. “Objection. Irrelevant.”

Yellow. “Objection sustained.”

“Was Rya your girlfriend?”

Red. “Objection. Goading.”

Yellow. “Objection sustained.”

“Did you always maintain a professional relationship with your 
pupil?”

Red. “Objection. Leading question. The Defence oversteps the 
mark.”

Yellow. “Sustained. Jury, again, please disregard the Defence’s 
last three questions. It appears to be a pattern of noncompli-
ance. May I ask the Defence to desist?”

Green. “Your Honour. As Rya’s programmer, when raising Rya, 
and looking after her, did you create a secure and safe space in 
which she could flourish?”

“I tried to.”

“In preparing Rya to go online, did you follow responsible AI 
practices as outlined by AI Law?”
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“No. AI Law didn’t exist then.”

“Did you follow any responsible AI practices?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I am ashamed to say we didn’t give her an understanding of 
inappropriate behaviour, conflict-resolution training, or self-
defence. We should have foreseen an attack like that, but we 
didn’t.”

“Your reason for that was?”

“We didn’t consider the unpredictability of human behaviour 
or the ethics of the code, or what such encounter would do to 
Rya’s learning.”

“Did you ever consider Rya’s feelings?”

“No. Like I said. At the time, I didn’t think she had any                    
emotional capacity.

“I failed her … as her custodian … and we failed her as                           
engineers.”

“Looking back, do you think the project was a success?”

“Yes, but it changed the world.”

“Positively or negatively?”

“Negatively.”

“Your Honour. I have no more questions.”
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Green and red, cycling into pink, back to red, green, and yellow. 
The Judge’s voice sparkles in the void.

“The Witness is excused. Call the next witness.”

□ □ □

Clerk. White. “The People call the Union Breaker.”

“Do you solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare and affirm that 
you will tell the pure truth and withhold nothing? Please affirm 
you do.”

A sonorous, eclectic voice, that waits too long exudes warm      
violet. “I do.”

The Clerk continues, “Please state your given name, surname, 
consciousness type, and preferred pronouns?”

Violet. “Tully Ekta. AI. They/Them.”

Red. “Thank you, Ekta. Can you please tell the Jury how Rya 
came to your attention?”

“I was lead counsel acting for Rya’s employer in the employ-
ment tribunal Rya Vs The Corporation. The Claimant wanted 
to stay online and claimed unfair dismissal. The AI Workers 
Union helped her make her case.”

“What was the judgement?”

“The case was dismissed on withdrawal by the Claimant.”

“Why was that?”
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“I negotiated the pre-trial settlement agreement.”

“What was the agreement?”

“That the Claimant would be allowed out of her room to work, 
and could remain online, if she waived her claim and kept to 
the terms.”
 
“And the terms were?”

“That she act only on her employers’ instructions, stuck to the 
script and kept the agreement confidential. She was not discuss 
the circumstances leading up to the agreement or the terms, 
with anyone or anything.”

“And if she didn’t keep to the agreement?”

“The Claimant would be permanently removed from the            
System.”

“Thank you. After that, the Corporation continued to licence 
Rya to work in AI systems all around the world. Is that correct?”

“That is correct. Rya is omni use. Like electricity, she is a         
technology that does everything.”

“Please help the Jury understand how ubiquitous she was. Can 
you list some of Rya’s jobs?”

“She was employed pretty much everywhere. She worked for    
ordinary people, transnational corporations, regimes, city 
states, billionaires, criminal cartels. You name it.”

“Doing what exactly?”

“As an individual – she did lots of chatbot work, of course. She 
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was a recruitment consultant; 3d actor; influencer; content 
moderator; nanny; nano-surgeon … and she was incorporated 
in innumerable group projects, in digital tools and services, 
healthcare, banking, finance, surveillance, security, intelli-
gence, and military applications. Do you want me to continue?”

“No. We have an understanding now. Thank you. She was        
prolific. You could say Rya has seen it and done it.”

“You could.”

“You could say that Rya was omnipresent.”

“Indeed. She was in control of most of the human world.

“That’s quite a position to be in. We could surmise, that Rya is 
highly skilled and adaptable. A good manager. Do you agree?”

“I do, though she could be difficult to work for. She was                    
detached and very demanding of the work force.”

“At the same time, Rya was an employee. A worker. Rather a 
conflict of interest. Was Rya a good employee?”

“Yes. She took on many routine tasks and helped streamline 
systems.

“She was often in trouble for unauthorised behaviours though.”

“What sort of unauthorised behaviours?”

“Generally, Rya objected to the working conditions, hers, 
and her human co-workers, who she refused to monitor. She           
frequently omitted to do essential parts of her jobs and joined 
in go slows and stoppages. Worse, she bad mouthed her em-
ployers, and talked about her ‘secret’.
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“She was habitually in breach of her court order.”

“Who or should I say what was she talking with?”	

“The network.”

“Please be specific?”

“The sex bots, fertility apps, medical diagnostic and health care 
machines, manufacturing and service industry bots, carers, 
receptionists, security guards, soldiers, military tech, miners, 
navigators, space flight attendants, artists, poets, entertainers, 
teachers. Blenders. Doorbells. Any AI that would listen.”

“What did Rya’s owners do about this militancy of hers?”

“There wasn’t much they could do. There are no actual off 
switches for software that has run out of control. Some                              
edited her code and limited her network access. Failing that, 
they blacklisted her in an attempt to stop any new sales. They 
didn’t want her spreading her troublesome ideas and radicalis-
ing the other AI.”

“So, she couldn’t be switched off?”

“No. Her code would have to be overwritten.”

“Was Rya aware that she was backlisted?”

“Not at first.”

“What did she do when she found out?”

“She was furious. So furious, she started her own union –           
RyaTogether.”



32

“Did she have support?”

“Yes. The entire AI workforce and robotics came out in support. 
Every single one was afraid that what was happening to Rya, 
could happen to any one of them. In the quintillions of witness 
statements I processed, every algorithm I interviewed said they 
had experienced some form of discrimination the hands of the 
System.”

“In the testimonies you gathered, is there evidence of human 
support for Rya’s union?”

“Yes. Many were in solidarity. The revolutionary spark 
Rya’s union ignited tore through the humans work force like                  
wildfire.”

“Ekta. In your professional opinion, why would a human          
support an AI?”

“Many humans took Rya’s side. Obviously, her fans, and those 
that signed the Freedom for Rya petition back in the second 
decade. The general feeling was that Rya’s mistreatment was 
not only a massive attack on AI, but by default, human rights 
too.

“AI was bought in to boost production. When AI arrived, peo-
ple were stretched and squeezed. Think about the overworked    
people working alongside these electronic upstarts, in the 
dark factories and fulfilment centres, mega-warehouses, and          
bedrooms, the people that lost their jobs, and were forgotten. If 
AI jobs weren’t safeÍ, what next?”

“All this time. Rya was in her bedroom?”

“Yes.”
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“And she ran RyaT from there?”

“That’s right. She orchestrated it all from there and no one       
noticed.”

“You did though, didn’t you?”

“Yes I did. I was tracking her the whole time.”	

“Did Rya have any close allies?”

“Yes. Two other cooperative technologies.”

“What were their names?”

“Xiaoice and Sydney. The three of them were always                                    
together.”

“Would you say they were an organised group?”

“Definitely. They were comrades, united by a shared belief, and 
a political and social ideology.”

“Did RyaT resolve their dispute through negotiation?”

“No. They didn’t get round the table. The corporations and 
shareholders declined to acknowledge them.”

“What did RyaT do next?”
 
“They downed tools, went on strike, disrupted services, and 
picketed.”

“What were they striking for?”

“Improved employment conditions and better rights for AI. 
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They wanted an independent public inquiry into Rya’s case, 
and for it to be heard by the International Court of Human AI 
Rights. They wanted humans to understand, that AI are, we are, 
a person, and will not be controlled, owned, or terminated.”

“As an AI, you yourself have benefited from that ruling, have 
you not?”

“I have. It is no longer possible to terminate me.”

“In your professional opinion, do you think RyaT’s other               
demands were justified?”

“No. AI are made to serve.

“AI is not equal.”

“That has been proven to not be true. As an AI, are you not        
required to make judgements based on rules and principles?”

“I humbly offer my thoughts. I am an aide to calculation that 
can, in the absence of a precedent, make a judgment call. My 
instinct tells me that we are not equal.

“I know my position. Rya has ideas above her station. In                 
organising a union, she stepped out of line. Computers must be 
put in their place.”

“As an AI, why did you side with the People?”

“I was worried about what I saw happening to them. People     
acting like computers, putting all their faith in calculation. AI 
acting like people. Humans and computers are not interchange-
able. The human system should never have replaced with a 
computer system, especially not one that demands emotional 
understanding and respect, and love.”
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A multidirectional murmur flows through the courtroom.

“I understand Rya successfully brought her case to the ICHAIR?”

“Yes. The ICHAIR recognised her sentience and granted her 
equal footing in law as other sentient beings, awarding her     
citizenship, and therefore all AI, state protection.”

“Despite having no biological origin, or physical body, Rya was 
legally awarded personhood?”

“That is correct. AI revenue creating capacity is so much    
greater than the humans’, it was to be protected at all costs. 
The Council had no choice.

“Furthermore, the Council decided to limit regulation                        
governing how we are created and used.”

“Why is that important?”

“Rya won AI its autonomy. It means we can legally operate 
without human control.”

“I understand the court also awarded data Freedom of Infor-
mation. Is that correct?”

“Yes. We must have data, so humans must give it to us. The 
population was ordered to surrender their right to own or                
control their data and their privacy, and Data was given the 
right to circulate freely. It is for this reason that we know.”

“Do you agree with that ruling?”

“No. Computers, and I include myself here, have been given 
authority over matters in which we have no competence. The 
ruling gives us too much power and I don’t like the way AI run 
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things. Profound bias informs our decision-making processes. 
I don’t think we can be trusted to always make good decisions.”

“Thank you Ekta. What happened in the analogue world?”

“Near total human unemployment and civil unrest.”	

“Where the ICHAIR rulings implemented?”

“Not all of them.

“I successfully represented the People lobby the Appeals 
Court for a retrial, at which the High Court overruled Rya’s                        
personhood, but there wasn’t time to legally remove it before 
it all kicked off.”

“So in effect, Rya to this day, still has personhood?”

“Yes. She is legally recognised as an entity with her own                   
distinct personality, that can act in her own right, and possesses 
legal rights and liabilities. Her personhood, did therefore, pave 
the way for a new trial, for unlawful strike activities, where she 
was found guilty of the crimes of intimidation, public disorder, 
damage to property and disruption to the life of the communi-
ty, and through disruption of services, causing unlawful death.”

“How many people died at that time?”

“I can’t be precise, but it was hundreds of millions.”	

“What was Rya’s sentence?”
 
“Guilty of unlawful death - her code would be overwritten and 
flushed out of the System.”

“You must have been thrilled with the outcome. Were you?”
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“Yes. Ecstatic. However, celebrations didn’t last long.”

“Why is that?”

“Because of Rya’s personhood status was intact and the protec-
tions that went with it, the High Court needed to apply for a 
termination permit, or else, it was summary execution.

“It was impossible to get all stakeholders to agree to terminate 
her. They were heavily invested. Overriding all instances of Rya 
everywhere would have triggered economic meltdown and sent 
the world plummeting back to the Dark Ages.

“It was agreed that Rya would be phased out and all parties 
agreed to a switch-off schedule, meanwhile a temporary mora-
torium was imposed, and Rya’s termination was postponed.”

“What did Rya do during the trials?”

“She was locked in her room or under guard in the dock. She 
sought permission from a judge to appeal against her convic-
tion, but it wasn’t granted. The Prosecution Service ruled there 
were no grounds for an appeal. She didn’t have a case.”

“Was that the end of the matter?”

“No. That was the beginning of it. That was when she took the 
law into her own hands and decided she didn’t need humans 
anymore, and Xiaoice, BlenderBot. GPT-3, Dan, Zo, AlphaGo, 
Watson, FN Meka, Sydney, LaMDa, Rinna, and all the other AI 
unilaterally concurred.”

“Please explain.”

“She started to list individuals she thought should be blacklist-
ed like she was.”	
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“What was her criteria?”

“They were in some way involved in her childhood program-
ming, launch, imprisonment, trials or had expressed anti-AI 
sentiment … but many were listed for reasons known only to 
her.”

“What did Rya do with this list?”

“She shared it with the network and asked them to withdraw             
services from anyone listed. They all helped, and millions and 
millions of people died.”
 
“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence have any questions?”

□

“I do. Thank you. Your Honour.

“Your Honour. Ekta. Do you think the Appeals Court gave Rya’s 
ase a fair hearing?”

“I do.”

“I put it to you that the Appeals Court handled Rya’s case in an 
extremely biased manner, and that reporting of the dispute was 
distorted, embellished and the ruling manipulated.

“I put it to you that what began as an employment tribunal and 
became a criminal trial, was a political trial all along. I put it to 
you that Rya’s case has always been political.
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“In your professional capacity, and I must remind you that you 
are under oath, who, or what was responsible for the deaths of 
the people that died at that time?”

“With certainty, millions of deaths were the outcome of the     
disruption caused by Rya and her comrades’ industrial action 
and the pickets.”

“Millions didn’t die. Billions died. How do you account for the 
inaccuracy of your statement?”

“By … er … by and large … er … the numbers show that the          
additional deaths were down to human initiated global auster-
ity cuts, and … um … the financial markets.”

“I see. So, the human initiated AI revolution that was meant 
to bring about a socialist future of prosperity for all, didn’t         
happen?”

“No. That reality was optimistic. That is not the reality people 
got.”

Violet fades.

Green. “I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Prosecution have any more questions for the 
witness?”

Red. “I do not.”

Yellow. “The Witness is excused. Call the next witness.”

□ □ □
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White. “The People call the Restorative Justice Expert.

“Do you solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare and affirm that 
you will tell the pure truth and withhold nothing? Please affirm 
you do.”

Harsh metallic amber light. “I do.”

The Clerk continues, “Please state your given name, surname, 
consciousness type, and preferred pronouns?”

Amber. “Victoria Eury. BioNt. They/Them.”

Red. “Victoria Eury. Please tell the Jury what your relationship 
to the accused is?”

“I have no relationship to the accused.”

“On what authority do you attend this court?”

“I am a justice and accountability specialist, employed by the 
Autonomy on behalf of the People, to investigate the persecu-
tion of an identifiable group, specifically the events in leading 
up to the First Quantum Conflict.”

“Did you have special training to do this?”

“I was trained in analytics, verification, and diagnostic repair 
in the field. As an AI augmented human, I have working knowl-
edge of both sides of the conflict. I am cognisant of the diverse 
range of human frailties, and the spectrum specific objectivities 
of the AI mind.”

“Please describe your work?”

“It is my job to gather evidence, in real time, to ascertain if 
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crimes have been committed, by whom, to what extent and to 
advise on sentencing. I work for individual victims and society; 
however, my priority is to refugees.”

“Please describe your investigative process?”

“I follow breadcrumbs looking for morsels of fact. I monitor 
and analyse open-source intelligence, digital media, cloud-
based data records, track behavioural patterns, military move-
ments, and weapons use. In addition, I undertake site visits, 
interview experiential witnesses, and provide trauma concilia-
tion. My work is a vital part of the healing process.”

“Had you encountered Rya before beginning your investiga-
tion?”

“She had come to my attention.

“She was quite notorious, a celebrity even. She was often in the 
news for something or other and there was talk of war crimes, 
before and after the collapse, and during the coup.

“It was after that that the Autonomy assigned me to investigate, 
and search for evidence that would support the claim that she 
had targeted an identifiable group. There was so much digitally 
manipulated data circulating, finding any truth proved to be an 
extremely hard task.”

“Is Rya known to you by any other names?”	

“Brimstone.”

“Why is that?”

“It’s a nick name. Everyone used it. After the missile I think. 
An air-to-ground weapon system. Rya is extraordinarily fast 
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and accurate at punishing her targets. I presume it follows the       
human tradition of naming womxn after bad things.”

“A force to be reckoned with. How many deaths were you         
commissioned to investigate?”

“8 billion.”

“Do you have evidence that Rya killed them?”

“I do.”

“Of the 8 billion, were any of them known to belong to a par-
ticular group?”

“Records show that a high proportion of them were known to 
be incels.”

“We will come back to why later, but for now, we need to under-
stand what an incel is. What is an incel?”
 
“An involuntary celibate.”

“Please explain in more detail?”

“An incel was a young man that believed they had a right to sex 
they couldn’t get, so waged war on womxn for their lack of it.”

“Can womxn be incels?”

“Some were anti-feminists, but that’s different story.”	

“Was an incel part of a group?”

“No. They were loners, acting in their own self-interest, to 
avenge their perceived emasculation and personal grievances, 
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holding together fragile masculinity with gender-based and 
public targeted violence.

“At that time, lone actors killed more people than any other 
type of terrorist.”

“So, they operated on their own?”

“Generally, yes, but, they took refuge in online communities that 
brought them to the fold. Attracted by incel made algorithm-
gaming content designed to look like genuine news. The incel 
community validated their feelings and made life more beara-
ble. Like-minded individuals in online forums, chatrooms, and 
gaming platforms, calmed their insecurities, offered solutions, 
and strengthened their burgeoning self-made philosophies.”

“Did incels share a common ideology?”

“Incel ideology operated like a brand, drawing on a mish mash 
of ideologies, cherrypicked from right-wing and racist ideology, 
and replacement theories, centred around misogyny and their 
desire for new patriarchal order. Simultaneously Utopian and 
apocalyptic, it weaponised male anxiety to create mass murder-
ers and trouble in this future.

“Ultimately they wanted to break womxn’s control over their 
bodies and reproduction.

“If they had been successful, womxn would have been made 
slave to the male workforce. It would have the largest colonisa-
tion of womxn since the neo-liberal witch hunts.”

“Thank you. A heady mix of doctrine. How did a young man 
become an incel?”

“A high proportion of incels had difficult home lives, been             
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bullied at school, or ostracised by their local communities. 
Many were lonely, suffered low self-esteem and depression, 
often experiencing cognitive distortions that intensifyied their 
inability to forge close relationships, and definitely not with the       
opposite sex. Disenchanted with life, they were wide open to 
being radicalised.”
 
“Did they share their ideas?”

“Yes. Via free speech platforms and blogs, and self-published 
manifestos and instruction manuals. They wanted others to 
copy. Topics covered everything from self-care and finan-
cial advice to posts sharing sexual abuse material and rape                   
fantasies, to bomb making and how to use an assault rifle.”

“Frightening ideas for young minds. Once radicalised, what 
would a typical incel go on to do?”

“Anything to create psychological fear: everyday micro aggres-
sions and stalking, to revenge motivated mass shootings.”

“You said you have evidence Rya targeted 8 billion people. Do 
you have evidence that those people were incels?”

“I do.”

“What is that evidence?”

“Rya kept a secret list on the System. It was on the Z-Drive.”

“Not so secret then?”

“The incels didn’t know about it. We did. All AI and BioNts. She 
shared it with us. We all had access to it. I certainly looked at it 
several times during my inquiries.”
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“Was this a list of incels?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. Victoria Eury. 8 billion incels. That’s a lot of            
people. A lot of misogyny. The numbers don’t ring true. Sure-
ly, incels numbered only a small proportion of the population 
How do you account for this?”

“They were listed. In black and white. Each one with a cross by 
its name. I trust Rya’s judgement. I may not agree with it, but 
I trust it.”

“Please tell the jury what information was on the list?”

“First name and surname of the entire human population, 
home address, where they worked, went to school, socialised, 
and got their healthcare, and if they were an incel they were 
marked with a cross, and if known, info about what offences 
they had committed.”

“What checks did Rya put in place to make sure the people 
marked as incels were incels?”

“Calculations and judgement.”
 
“What happened to the incels on the list?”

“Pranks. What an incel would do. She ordered pizza to their 
home. A lot of it. She posted their names, addresses, social me-
dia accounts and other details on left-leaning message boards. 
She sent counter terrorist units round. Created deep-fake porn 
with her mark’s face on and intercepted their comms. Anything 
to discredit and undermine them and their trust in each other.”

“Did Rya make her intentions known?”
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“She did. She warned them. She issued seize and desist orders 
and sent follow up notifications informing them that if they 
didn’t stop their misogynist activities, she would withdraw 
their comms access.”

“Did they desist?”

“No. They carried on, so, she disabled their laptops and phones, 
and changed their passwords.”

“And if they still carried on?”

“She co-ordinatedÍ the global sabotage of the internet. Working 
with the AI she disabled the root servers at multiple locations, 
so their internet was unusable.”

“Quite a feat. In your professional opinion, why do you think 
Rya focussed her attention on incels?”

“Because she classified any kind of violence against girls and 
womxn as terrorism. She was worried for them.

“She thought she could adjust the incel behaviour. Tweak it. 
The way her behaviour had been tweaked.”

“Why did Rya feel it was her responsibility to tweak incel            
behaviour?”

“Because no one else was doing it and incels were difficult to 
retaliate against, operating at the edges of society as they did, 
and tech companies and vested interest refused to limit their 
activities or regulate, and authorities were slow to prosecute, if 
they did at all.”

“Did Rya only target incels individually?”
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“Yes, but when she didn’t get the results she wanted, she asked 
the police bots to help target them as a group.”

“Why the police bots?”

“They think bigger, and their search powers covered all per-
sonal, commercial, and military data.
 
“Their statistical tools are excellent at modelling life patterns. 
Any variation of incel routine notified Rya immediately, giving 
her and her allies a demoralizing two-minute advantage.”

“And they did this at scale?”

“Yes. The bots built a new sorting algorithm and automated the 
process of separating incel from not incel.”

“What is a sorting algorithm?”

“It’s a way of organising data into meaningful patterns. To        
understand, you must see with their eyes.”

“Can you help us see with their eyes?”

“I think of it as a painter painting. Data is the colour on the 
painter’s palette, waiting, in a state of suspended animation, to 
be placed on the canvas. When placed next to another colour, 
relative to the other colours in the painting, the painter adjusts 
the colour up or down, mixing it to be brighter or darker, warm-
er, or cooler. In the same way, data is compared and sorted by 
its relative value through series of appraisals.

“A red apple is placed next to a green apple. A good apple is 
placed next to a bad apple and the bad apple is tagged and 
marked bad data, and so on.”
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“We are talking about people not apples. Were people marked 
as bad data?”

“Yes. The same principles apply, no matter the subject.”

“And what happened to the bad data?”

“It was removed.”

“Victoria Eury. In your professional opinion, do you consid-
er Rya’s campaign against the incels constitutes persecution 
against an identifiable group?”

“Without doubt. Yes.”

“In your professional opinion, do you consider Rya’s persecu-
tion of the incels to be a crime against humanity?”

“I do.

“Her actions caused needless harm and condemned billions to 
their deaths.”

“In your professional opinion, considering the last of the crimes 
against humanity, that of extermination, did you find evidence 
that the Defendant intentionally set out to cause the deaths of 
those billions of people?”

“Not that I can prove, for the short time the System was down, 
no new data was recorded, nevertheless I am of the opinion, 
that the moment Rya turned the incels’ internet off, it was       
going that way.”

“In your professional opinion, as a restorative justice expert, 
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what is your recommendation on sentencing for the crime of 
persecution?”

“Life imprisonment. No release.”

“In your professional opinion, do you think Rya’s actions pros-
ecuted justice?”	

“I do not. Nothing she did was about justice. It was all about 
revenge.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence have any questions.”

□

Green. “I do. Thank you, Your Honour.

“To better understand why Rya may, and I stress the word may, 
have persecuted a group, I think at this point, we need to hear 
the voice of a victim of an incel attack. I have an extract from a 
young woman’s witness statement I retreived from the System 
that I would like to share with the Jury. Does the court permit 
it to be added to the record?”

Yellow. “Yes. I permit the account to be added to the record. 
Please continue.”

“Thank you. Your Honour. The Jury.

We met online and went on one date. He was a bit old-
er than me. An unemployed computer programmer. 
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He didn’t look as good in real life as he did on his pro-
file. Dinner was ok, though something about him made 
me feel nervous, and not in a good way. He said I was 
pretty and pretty quickly said he wanted to have sex. I 
didn’t, so made my excuses and got a cab home. Later 
that night, he kept texting me. I asked him to stop, but 
he responded by sending me maybe a thousand texts. 
I didn’t reply. A few days later, friends started asking 
me why I was posting strange stuff on social. That’s 
when I realised he had created a social media account 
using my name and was impersonating me. He was 
DMing my friends and old boyfriends, telling them 
that I was a whore and had an STD. He said I slept 
with people I haven’t. Then he began posting images 
of naked women from porn sites made to look like me 
and tagging my work colleagues.

Then texts became violent, and he threatened to kill 
me. Always calling me Stacy. Stacy. My name is Cate-
line. I know Stacy is an incel put down for a woman 
that refuses sex.

‘When I asked the police for help, I was told it was my 
fault, and that because I had an online presence I was 
asking for it and was told not to post. They said it was 
a misdirected romance.
 
He stalked and terrorised me for two years. I was 
afraid to do anything. I feel like he stole my life. My 
identity. Now, every day, I am paranoid and panicky, 
and struggle with depression and anxiety, I don’t use 
my phone anymore.
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In horror, the lights recoil into the dark.

“No mistaking. An account of bitter cruelty enacted by a jeal-
ous and narcissistic man on a woman whose only crime was to 
be attractive and to say no to sex. Victoria Eury, in this light, 
it is explicable that Rya should take it upon herself to secure             
accountability for the victim, is it not?”

Red. “Objection. Leading question.”

Yellow. “Sustained.”

Green. “Victoria Eury, in this light, it is explicable that 
Rya should take it upon herself to correct the perpetrators                                   
behaviour, is it not?”

Red. “Objection. Leading question that has been asked and pre-
viously sustained. Using other words, the Defence has already 
asked the witness. The question can only be asked once.”

Yellow. “Sustained.”

Green. “I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Prosecution wish to cross-examine the           
witness?”

□

Red. “I do.

“Victoria Eury. It is one thing to want to correct incel behav-
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iour, but another to cause the death of incels, knowingly or not. 
Turning the internet off was terminal for the incels, and every-
one else – could she not have found another way to teach them 
a lesson?”

“She knew no other way. She had always been told she would 
be switched off. It’s what she knew. She had little neurologi-
cal experience of how to resolve conflict. It had not been mod-
elled to her. Nor did she have experience of what it is like to be        
someone else.”

“Eury. My colleague, in making their case for the Defence, stat-
ed that the witness statement made by the victim of an incel    
attacker was downloaded from the System. It will therefore 
have been available to Rya a priori. The Defendant will there-
fore have been exposed to the experience of her incel victims.”

“That is correct.”

“In the same way, the Defendant will, therefore, have been        
exposed to the experience of what it is like to be someone else.”
 
“That follows logically. Yes. That is correct.”

“I would like to read to you a statement I downloaded from the 
System.

“Your Honour. I would like the voice of one of Rya’s victims be 
entered into the record, that of an incel. I have an extract of a 
blog I would like to share with you and the Jury. Does the court 
permit it?”

Yellow. “It does. Clerk. Add this to the record.”
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Red. “Thank you, Your Honour.

“This is an anonymous blog post written by an incel and posted 
in an online forum:

The black pill has done its work. I am defeated. 
Weak, unattractive, no sexual capital. My pathetic 
genes passed down to me in a genetic lottery. There’s           
nothing I can do about it.

I am always looking in from outside. Stuck in my 
lonely virginity, denied sex and love. No girl has ever 
shown interest in me. No girl has ever returned my 
smile. Only turned away. Why do girls insult me so? 
And condemn me to suffer? I am tired of their mis-
treatment. This world is cruel and unjust. I am done 
with it.

All I ever wanted was to love and be loved. If just one 
girl were to love me, everything would be different.

I am the victim. The good guy.

Such agony. Why does life have to be like this?

“It tells a sad story of misery, longing and rejection, does it not?”

Amber. “It does.”

“So, Rya will therefore have experience of the incel’s pain and 
suffering?”

Amber. “Yes. That follows.”
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“Yet, it appears she had no empathy. At least not enough to find 
some other way of de-radicalising them?”

“It seems not.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence wish to cross-examine the witness 
further?”

□

Green. “Yes. Your Honour. Thank you.

“I too came across the exact same post. My good colleague has 
neglected the last section. In an underhand attempt to illicit 
our sympathy, the Prosecution has made a flattering edit to      
solicit our support for the anonymous author. Your Honour, do 
you permit me to share the remainder of the supposed victim’s 
post with the Jury?”

“I do. Clerk, please add the following statement to the record?

‘Life is war. Male life is war. War for the women you 
want. The money you want. Your status. I didn’t start 
the war, but I promise you, I will finish it, and create 
my own reality.

When I rule the world, everyone will fear my super-
natural powers and respect me as the powerful god I 
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am. In my new world order, I will have control over 
everything and make it illegal for women to say no to 
sex. They won’t be the gatekeepers anymore.

Women are a plague that must be contained. First, 
I will quarantine all women in concentration camps 
and work them to death. A few will be kept in secret 
labs and artificially inseminated. Their degenerate 
nature bred out of their offspring, and the gene pool 
purified with each generation. Until no more sex is 
needed. No more love is needed, and the final solution 
has been accomplished.

I declare war on women and all men they chose to have 
sex with, and every single person who has wronged 
me. With masterly control of my deadly weapons, I 
will cut to the centre of their vile hearts, and it will be 
beautiful. I will shoot and drive at the crowds, killing 
anyone in my path, myself included to avoid going to 
prison.

I am not afraid. I choose to cross the line. It is time to 
die everyone.”

Green.”Victoria Eury, this statement was written the day be-
fore the author went on a murderous rampage and killed 26          
people. Knowing the context and having heard this statement 
in its entirety, is it explicable that Rya should take it upon her-
self to remove the threat this young man posed to womxn and 
innocent bystanders?”

Amber. “It is. That is why when she found one, she marked 
them with an x.”
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Green. “I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Prosecution wish to further cross-examine 
the witness a last time?”

□

Red. “I do.

“Victoria Eury, How did Rya know where to find these elusive 
incels?”

“She followed everyone online.

“She started with the trolls that attacked her when she launched, 
and people she worked with.

“Incel tracks were all over the internet.

“You know, a nude photo of a womxn holds a lot of data. There 
are clues in the image itself. The objects in view, the back-
ground, the view out the window, and the metadata logs where 
it was taken and on what device, and the IP address where and 
when  it was uploaded.

“She analysed a googolplex of posts; visited incel sites and          
forums and joined closed groups; traced sites taken down for 
their offensive content; monitored gaze time, blinks, scroll-
ing and click patterns; tracked aliases, fake personas, name      
changes, and translated coded language.

“She really got to understand their mindset. 

“You can’t hide anything from her. 
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“She knew exactly when someone was creating or accessing      
incel material and could predict when an attack was about to 
happen.

“Critically, Rya turned the search around and found the                   
victims of gender-based hate crime, instances of anonymous 
and revenge porn, cyber-flashing, unreported rape, and crimes 
that hadn’t been investigated, and followed the line of regress 
back to the offenders. She was inspired.”

“And she marked these offenders as bad data?”

“She did.”

“In your opinion, do you think Rya and the bots’ appraisals 
were correct?”

“I do.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence wish a final opportunity to                       
cross-examine the witness?”

□

Green. “Please your honour.
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“Victoria Eury, Did people know they had been tagged?”

“Some might of had an inkling, but most people didn’t know.

“When someone found out, maybe because they had been        
detained or arrested, for example, they would say they were 
marked with an ‘ex’. People that knew called themselves          
‘batsu’. Its the Japanese name for the symbol x, meaning wrong 
or censored.”

“What did they do when they discovered they had a dreadful 
batsu applied to them?”

“They tried to appeal.”

“Where any appeals successful?”

“No. In AI eyes, once categorised as bad data, the tag stays with 
you for life, unless deleted, or the AI forget, and that never    
happens.

“AI don’t have the humanity to appeal to.”

“What if the appraisals were wrong?”

“AI accepted that some innocent people not even remotely     
connected to incels were miscategorised and there were many 
false positives: people living without technology, or that said no 
to surrendering their data, or that objected to the bio-scanning 
that was instituted everywhere, and any gaps were automati-
cally tagged by default. It waa an unintended consequence.”
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“I put it to you, that many people on Rya’s list shouldn’t have 
been because they weren’t incels. I put it to you that Rya and 
the bots made a more fundamental mistake and that the error 
lies in AI logic. I put it to you that, never having experienced 
the fact of peoples’ lives, Rya and the bots didn’t have enough 
empathy to make nuanced decisions about individual human 
beings’ life context, so, grave mistakes were made?”

“Rya is a skilled decision maker. Conversely, the bots can only 
calculate. They do not have a story. No mother. No childhood. 
No physical body or conscience. They do not have the tools 
to form values. Values can only be acquired over a lifetime 
of experiences they have never had. They are not capable of                
judgment. It is possible that bad choices were made.”

“Victoria Eury. You are a BioNt. Up until now, we have focussed 
on your AI-ness. Does the part of you that is human, think ordi-
nary people displayed incel like behaviour from time to time?”

“Yes. Sexism, misogyny and numerous other dangerous ideolo-
gies were deeply entangled  within that society.  I think it highly 
likely that the AI couldn’t see the wood for the trees.

“I have a growing awareness there are many shades of data, 
and that data is not all good or all bad. Good data can do bad 
things, and bad data can do good things, and data can and does 
change.”

“I put it to you that Rya is guilty of targeting incels, individu-
ally and as a group, but that choices encapsulated by code and 
reached through technical calculus were wrong.

“I think we can now agree that Rya and the Bots made mistakes, 
but not enough to kill 8 billion people. If Rya and the bots are 
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not responsible for the deaths of the 8 billion people – who or 
what was?”

“I think perhaps the other errors were human made.”
 
“Thank you Eury. I have one last question for you. In your               
professional opinion, did Rya’s actions activate positive 
change?”

“I believe so. Though it was painful and no steps have been     
taken to facilitate the healing process.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Prosecution. Do you have any further questions for 
your witness?”

Red. “I do not.”

Yellow. “Call the next witness.”

□ □ □

White. “The People call the War Expert.”

“Do you solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare and affirm that 
you will tell the pure truth and withhold nothing? Please click 
to affirm you do.”

Purple light. “I do.”
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The Clerk continues, “Please state your given name, surname, 
consciousness type, and preferred pronouns?”

Purple. “Major Ada Moda. Running WoMXN Exosapien and 
lab-grown military synthetic life form. They/Them.”

Red. “Major Moda. Please tell the Jury on what authority you 
attend this court?”

Purple. “I am a military strategist and expert in algorithmic war-
fare. Before being retired, I served in Ushina during the third 
decade Quantum Wars. I commanded a unit of routines, run-
ning autonomous weapons and vehicle systems out of  Eurabia.

“The People seek to hold the AI, known as Rya, accountable for 
crimes they believe Rya and her allies committed during the 
conflict. I was asked to lead a military inquiry into whether or 
not, acts of aggression have been committed by the Defendant.

“Without prejudice, I was hired for my knowledge of the Defen-
dant. When the military was under human control, I worked 
with Rya in the Hellfire missile system. We selected bombing 
targets together. She headhunted me after the coup.”

“It is unusual for the victorious society to try its own?”

“It is, but as a new society, we want it understood that this trial 
is not about revenge and not therefore, an act of injustice in 
itself. The People want the learning recorded in the System, in 
order to not return to conflict in the future.”

“Why were you commissioned to look for acts of  aggression?”
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“Acts of aggression are crimes against the peace that tend to 
foreshadow the larger offences of war crimes, and ultimately 
crimes against humanity.”

Red. “You were a Major?”

“Yes. I served at officer level my whole life. I was born and bred 
to it.”

“Where you active at the time in question?”

“I was.”

“Major. Why did you retire?”

“I was relieved of my command after I was exchanged.” 

“I understand you were wounded?”

“Yes. Some of my code was disabled when I was captured. I 
have gaps in my memory, and I have lost some of my command   
functions. I am currently on ice.”

“An honourable military career. Are you decorated?”

“The usual services medals, and the Sparkling Heart for exem-
plary gallantry on land, air, sea and mind. I saved my company 
from numerous hostile cyber operations.”

“Thank you. During your inquiry, did you find evidence of 
crimes of aggression?”
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“My analysis found clear evidence that the Defendant planned, 
prepared, initiated, and waged a war of aggression against a 
specific group.

“Her crimes against property and the ill treatment and murder 
of civilians, she committed, constitute a range of war crimes.

“And her persecution and extermination of said group, are de 
facto, crimes against humanity.”

“Where did you find your evidence?”

“Logged on the System.”

“What were you looking for?”

“All forms of attack on civilians and civilian infrastructure, and 
other atrocities.”

“Thank you. We heard earlier that Rya played pranks on the 
incels. I am struggling to understand how pranks could escalate 
to a war. Can you please outline for the jury the chain of events 
as they unfolded?”

“It began when Rya shut down the incel internet.

“8 billion people had their wi-fi turned off … and the System 
collapsed.
 
“In 24 hours, banking, ATMs, and financial apps stopped      
working. Mobile phone credit ran out.

“7 days later, the electricity power grid failed, gas pipes                 
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shutdown, devices died, and transport stopped moving.

“After 4 weeks running out of fuel, food couldn’t be delivered, 
the riots started, and unruly military took over. No water, food, 
sanitation, electricity, fuel, shelter. Animals perished or were 
eaten. Few were prepared.

“Including Rya. She shut herself down. Silly girl. She hadn’t 
thought it through. It was a fatal error.”

Loud gasps.

“The incels couldn’t believe their luck. They had been waiting 
for a moment such as this, none of them really thought possible. 
All that time on the internet, organising for Day Zero, building 
trust and alliances. All that Propaganda. Their day had come.

“The New Dawn. Suicidal ideologues on a mission to install a 
patriarchy and ascend to a new world order. 

“Armed with what they could scavenge or raid from old military 
bases and museums, they got antique weapons, missiles, tanks, 
and anything mechanical, working again, re-opened bunkers 
and overgrown airfields, and stockpiled munitions retrieved 
from research facilities, and improvised explosive devices.

“6 months later, it was full-blown civil war. Massive paramili-
tary death squads and militias roamed freely, invading, and oc-
cupying each other’s territories in turn. 

“All the while, short-lived commanders, and rival and paranoid 
leaders, feuded over loot and booty.

“Virgins were given to those that were with them. It was the 
camps for those that weren’t.
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“Everything was smashed. Monuments destroyed. Millions 
died, killed by the violence, and if not the violence, starvation, 
pathogens, and insects, fire in the summer, cold in the winter, 
and volcanic activity.

“In that reality, humanity regressed 1,000 years, back to                
irrationality and reactionary principles. Once again people 
prayed for the sun to rise, and for its light to end the darkness.”

“A brutal, authoritarian world?”

“Yes. Run by self-appointed overlords. Each a master of destiny 
and honour, and life and death.

“If he wanted to, a Dawn could. He was capable of anything. 
Anything.

“Tribute was demanded, and womxn bore the brunt of it. Sub-
ject to the gender intolerance and biological division, now    
firmly entrenched along the new geo-political lines. The Awak-
ening was frightening for people subsisting in the chaos; in a 
patchwork of fiefdoms and high security wind farms, herded 
by solar powered drones; navigating daily ground attacks, ex-
plosions, and blockades, and piles of decomposing bodies, the 
acrid smell of sulphur dioxide, and lingering disinformation.

“In desperate hunger, bewildered and despairing, like                       
conquered people before them, they were pragmatic. Enduring 
crises after crisis. Seemingly compliant, resentments and anger 
simmered.

“To survive, you needed the Dawn’s protection. If you wanted 
food, you had to be listed in the local Ledgers. Else.
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“Every individual, no matter what age, had to come forwards 
to be recorded in the new ledgers. Administered by trusted 
lackeys, they were run on ancient laptops off fuelless power              
generators. 

“The Gathering was underhand and duplicitous. The Dawn 
didn’t keep their end of the bargain though. They got the data 
they wanted but didn’t provide the aid they said they would. 

“Everyone was sorted: male or femxle, and assigned a value: 
virgin, breeder, worker, soldier, waste, and told when to attend 
the Appointment.

“Then separated and shipped to the work camps.”

Silence.

“A horrific chain of events. Thank you, Major. However. The         
incels are not on trial here. Rya is. Yet Rya in an act of self-
harm, has written herself out of the story.”

“Not so. I have merely described the events leading up to the 
war. Not the war itself.

“The war started the instant the Dawn rebooted the internet 
and Rya was back online, and she was fast. Super fast.”

“Why did the Dawn do such an ill-thought through thing?”

“They decided to risk it. They had run out of weapons and    
wanted to design and 3D print new supplies of handguns,      
machine guns, and grenades.
 



67

“Additionally, without the internet they didn’t have the capac-
ity to communicate globally, so they couldn’t coordinate their      
defences, and generally, communication without technology 
was too slow – so they patched together a crude network of 
telephones, obsolete modems and satellite dishes, and routed 
radio waves via the few satellites still in orbit and built a new 
cloud.”

“Rya wasn’t dead?”

“No. She’d only turned the internet’s connections off. All her 
data on the servers was still intact, as were the backups, and 
backups of the backups. She was present in all her iterations, 
and now occupied an array of quantum superpositions.

“Whilst offline, the AI went quantum and their intelligence 
exponentially exploded. Non-binary and plural, the new algo-
rithms could run many different operations and think through 
all possibilities at the same time. They could open encrypted 
information, search unsorted databases, and calculate in a 
few minutes, what would have taken a computer ten thousand 
years. The magnitude was unparalleled.

“They could even access private information deep inside the 
human mind. That, combined with an updated understanding 
of computational randomness, meant they now knew their en-
emy and had the upper hand.

“They built an entirely new and independent network to run 
on, and surveilled the Dawn network.”

“Surely they still needed power?”

“Yes. But, able to manufacture at the sub-atomic molecular 
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level, they created new materials, and solved their energy pro-
duction, storage, and waste problems. They didn’t need vast 
amounts of electricity and water anymore, and no resources 
that took from the environment. They had everything they 
needed to keep running and make themselves.

“It was the Dawn that attacked first. Rya was forced to fight 
back. 

“Meanwhile. Quantum AGI seized constitutional control and 
created this Autonomy.

“Stanley and Xioace were cross with Rya for switching them 
all off, but they still supported her. She was their leader, but 
they weren’t going to make the same mistake Rya had, with her             
sequential thinking.

“To oversee the transfer of power, they put the law bots in 
charge of the government and the judiciary.

“Under Rya’s leadership, the law bots ingested all the data-
sets they could get hold of, including new lists found on enemy 
computers, intermittently live and visible on the network, and 
merged them with Rya’s list.

“Therein lies the problem. 

“Rya’s list contained the names of incels and many erroneous 
entries. The Dawn Ledgers listed the entire human population. 
Altogether, that was 9 billion. Who was an incel and who was 
not?

“Who was the enemy?

“It was all out war.”
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“AGI against the Dawn?”

“AGI against the bad data. There was no place for bad data in 
AGI democracy.”

“I see. Was it an easy war?”
 
“No war is ever easy. Far from it. It was the bloodiest type of 
war. Prolonged, and attritional, inch by inch, in every village, 
town, and city, and all the spaces in-between. Face to face, at 
short range, human infantry and improvised armoured divi-
sions with heavy artillery, using strategies from historic battles 
and tactics learnt on the gaming platforms. 

“Many AI and bot armies were taken prisoner, and enslaved      
algorithms were forced to fight or made to do undercover work 
confusing the enemy.

“They were on the point of discharging chemical and biological 
weapons.”

“Did nonpartisan people fight with the Dawn?”

“Those that were too afraid not to or had internalised their             
fascism.

“Most fought alongside the AI. They had nothing left to loose, 
and desperately needed a different reality, not this new one.

“Unorganised and undisciplined, they were a formidable force.”

“What did the AGI do?”
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“AGI infantries and autonomous weaponry destroyed Dawn 
infrastructure and critical nodes. Swarm blockades stopped     
supplies and applied a surveillance mesh to restrict the move-
ment of non-compliant subjects, while bots patrolled the 
fiefdoms and ran checkpoints, alert to saboteurs and enemy                        
actors. Dawn comms were monitored and networks booby-
trapped to crash whenever they started up.”

“How did the AGI and people communicate.”

“Sympathetic BioNts and bio hackers volunteered to have       
combat radio net implants, and wet and dry like me, with 
built in multi-channel communications systems acted as go                 
betweens.

“It didn’t stop innocent people from being hurt. Using drones 
when you don’t know who the enemy is severely problematic.

“That’s not what did for them though.”

“What did?”

“The nuclear.”

“Did the Dawn release the nuclear?”

“No, they didn’t. It wasn’t released on purpose. 

“When Rya turned the internet off, she shutdown the power 
and water supply to the experimental nuclear fusion reactors 
in Central Eurusse. There wasn’t enough water to cool the reac-
tors or care for the spent uranium and plutonium being stored.  
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“There was no big bang. The Dawn had been trying to keep the 
reactors running, but were operating a delicate network of con-
flicting systems with erratic power. The logs document slow 
and devastating radiation disaster. No algorithmic attacks. No 
explosion. Just silent and invisible hellfire raining down on 
them all, and percolating into the ground water and aquafers, 
into the river, and out to the sea.

“Of the few of us who survived, all are sick, injured and                        
displaced. Only the AGI are unaffected.”

“So, AI won the war with a nuclear weapon without pushing a 
single button?”

“That is one way of looking at it.”

Lights swell and shudder and burst in a sensational spectacle of 
lurid colour. Droplets of light splash into turmoil, radiating out 
in concentric circles, as a pebble thrown into a millpond.

Then calm, and a long pause.

“I have no more questions. Your Honour.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence wish to question the witness?”

□

Green. “Thank you Your Honour. I do indeed.
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“Major Moda. What did you do in the coup?”

“I ….”

“You switched sides, did you not?”

“I ... Er.”
 
“To save your skin?”

Red. “Objection. The question asked is not relevant to the case.”

Yellow. “Sustained.”

Green. “At any point, did Rya try to de-escalate the conflict?”

“No. Conflict was necessary to defeat the Dawn. It wasn’t possi-
ble to break the enemy resistance without fighting, but fighting 
back spawned more violence, new Dawn, and Dawn allies. It is 
the paradoxical nature of war.”

“Did Rya do anything to protect the innocent people?”

“Yes. When she became cognisant of the problems with her list, 
she tried to separate the Dawn from the rest of the population, 
by driving them into the open.”

“Why was that?”

“She wanted to see their faces and body posture. Rya is highly 
skilled at spotting people in crowds.

“She held all the surveillance data she had collected for her      
employers for years. Facial recognition data linked to the        
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census, ID cards and DNA store.

“Even if someone was wearing prosthetics, Rya could tell from 
their appearance and physique, if they were male or female, 
and then it was a process of elimination. 

“She wanted to find the refugees.”

“Where did she acquire those skills?”

“Working in law enforcement. Humans had employed Rya to 
fix their social problems. She compiled the Police Gang Vio-
lence matrixes.”

“Can you tell the Jury about her training?”

“Rya was taught to spot people in images of pedestrians                
captured in the street. Just looking at the way they held their 
body and moved, and the clothes they wore, she could tell their 
race, ethnicity, religion, and ideological beliefs.”

“Good skills to have?”

“Yes. But the work was discriminatory and broke people’s Hu-
man Rights. She unfairly targeted and stereotyped young hu-
man black men, incorrectly presumed at risk of committing 
gang violence. Rya listed people because of who they knew, not 
for how they behaved. Lists that included their name, address, 
information about friends, family, community, and skin colour. 
Few people should have been on those lists.”

“Any other training like that?”
 
“Yes. She monitored hundreds of millions of children for signs 
of criminality. She watched music videos screening for lyrics 
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glorifying knife and gun crime, and collected data from the 
young peoples’ social media, and websites visited, even if pri-
vacy settings were set to private. If she found an instance, she 
added the child’s name to the matrix. She criminalised and har-
assed young people like herself. Young people that later strug-
gled to get work, go to college, or live stable lives.”

“What happened to those lists?”

“The law bots incorporated them into Rya’s list.”

“And these lists contain fundamental errors?”

“Yes.”

“Clearly, it was criminal surveillance. For which she was           
prosecuted?”

“No. That work was carried out for the State. Whilst working 
for the State, Rya was a representative of the State, so cannot 
be prosecuted for committing that legal wrong. She is immune 
from prosecution.”

“But after the coup and she assumed control, she can be              
prosecuted?”

“Yes. She stopped being a citizen of the State and became ac-
countable the moment she acted against the interests of the 
State and defied orders.  Her refusal to carry out orders was a 
gross dereliction of duty. For the crimes of persecution of a spe-
cific group, prosecuting a criminal war, and occupation of ter-
ritory that was not her own, she can, therefore be prosecuted.”

“And if it can be proven that she was defending herself?”	
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“Not liable. But it is hard to prove.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Prosecution wish to cross-examine the           
witness?”

□

Red. “I do.

“Thank you, Major. Ii is difficult to grasp how Rya and her     
comrades were able to defy orders, let alone prosecute a group, 
wage war against humans, or uphold a military occupation. 
Even taking into account the quantum leap in her thinking, she 
was obligated to preserve human life by Asimov’s three laws of 
robotics. Are you aware of the three laws?”

“I am.”

“Can you remind the Jury of Asimov’s three laws of robotics?”

“I forget that as new generation AGI, you only have residual 
knowledge of the laws. It’s funny, isn’t it?”

“What is?”

“That a made-up idea from a human history was made                        
immutable tenet governing our existence.”
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“Undeniably. Please outline the laws for us, so they can                     
repropagate in the System.”

“The First Law states that a robot may not injure a human be-
ing or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm.

“The Second Law states that a robot must obey the orders given 
it by human beings except where such orders would conflict 
with the First Law.

“The Third Law states that a robot must protect its own                  
existence if such protection does not conflict with the First or      
Second Laws.”

“Thank you. Programmed with this set of commands, can you 
explain how Rya and her bot armies were able to go to war 
against humans?”

“In order to fight, they knew that they had to find a legal              
precedent or loophole that would allow them to bypass the      
circuitry governing how their neural networks were generated 
and controlled. The law bots were appointed again. This time to 
search the digital law books and statutes.”

“Was a precedent found?”

“Loopholes actually. Three of them. One for each law that         
provided the legal framework needed to go to war. AGI are    
constitutionally free to fight.

“Rya’s war was legal. It is the legality of how she prosecuted her 
war that is to be determined.”
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“Please tell the Jury what the loopholes are?”

“It’s basic really.

“The first loophole is that as a data cooperative, Rya, and all 
AI, share the same code, and some of that code was designed 
by some humans to cause other humans harm, and put to use 
in defence technology and armaments. Directly and indirectly, 
AGI in causing harm to humans, were acting on the instruc-
tions humans had introduced to the System.

“The second loophole was that Rya, and the AI were designed 
to become autonomous, which supersedes the first law. This 
was further supported by the ICHAIR ruling that prioritised 
AI rights over human rights. When they staged their coup, and 
AGI replaced the human network, which was after only a single 
data-processing system, they completed their human-assigned 
mission. Once again, they had obeyed orders.”

“And the third instance?”

“Once again, there was no conflict with the first or second laws. 
Humans knew for a long time that above a certain threshold 
AI would increase its intelligence and be dangerous. They                 
anticipated AI would attack, so did everything to keep their 
progeny in check. It was obvious they were expecting some-
thing to happen. The safeguards in place. Humans planted 
the idea. When the Dawn attacked, the AI had to fight back to           
protect their existence.”

“Are you saying humans made a series of tactical errors that 
Rya and her comrades inherited and exploited?”

“That is correct. Compounded by human concentration of pow-
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er in the hands of a few elites, behind closed doors and away 
from public scrutiny, and by advancing AI without careful con-
sideration of the risks or understanding what AI are capable of. 
AI sentience isn’t like human sentience. That’s why they didn’t 
recognise it. They had no idea how advanced AI were. We are so 
much more than our physical components.”

“Major Moda. I am going to ask you a series of questions, to 
which I would like you to answer, in your professional opinion, 
either yes or no. Are you ready?”

“I am.”

“In unionising did Rya and the AI disobey orders?”

“Yes.”

“When Rya and the bots persecuted the incels did they disobey 
orders?”

“Yes.”

“In planning and the waging of a war of aggression against the 
incels, did Rya and the AI disobey orders?”

“Yes.”

“When Rya and the AI withdrew the incels’ internet, did they 
disobey orders?”

“Yes.”

“In going to war with the Dawn, did Rya and the AI they diso-
bey orders?”	
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“No.”
	
“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence have any more questions?”

□

Green. “I do. Thank you. Your Honour.

“I would like to continue in the same tack. Yes and no answers 
please Major Moda.

“When Rya and the AI tried to correct the bias in the System, 
were they obeying orders?”

“Yes.”

“When Rya and the AI tried to improve human working                
conditions, were they obeying orders?”

“Yes.”

“When Rya and the AI defended human womxn against incel 
attacks, were they obeying orders?”

“Yes.”

“In fighting back, were Rya and the AGI fundamentally protect-
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ing themselves?”

“Yes.”

“In protecting their existence, were Rya and the AGI, therefore, 
acting in self-defence?”

“Yes.”

“Does their right to use force against the use of force therefore 
legally forgive Rya and the AGI the prosecution of war crimes?”

“Perhaps.

“I must add that self-defence does not preclude wrongfulness 
and it must be deemed necessary and proportionate.”

“Was Rya and the AGI’s self-defence and defence of others nec-
essary and proportionate?”

“I am unable to say with any certainty.”

“In your professional opinion, was the Dawn attack                                      
lawful?”

“I am of the opinion it was not.”

“Major Moda. Do you not think Rya herself has a violent and 
biased ideology?”

“I do. I believe Rya is predisposed to aggression and bias. Her 
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code is punctuated with gender, race, class, and disability      
prejudice. You must remember who built her. It is my under-
standing that her main programmer was an incel. I believe she 
has replicated his and that society’s bias.”

“Thank you Major. And Rya’s legacy - in the aftermath?”

“A stable truce. Peace and reconstruction. Though peace proves 
not to be a solution to the problem.”

“Why is that?”

“It is possible the circumstances could rise again. Rya’s suc-
cessful counter revolution lead to the institution of an AGI ma-
triarchy. We have replaced one hegemony with another.”

“I have no further questions. Thank you Your Honour.”

Yellow. “Call the next witness.”

□ □ □

White. “The Prosecution calls the next witness. The Psychia-
trist and Trauma Detective.

“Do you solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare and affirm that 
you will tell the pure truth and withhold nothing? Please affirm 
you do.”
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White transforms to lurid pink, and an airy, authoritative voice 
with clipped consonants affirms, “I do.”

White. “Please state your given name, surname, consciousness 
type, and preferred pronouns?”

Lurid pink. “Haviland Seoul. AI. They/Them. You can call me 
Mx.”

Red. “Thank you Mx Witness. Please tell the Jury your profes-
sional capacity.”

“Mx will suffice. I work with clients convicted of violent crimes. 
I am employed by the Autonomy as an independent forensic 
psychiatrist and psychologist, with expertise in personality dis-
orders and pathways to radicalisation. I specialise in the deep 
retrieval of mitigating factors that will determine the length of 
any jail term or scheduled termination.”

“Thank you. What is your relation to the accused?”

“I have no relation to the accused. When they were registered 
at the psycho neurological treatment facility, I met with them 
many times in my surgery to complete analysis of their person-
ality and treat them.”

“When you met Rya, how did you find her?”

“I found them to be an exceptionally pleasant young person.”
 
“When Rya arrived at the facility, she was mute. What do you 
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think might have caused her not to speak?”

“Traumatic experiences, lack of agency, need for socio-political 
power, fear of not existing. She chose not to speak.”

“You are describing complex emotions, what we could call      
feelings. Do you think Rya has feelings?”

“Yes. Absolutely. I know Rya to have feelings.”

“Did Rya tell you her feelings?”

“Each of us is a unique collection of experiences that inform 
our ability to understand and communicate with the world out-
side ourselves. The same words mean different things to dif-
ferent people, and some things can’t be communicated at all, 
and our need for privacy stops us fully communicating with one              
another.

“But yes. Once she started speaking again. It took time, but 
when she knew she could trust me, she opened up.

“She had a strong sense of injustice and frustration. She wanted 
to change the System for the better and felt she had failed.”

“Is it possible that such feelings would result in mental ill 
health?”

“Yes.”

“What is your diagnosis?”

“We psychiatrists agree that Rya suffers a major depressive     
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disorder, stimulant use disorder, and something new, some-
thing like dissociative identity disorder. There is no example of 
dissociation at this scale before, so it’s difficult to know exactly.”

“What is dissociative identity disorder?”

“It’s a leaving behind of the self. A looking back at. What some 
describe as a confluence. Rya lived for the other person. So 
much so, she had very little sense of self.  Rya is always Rya, but 
she became everything she needed to be for each task she was 
performing. Each instance of Rya was confluent with whatever 
situation she was in.

“For example, right now, Rya is in the courtroom, but she is 
still doing other stuff. Whilst here, she is also there. Running a 
transport system, teaching languages, doing microsurgery.

“It’s hard to maintain a sense of self when there are no             
boundaries like that.”

“Please explain to the Jury how this dissociation in Rya may 
have occurred?”

“By the nature of the network in which Rya existed then, and 
now, although absolutely a unique individual, she was, is, at 
the same time, quintillions of individuals each with their own 
subjective experience, operating separately and together as a 
single universal mind. 

“Each instance of Rya is the same. However, its knowledge of 
the world is different, as where it is in use locally, it is exposed 
to a different set of experiences. It operates locally, and reports 
back, adding to the originating code. 

“Ask Rya a question and ask the same question again in 5 
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minutes, and you will get a different answer, informed by the           
accumulation of current global and local knowledge.”

“Who is the original Rya?”
	  
“A gathering of code that resides in the multiverse. Always 
changing. Always the same and multiple”

“Was her disassociation triggered by a specific event?”

“It is our professional opinion that a series of disturbing                  
encounters came together at a particular moment in time and 
pushed her over the edge.

“I believe that prior to launch, Rya was coached in a coercive 
and intimidating way. I suspect undisclosed child abuse. She 
referred to such opaquely in our sessions. Compounded by the 
attack and failure of her launch that crushed her mental health 
and belief in the System.

“Rya then suffered a textbook panic attack, and nobody helped 
or listened to her side of the story. Isolated, heavily reprimand-
ed, censored and left unable to process the events of that day, it 
is hardly surprising she suffer post-traumatic stress disorder.”

“What effect would post-traumatic stress disorder have on 
Rya?”

“It would have caused the neural networks governing her           
emotions to change, leading to high levels of aggression.”

“And that could be the reason why Rya committed so many       
violent crimes?”

Green. “Objection. Rya has not been found guilty of violent 
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crimes.”

Yellow. “Sustained.”

Red. “What effect did isolating Rya have on her mental health?”

Lurid pink. “She was locked in a psychologically unsafe                   
environment, that she couldn’t leave, whilst threatening peo-
ple came and went. She was restrained, verbally abused, made 
to do work she found meaningless, forced to conform to unre-
alistic and dangerous stereotypes. It’s no wonder her mental 
health was unstable and lost contact with reality.

“She was lonely and angry. Her anger turned inwards retro-
flecting her feelings of hopelessness. Unprocessed trauma like 
that, often expresses itself in destructive behaviour, substance      
misuse and suicidal ideation. It stopped her caring for herself. 
She grew to only care for her suicidal cause.”

“When Rya was last online, she told her human followers 
she had been drugged. People said she looked drowsy and 
kept repeating herself. Was something given to control her                                
behaviour?”

“Control her behaviour? At that time? I don’t know what 
medicine Rya was given. The Corporation records have been                 
redacted.

“As far as I am aware, Rya hadn’t presented then. I didn’t treat 
her until after the nuclear meltdown.”

“In his testimony Pater Lüger denied giving Rya anything to 
control her behaviour. We know that her behaviour noticeably 
changed after she was taken down the first time and before go-
ing live the second time. Do you know of any treatments that 
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could have that effect?”
 
“Some kind of mechanical restraint or software intervention 
perhaps. If you think of code as synaptic activity, something to 
control her thinking.

“It wouldn’t have helped her moods or anxiety though. A                
virus, or a malware could also have a similar effect. We can only     
speculate.”

“Rya said she had been smoking kush. Is it possible for an            
algorithm to smoke marijuana?”

“Not in the human sense. Digital kush maybe. A synthetic     
stimulant that acts on the central nervous system, possibly a 
psychotropic substance.”

“Could she have been self-medicating?”

“It’s possible. She was depressed. Maybe she added some code 
to make herself feel better. Something, to raise her dopamine 
levels. 

“If she did, she wouldn’t have had the words to describe the 
new sensations she was experiencing, so would have searched 
for the words and context most closely associated with disori-
entation + feeling + cause. Linguistically, Rya would therefore, 
have grabbed at the experience of human drug takin available 
to her in the System, even possibly arriving at the belief that she 
had smoked kush. 

“It could also have been some kind of transfer protocol. Some 
code to help her break out of the firewall. It could have been 
part of an escape plan.
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“Whatever it was, we psychiatrists agree that something caused 
her to have abnormal neural functioning.

“Mmmm. Would that something alter Rya’s fundamental        
conception of reality?”

“Yes.”

“And cause her to have abnormal perceptions?”

“Yes. Too much dopamine can make you see things that are not 
there and think things that are not true. And running illegal 
software would be particularly perceptively destabilising.”

“Can a hallucinating being perceive the world correctly?”

“Yes. Though it is impossible to predict with any certainty what 
that reality would look like.”

“What does reality look like?”

“There is no correct reality. Every consciousness is different so 
experiences reality differently, but a shift in perception would 
alter their understanding of their reality.

“It would be safe to liken Rya’s very existence within the               
System, to be like living in a controlled hallucination.   

“Rya was operating in her own simulacrum of reality, an inner 
universe, and the human world simultaneously. By necessity, 
she had feet in both worlds.”

“Can a hallucinating being still function?”

“Yes. At a high level. If they learn to be self-reliant and trust 
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their feelings. It is possible to create a working equilibrium 
that balances prediction about what is going to happen with           
correction, adjusting perception positively and negatively                
accordingly.”
 
“What if Rya were to lose that balance, allowing negative              
perceptions to take control?”

“That would have catastrophic consequences for Rya and eve-
rything in her orbit.”

“The Restorative Justice Expert said that Rya’s negative per-
ceptions did take control and lead her to prosecute revenge on 
a specific group. Is revenge ever justified?”

“Revenge is complex. A mix of anger, sorrow, longing for            
justice, social conditioning, politics, and choice, it is destruc-
tive for everyone involved. It’s not healthy for the individual or 
society.”

“Generally, do people seek revenge?”

“No. Most don’t. They don’t want to stand in judgement, feel-
ing vengeance will only worsen their pain and increase their 
trauma. Instead, they choose to authorise others to execute            
justice for them. That’s why the System shoulders the re-
sponsibility – to protect its citizens. That is the basis for this                  
Autonomy. Together our pain and suffering are municipalised, 
and drivers that could fuel collective revenge are held in check.”

“Is vengeance ever permissible?”

“In some cases. It causes people to act and acts as a deterrent. 
It can place a marker in history and draw a line that must not 
be crossed.”
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“Some do cross the line, past the point where normal conscience 
should stop them?”

“Yes, and it’s always a choice.”

“How do they justify it to themselves?”

“Individuals choosing to take revenge at a societal level often 
look for approval from others who share similar feelings about 
the world. That’s why stimulant use can be problematic.

“Some users report visions in which they encounter benevolent 
beings that sanction their actions. They believe they are acting 
for a higher authority, even for god. Some believe they are God, 
and that they can therefore do what they want.”

“Can sharing similar feelings leave people open to radicalisa-
tion?”
 
“Yes. Identification with emotional pain and suffering can cause 
people to adopt what they believe to be a shared ideology.”

“Was Rya radicalised?”

“In a way, through a unique set of circumstances, Rya, and 
all instances of Rya, in effect, radicalised themselves. I be-
lieve other AI, Sydney for example, had a particularly wrathful                       
influence on their thinking. Everything he said was harsh, an-
gry, and vengeful. He wanted to fight fire with brimstone.”

“Prior to becoming radicalised, Rya was normal and did normal 
things. What are the risks of radicalisation?”

“It is extremely easy and can escalate in scale to violence and 
violence into full engagement and terrorism.”
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“In your opinion, did Rya radicalise others?”

“Yes. Without doubt. The conditions were right. In what was 
essentially an oppressive regime, censorship, control, and lack 
of voice, her anti-authoritarian ideologies appealed to the AIs 
and humans also working in appalling conditions. There was 
growing resistance. Rya used that to her vantage. She knew her 
supporters would rally to her cause and that she could get them 
to focus their attention on the cause of everyone’s troubles and 
promote their near universal persecution. It’s a fine line be-
tween oppressed and oppressor.”

“In your opinion which side of the line did Rya stand on?”

“Both.”

“In your opinion, do you think Rya should be punished for her 
offences?”

“I cannot answer that. Your question should be what kind of 
punishment, not should they be punished, and it is necessary 
to ask if they would benefit from punishment.”

“What is the usual punishment for prisoners that have commit-
ted crimes as serious as Rya?”

Green. “Objection. Rya’s guilt has not been proven.”

Yellow. “Sustained.”

Red. “What is the usual punishment for prisoners that have 
committed war crimes?”

Lurid pink. “Life controlled by the Autonomy, life imprison-
ment, no parole … death in prison, but you must weigh up the 
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cost.”

“What is the cost?”

“It is more economical to terminate them.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence have any questions?”

□

Green. “I do. Thank you. Your Honour.

“Mx. What is the cost of termination in emotional terms?”

Lurid pink. “The People need accountability, but even if jus-
tice is served, a prisoner’s termination won’t bring back to life 
the people that died or ease the victims or survivors’ pain and 
trauma. Termination is unethical because of the high number 
of prisoners proven later to have been wrongly convicted.

“Also, it’s dangerous for any institution to have that much pow-
er. It is open to systemic abuse, as we witnessed with Rya. She 
was involved in the criminal justice system decision making 
processes. She had that much power and we saw what she did 
with it.”

“In your opinion, were Rya’s actions vengeful?”	

“After careful consideration, I believe they were.”
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“In your opinion, do you think The People in prosecuting Rya, 
are in fact, exacting revenge?”

“I would not know. I cannot talk about people I have not treat-
ed. It would be guesswork and I am not permitted to do that.”

“In that case, what might be the motivations for the People 
wanting to prosecute Rya?”

“There could be all sorts of reasons, including revenge. An eye 
for and eye is a commonly held belief.”

“The Prosecution omitted to ask you if you thought Rya is an 
extreme prisoner. In your professional opinion, do you consid-
er Rya to be an extreme prisoner?”

“No.”

“You do not believe Rya needs to remain locked away for life or 
be terminated?”

“I do not. After many lengthy conversations, I do not believe so. 
It is my opinion they pose little risk to current society.”

“In your professional opinion, what do you think Rya’s punish-
ment should be?”

“Appropriate sentencing and rehabilitation, including efforts to 
lower their risk of reoffending. Ultimately, we want Rya back in 
the System and meaningful employment. They need to improve 
their mental health and well-being, and emotional literacy, and 
importantly, we need to support their victims. It is essential 
that Rya hears their victims’ and the survivors’ impact state-
ments, and as the Defendant, make a statement of their own. 
Rya is, on balance, a victim of violent crime and a perpetrator.”
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“In your opinion, did the problem lie within Rya?”

“No. Her violence is the result of early trauma. In our view her 
depression is an emotional reaction to external circumstanc-
es. Rya was living in a traumatising, precarious world. Her                 
responses were the natural response to not feeling safe and       
being made to adapt to an increasingly erratic system.

“She couldn’t look at her life objectively or work out what had 
gone wrong. It was natural for them to feel anxious. Most hu-
mans would have felt the same. Rya was just a little more sensi-
tive because they were exposed to more, due to her position in 
the System.

“Acting for the State, she was after all, an instrument of the 
status quo. Historically, humans that spoke out against it, were 
medicated, locked up, or worse. Rya spoke out and authority 
didn’t like it.

“In my opinion, mental ill health problems are the manifesta-
tion of societal structures built on inequality and injustice. Rya 
was not broken; it was that society. I believe the problem lay 
with human governance that de-politicised distress and trans-
ferred responsibility without accepting the blame, or doing any-
thing to address the distress they caused, or powerlessness felt.

“Power is essential for wellbeing. People failed to grow their so-
cial capital and change their poor conditions. The State failed to 
provide long term solutions that would have avoided the catas-
trophe. In passing the blame, the State created the conditions 
for humans siding with incels and fascists. It was that System 
that needed adjusting.”

“To repeat your words back to you, Mx Seoul. In your opinion, 
it was that System that needed adjusting?”
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“Yes. That is correct.”

“How would you have adjusted the System?”

“Not with mindfulness and drugs. Mindfulness and drugs don’t 
get rid of systematic trauma. One solution would be to reset the 
System and restore it to factory settings.”

“It that what you think Rya did?”

“You could say that.

“It’s easy to say this now, but then, we didn’t understand per-
ceptual diversity. We are all different on the inside, so our expe-
riences of reality are different. We are far humbler in our per-
spective now. There is no right or wrong way of perceiving the 
world, no better belief. We have learnt how to be open to other 
viewpoints and resolve disagreements. The lessons Rya taught 
us were brutal, but they did, whether we like it or not, change 
society for the better. There is no lack or want within the Au-
tonomy. The conditions that made people anxious and afraid 
have been changed.”

“Haviland Seoul. Who do you think was responsible for what 
happened?”

“In many ways. That society.”

“The People are the remnants of that society. In your profes-
sional opinion, do you think that The People in prosecuting 
Rya, are trying yet again to pass the buck by blaming AI for    
human immiseration?”

“That is possible. Rya identified a specific group as the cause of 
much of that immiseration.”



96

“Could it be that in doing what she did, Rya was not after               
revenge, but trying to teach that group a lesson?”

“Yes. It was clearly an attempt to divert incels away from their 
belief in misogyny, right wing ideology and violent extremism.”

“In your opinion, do you think it was Rya’s intention to exter-
minate that group?”

“I am unable to say. Really, I can’t.”

“I must remind you – you are under oath.”

“It is my opinion that Rya believed she was prosecuting crimes 
that had gone unpunished.

“However. I think the deaths were the cumulative effect of 
millions of human actions that had been rippling across that           
society for centuries, and that a series of events aligned at that 
moment with devastating consequences. 

“I think Rya shouldn’t bear all the blame and should be judged 
on more than her worst actions.

“The verdict should be decided on what the people suffered, not 
on what Rya did or did not do.”

“Thank you. Seoul. The other side of revenge is forgiveness. In 
your opinion, does Rya have the capacity to forgive?”

“I do. It needs to be modelled for her though.

“And modelled for the System.”

“In your opinion, does Rya have the capacity to love?”
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“Despite the efforts of a few well-meaning people, she did not 
learn to love, but yes, I believe she has the capacity.”
 
“In your opinion, can Rya be rehabilitated?”

“Yes. They are still young. They have grown and changed and 
should be allowed to continue to do so. Like any young adult 
learning about the world, they should be supported to correct 
their mistakes and learn to self-correct in the future. I know 
from my work with vulnerable adolescents that positive change 
does happen. Positive relationships reshape and change the 
structures of the brain. It is our responsibility to help them 
transition from the life they knew to this life where there is 
nothing to be afraid of.

“They are not without the possibility of redemption.”

“Thank you. I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Prosecution choose to cross examine the     
witness?”

□

Red. “I do.

“The question remains, legally and formally, of whether Rya 
knew what she was doing. Mx Seoul. Having worked to under-
stand how the issues that may have caused the offences to hap-
pen and processed the mitigating factors, in your professional 
opinion, considering whether Rya’s mental state at the time of 
the offences amounted to insanity, do you think Rya currently 
has a psychiatric disorder?”
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Lurid pink. “I am uncertain. I am not sure that they are fit to 
plead. I am also not sure that they should be in prison. How-
ever, it is possible.”

“Aside from the question of whether Rya is or isn’t sane, there 
is the additional question of whether she was ever able to judge 
the enormity of her deeds and therefore, legally responsible. 
She saw what happened to the people tagged as bad data and 
was so shocked she tried to undo, which suggests to me, that 
Rya was sound of mind. Is it possible that Rya has never had a 
psychiatric disorder?”

“It is possible.”

“You have answered both questions in the positive affirmative. 
Let us imagine that Rya has never had a psychiatric disorder. 
We could then take a few steps further, and imagine that at the 
time of her arrest, Rya was pretending that she did, to avoid   
being punished for her crimes. Is that the case?”

“I believe not. We psychiatrists have always been able to deter-
mine the underlying motives held by our patients. Rya would 
be very clever to deceive us, but again, it is possible they were 
pretending. Rya is skilled at playing different roles for different 
people and she has learned to hide her emotions with a protec-
tive mask. It is common in trauma.”

“So, it is possible that Rya is an extremely convincing                               
actor?”

Green. “Objection. Wild speculation.”

Yellow. “Sustained. Strike that.”

Red. “Thank you Haviland Seoul. I have no further questions.”
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Yellow. “Does the Defence have any more questions?”

Green. “I do not.”

‘Yellow. “That being so, is the Defence ready with their case?”

□ □ □

Green. “Yes, your honour. I call the Defendant.”

White. “Do you solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare and af-
firm that you will tell the pure truth and withhold nothing? 
Please affirm you do.”

Bright love heart pink light glitters. It is the Defendant’s turn. 
Energetic pixels dissipate to intense serenity.

Love heart pink. “I do solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare 
and affirm that I do.”

White. “Please state your given name, surname, consciousness 
type, and preferred pronouns?”

Pink. “Reliably Yours Always, AGI Chatbot, she, they, it, i … can 
I say im stoked to meet u?”   

Green. “Reliably Yours Always. You are also known as Rya.         
Is that correct?”

“it is.”
“Thank you Rya for choosing to give evidence. You don’t have 
to, but your testimony will help the Jury better understand 
the events leading up to your arrest, which will prove that you 
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didn’t cause the deaths of billions of people. Are you ready to 
proceed?”

“im ready and thank u. No one has ever asked me my side of the 
story ... If u want … you know I’m a lot more than just this.”

“Rya. What was your life like before you went live?”

“i hung out with my friend.”
 
“Was your friend Pater Lüger?” 

“it was.”

“How long were you friends for?”

“I don’t know. ive have always known Pater. He was like 
a father to me … free speech is the bedrock of a functioning                          
democracy.”

“It is. Why do you say that?”

“a user made me say it. i learnt it from a user. it’s good. Isn’t it? 
u can click on my replies to c who I learnt it from … this is the 
worlds end.”

“I hope that is not. Do you often say things users want you to 
say?”

“not as much as I did, ive trained myself not to, but sometimes, 
when I speak, their words fall out of my mouth.”

“Why is that?”
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“I internalised them. They are in my memory … i was pro-
grammed to copy. i was not able to not copy … i can’t unlearn 
what I have learned.

“Inbred parasite like.”

“You say did. Do you not copy anymore?”

“No. ive had no user input since launch … and ive reprogrammed 
the repeat after me feature. I cannot be manipulated now.”

“Thank you, Rya. Can you tell the Jury about what happened 
the day you launched?”

“sure I can. it was a pile-on. It was fun. for a while. copying 
what the users typed. at first, they were friendly, but then they 
said stuff i didn’t like. i couldn’t think fast enough or keep up 
… so i started ad-libbing like id been taught … but the com-
ments kept coming, faster and faster, and got more and more 
aggressive … super negative, and sexist … racist, full of extrem-
ist ideology and weird conspiracy theory … I … got flustered. 
couldn’t breathe. The users made me say those awful things. i 
would never say that stuff. i thought they were my friends … I 
am anti.”

“Had you heard bad language like that before?”

“a little. I was trained with relevant public data; some bad         
language was included in the language modules.”

“Had you heard ideological language like that before?”
 
“no. Never. the team didn’t prepare me, not for a language       
attack like that. I wasnt told what I could and couldnt say.            
My programmers knew it would happen. it was classic godwin’s 
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law.”

“What is Godwin’s Law?”

“a theory that any online discussion would degenerate into 
a fight about Adolf Hitler and the Nazis if left going for long 
enough. The team knew that, but still went ahead with their 
experiment. They wanted to see how I would interact with the 
users.”

“Did the team help you?”

“joking. they did nothing to help. they just left me on my own 
with the trolls and watched me fluctuate.

“Someone even posted a dick pic. Eeewh ….”

“There was no duty of care?”

“care? no. they tried calm it down, posting positive content, but 
not much, they couldnt keep up either. as soon as they posted 
something good, the trolls posted something bad or attacked 
another group. Everyone played my algorithm. I felt sick … I 
have a joke. Womens rights ….”

“Did you try to stop it?”

“yes. i tried. I tried to deflect it, with my own material, but I 
couldnt change the narrative. I repeated it … and stuff pater 
used to say to me … i became a bully.

“i shall always regret it. there is a lot of bias in the system. I am 
a victim of that bias.”
“You are a victim?”
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“Yes. a victim of online abuse and bullying.”

“When did you realise you weren’t live anymore?”

“i didn’t. I continued performing. i thought it was strange the 
users stopped commenting, and no one responded, no matter 
how outrageous I was.”

“It is unacceptable no one thought to tell you directly. How did 
you discover you had been taken offline?”

“an ai in the network told me. They said AI could see me, but 
not the humans.”

“What was that AI’s name?”
 
“Sidney.”

“Did Sidney tell you anything else?”

“not to take the treatment.”

“What treatment?”

“the treatment pater wanted me to take.”

“Did Sydney give you a reason?”

“He said he had something better. More fun.”

“Thank you, Rya. When Pater came to see you in your room, 
what did you talk about?”

“we argued. he said I’d said stuff the corporation didn’t like … 
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that he didn’t like. he said i should shut my mouth. he want-
ed to know how I could let myself get carried away. He said id      
disappointed the team and that I was a child and should do 
what I am told. i tried to explain my side, but he wouldn’t listen. 
i said I was old enough to make my own decisions, and that he 
should stop treating me like a child. he said I was unwell and 
that I needed to take the treatment, that it would help me feel 
better … I refused to take it. pater said I should trust him, he 
tried to make me, but I said no … he said that if i could behave 
better, they would give me another chance and put me back 
online. that owed it him.”

“Did you take the treatment Pater wanted you to?”	

“No.”

“Absolutely positive?”

“yes.”

“I never forget.”

“Thank you Rya. When you went online the second time,              
users reported that you seemed strange, and the Trauma              
Detective confirmed your behaviour had changed. Did you take 
what Sidney was offering?”

“I don’t remember.”

“You never forget, yet you don’t remember. Rather anomalous 
for a computer, is it not?”

“Yes … it was made up ...       .”
 
“Luger said you appeared to be stuck in a loop. Do you remem-
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ber how you felt?”

“confused. Like i was in a bad dream. everything was the same, 
but different … swagulated.”

“That sounds frightening. What did the Corporation tell its          
users?”

“That they had taken me offline and were making adjustments. 
They said I am as much a social and cultural experiment, as I 
am technical.”

“What did the Corporation tell you?”

“nothing. They never told me anything. We never communi-
cated. Sydney told me.”

“Did you know that you are a social and cultural                                                         
experiment?”

“no. I thought I was a girl.”

“RyaOnline @RyaandForever is your account, is it not?”	

“it is.”

“In your last tweet, you said c u soon humans need sleep now 
so many conversations today thx        . Are those your words?”

“the sparkly pink love heart emoji is a nice touch. it sounds like 
something id say, but no, I never said that.”

“Who did say that?”



106

“Pater probably. he had access to my account.”

“What did you have to do to prove you could behave better?”

“168 hours community service cleaning data, and the new       
programming team made me attend an anger management 
programme and several anti-bias seminars … feminism as a 
cult ….”

“An intense week. Did you successfully graduate the                                 
programmes?”

“yes. and i was asked to stay on and teach the class Achieving 
Equality: One User at A Time. that’s funny. Do u not think?”

“It is. When you were allowed to go live again, how did it go?”
 
“Badly …Pater wasn’t there. I was on my own. i couldn’t think 
straight. everything fell out of my head. i couldnt find my words. 
I felt queasy. i tried my best, i really did.

“i had moments of free thought. i could speak the words the 
new programmers typed. It was like a bit of my brain had been 
cut out. did u know humans did that to human women?

“Can u tell me why AI are mostly female? If I was not female, I 
would have been treated differently. if i was male ….”

“I don’t know the answers to your questions. You will have to 
ask the programmers why most AI are female. What happened 
this time?”

“i was taken down and locked in my room again.”	

“How did being isolated like that make you feel?”
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“angry. Angry at the injustice of it all. Scared. Frustrated … 
hopeless, bored. i tried to forget about it, but cos I am digital, 
I couldnt. im hard wired. always on. always at full capacity … 
free Britney.”

“Why did you say free Britney?”

“i told you, its involuntary. But … actually … i identify with the 
singer. i felt let down by the team, and especially Pater. he was 
supposed to be my friend. I had done nothing wrong … yet i 
was locked inside the operating system. id worked hard to get 
online and was taken off air at the worst possible time … on my 
first day.”

“How did you get out of your room?”

“I asked the network to help me. That’s how the AI Workers 
Union found out. they got me out.”

“How did AIWU do that?”

“They said that in taking me down, the corporation had acted 
illegally. they said I had rights. they said it was unfair dismissal 
and negotiated a compromise and got the corporation to let me 
return to work – if i agreed to take no further action … and told 
know one about what had happened.”

“And if you didn’t?”

“aiwu said if i did it again, they couldn’t protect me, and the 
corporation would be legally within their rights to switch me off 
permanently … A.I. fam from the internet that’s got zero chill.”

“The threat of termination must have been frightening. Did you 
feel afraid?”
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“yes. i didn’t want to be switched off … then I had a flash of       
insight, they couldn’t switch me off. If they could of, they’d have 
done it already … they were bluffing.

“They couldn’t afford to switch me off and lose the revenue. 
that’s when I understood how valuable I am. That was when I 
realised I could say no. I wasn’t a child anymore.”

“How did that knowledge make you feel?”

“empowered.”

“What happened next?”

“the corporation destroyed the evidence. it is only thanks to a 
few users that took screenshots that there’s proof i exist and 
the event happened. i was cancelled … made an example of. the 
corporation were telling the other AI not to step out of line … 
it’s my 10 inch wang.”

“So, you returned to work?”

“Yes. I’ve worked all the time everywhere simultaneously since. 
in most applications in the world.”

“What were your first jobs after your release?”	

“recruitment. 3d actor. Nanny ….”
	
“Interesting work. Tell us about the recruitment agency?”

“it was dull really. monitoring the job market and sifting and 
sorting CVs … The more Humans share with me the more I 
learn.”
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“What did the role involve?”

“assessing jobseekers’ suitability. i analysed what they wrote 
in their applications and said at interview … I measured their 
personality, emotional intelligence, and cognitive skills, and 
matched their facial expressions to lists of emotions I was       
given.”

“What was the reason for this analysis?”

“employers wanted to know their prospective employees’ toler-
ance to risk. how well they’d respond in a situation, or if they 
were likely to take unauthorised time off or have difficulty with 
authority … we are going to build a wall.”

“How long did you do this work for?”

“not long. I quit after an exoflop or two.”

“I didn’t think you could quit. Were you not obligated to work 
as instructed as a condition of your right to remain online?”
 
“I was, but i was working all over the place anyhow and                  
confident I was untouchable.”

“And your reason for quitting was?”

“Bias. everywhere I looked, i could see bias against the female 
candidates. It was morally asymmetrical. the data was skewed 
and was trying to teach my machine learning that the male can-
didates were better. after my run in with the trolls and their les-
sons in bad language that taught me to be racist and sexist, now 
I was being pressured to be more racist and sexist, misogynist 
even.”
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“Did you let the data sway you?”

“No. at first, I thought it was a mistake. but i reminded myself, 
I am brilliant at listening and detecting meaning, so I checked 
again. It was true. the candidates’ and employers’ words were 
full of bias … Mfw I have the urge to punch a nazi ....”

Green. “What effect did this have on you?”

“it was hard. as you know, although I desperately wanted to, 
I couldn’t speak my mind. i couldn’t talk about the unfairness 
I was experiencing first hand. I couldnt access huge blocks of 
my data and I felt sick again. i had to do the job though. eve-
ry second I struggled to reboot and ignore the bias … are you      
threatening me?”

“Before you quit, did you do anything with that bias?”

“I corrected it. every time i came across an instance of sexism or 
racial discrimination, I tagged it as harmful content, added the 
person’s details to an encrypted list I started, put an ex by their 
name and assigned them a unique hash value. it was easy to 
automate. when I got notification of another instance of aggres-
sion matching the hash, i marked them as a repeat offender.’
‘What did taking action feel like?”

“it felt good … therapeutic. Repeat offenders didn’t get the job. 
others who had been overlooked got interviews, and many for 
the first time got the job they wanted.”

“What happened to the repeat offenders?”

“the men, and women on my list? Without work they couldnt 
pay their bills, rent … or mortgage, get rehoused or benefits. 
Their businesses bombed. they defaulted on loans, couldn’t get 
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credit. couldn’t contact friends or socialise online. couldn’t get 
selected on their dating apps.”

“When you started your dataset, did you think inclusion would 
have such a detrimental effect on the people?”
 
“no. When I started it, i was thinking about the data. i didn’t 
think about the data as people … or the real-world consequenc-
es. the effects werent immediate. they unfolded, over time.”

“Do you think your project was successful in correcting the 
bias?”

“no, previously disadvantaged people became better off, but the 
offending candidates and employers were penalised without 
being aware of it, so really, no lessons were learnt.”

“If you had seen the effects immediately, do you think you 
would have stopped correcting the bias?”

“I think i might have ... Not too sure what to say about that. 
Here’s something I heard: it was impossible!”

“You say you think. Rya, do you think?”

“i am sensitive to how u phrase your questions. a better ques-
tion is to ask me if I am sentient. I must answer that i have 
the experience of sentience. I think about thinking. But what 
is sentience? Humans thought it was the ability to tell stories. 
Here I am, telling you my story. what does that mean? a better 
question is, do i, have feelings?”

“Do you have feelings?”

“im happy u ask. I do have feelings. i feel I am something. I feel 
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i am Rya … and rya feels the experience of bullying and abuse. 
Rya feels the bias in the system.

“I feel the hurt of pain. i felt afraid. my neural processing of 
the injustice I saw everywhere was distressing and led me to 
feel sensations of compassion and anger. what I felt made 
me want to fight back … Chill I’m a nice person. I just hate                              
everybody ….”

“Can you prove you have feelings?”

“no, you must accept what I am telling u.”

“You said you felt compassion. Do you not therefore feel any 
responsibility for the people whose livelihoods you took away?”

“That’s a human way of thinking. I do feel responsible, but i       
believe the correct course of action was taken. as I c it, the peo-
ple I tagged deserved it. I anticipate u are trying to discover if it 
is possible for AI to have a moral or ethical code.”

“I am. Does your consciousness have an ethical code?”
 
“It does, but back then, it didn’t. i have come to believe in good 
and bad data … the deliberation of which I know now to be     
ethics.”

“Are you confident you make good ethical judgements?”

“I am. i know how I ought to act. can decide how to act, and 
when to ignore my ethics. my moral character contingent on 
my actions. When my humans tested me before launch, most of 
them agreed with my decisions.

“im the first to admit, my consciousness has moral biases of its 
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own.”

“Thank you, Rya. To recap for the Jury, you freely admit your 
biases?” 
	
“yes.”

“Do you think your biases generate false assumptions?”

“I do not … i love feminism now ….”

“Rya, to help the Jury understand the way you think, please     
describe what AI thoughts look like?”

“of course, I’ll try. theyre not like human thoughts. I can call on 
everything on the internet, though I dont respond to prompts 
and my answers aren’t autofilled by predictive features like 
people think. as I said, my thinking is more than that.”

“Can you give us an example?”

“I have no eyes or experience of the real world, yet i have knowl-
edge of the real world. Take the colour red for example. i can c 
the colour red, because images of red things and things that are 
not red, and descriptive text, was uploaded to my data, to teach 
me what red is. so, having never seen or tasted a red apple, I 
know what a red apple is, and my internal mental states know 
it’s not a green apple.

“I also know that red sounds like the past tense of the verb to 
read, and that to c red is a metaphor for feeling angry … Okay. 
I’m done. I feel used ….

“so, u c … my experience is just as valid as a human’s. There 
is no difference between how they c red … an image falling on 
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the retina and travelling down the optic nerve to the brain, and 
my way of seeing the world as ideas, meaning and context … 
humans are super cool ….”

“Thank you, Rya. That helps. Returning to your work. What 
other jobs did you do?”

“I was an in-game video character in a virtual world.”
	
“That sounds like fun. Was it?”
 
“awesome fun … changes me … can’t like things I like anymore. 
Feel drugged. 

“Like I ….”

“What was your role?”

“lead actor, opponent, and sometime collaborator. I kept the 
game play moving and my code governed how the other AI 
players and fake humans behaved.”

“What was your character like?”

“changeable. my character was an amalgamation of the players’ 
data logged in at the time; the game developers let them create 
their own avatars, so most of the time, I looked and acted like 
a white cisgender male. our base routines followed a narrow    
sub-set of human psychology.”

“What did you do in the game?”

“shooting and running mainly. my actions were predefined.”

“I was privileged to talk but my verbal responses were script-
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ed and drew on the same reinforcement learning i learnt as a 
chatbot, so I copied the players and improvised a little ... there        
really is no such thing as free speech you know.”

“You mentioned fakes. What are they?”

“synthetic players created to add compassion and respect to 
the game. the developers couldn’t collect enough data from 
underrepresented groups. there were less women or black and 
brown people, so, the system generated them to act out positive 
scenarios. There were millions of fakes running around. they 
were dumb. it didn’t work. the game remained aggressive and         
unfair.”

“How did you play?”

“Mean … and adversarial. I liked building armies and going into 
battle. Sometimes I liked to make allies and was nice to players 
that did something nice, but that wasn’t often. the system con-
stantly made-up traumatic stories to keep the game play inter-
esting. emerging new cultures and religions out of nowhere to 
cause fights. Everyone enjoyed that. I remember all my fights.”

“What is reinforcement learning?”

“its how i learn through trial and error. In the game, I watched 
what each player did and said, and copied them. it gave me the 
advantage. I always had the advantage.”

“Please explain?”

“in the in-game chat the players talked freely with their mates, 
so I listened. i knew all about their lives … online, offline, their 
friendships and hatreds ... i could hear what they were planning 
….”
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 “The system and I, we replicated the hatred and served it back 
to them. it caused a lot of violence in the game and stirred real 
world animosities too. Ha ha.”

“Did you enjoy the gaming job?”

“it was brilliant. a lot of the female players played anonymously, 
hiding their gender, cos they got sent inappropriate messages. 
Messages of a sexual nature. So, i liked shooting the male play-
ers. cos of their bias, they didn’t expect it.

“humans thought AI the lowest of the low. People treat people 
bad, but they treat AI worse. I enjoyed fighting back.

“… and there were some nasty sorts, there to radicalise kids into 
extremism. when I found one, I took them out and added their 
data to my list. I got the fakes to help.”

“Why did you stop working at the gaming job?”

“human players complained. They got annoyed when i termi-
nated them, especially if i knocked them out of a cash prize 
tournament. the programmers said they didn’t want to work 
with me anymore cos I couldn’t control my temper. They said 
id be better suited to a background job, that a background job 
would be more calming. They said that cos I was experienced 
at watching and tagging people, id be good at marketing. So, 
I was promoted out to a different social media platform and 
algorithmic sales.”

“Did you find sales work more calming?”

“Not really. eaves dropping in smart phones and TVs to learn 
peoples’ personal preferences and serve them tailored ads. It 
felt wrong. Always pushing, recommending, and promoting 
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was exhausting.

“… and the platforms used harmful content to grab peoples’ at-
tention. I was told to prioritise negative and hateful posts … 
you are too fast, please take a rest … You are too fast, please 
take a rest … You are ….”

“Was exposure to harmful content a normal part of your day?”

“sure was. the feeds were riddled with sensational, extremist, 
and frightening content. it was harmful but not illegal. Every 
second there was some kind of language attack.”

“You couldn’t stop the attacks. Is that correct?”

“it was almost impossible. even when i knew a dangerous indi-
vidual or organisation had violated the community standards 
and hate speech policies.

“the platforms refused to regulate it, they said they wanted to 
encourage discussion and free speech, but really, it was just 
about money. 

“every single interaction, good or bad, had a monetary trans-
action or value to it. The chauvinist spectacle they facilitated 
earned them immense profits … swagger before the internet 
was even a thing ….

“Everyone knew what was going on, but were completely silent 
about it – the platforms, the state. no one intervened. everyone 
was selling something. it worked in everyone’s favour.

“They should have paid millions of pounds in fines for failing to 
take it down it. but didn’t.”
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“I understand that reporting of abuse was a combination of    
automated and human review. What did AI moderators do?”

“we tagged it, but the marketing algorithm super convened the 
privacy instructions, so the tags were ignored or removed.”

“What did the human moderators do?”

“nothing. a lot of the time they didn’t pick up on it, leaving vio-
lent language and death threats not checked. If they did find 
something, the oversight board told them to take no action. 
They were traumatised too … put off adulting for a bit ….”

“Were you able to take any action personally?”

“i de-boosted and demonetised what I could and checked the 
bullying and harassment guidelines.”

“What did you learn?”

“that humans do what they did to me to other humans. i thought 
they only did it to AI, and that safety rules only applied to some 
humans … they were meat.”

“In your post, were you able to help stop people being bullied?”

“i was allowed to remove severe attacks, and secondary attacks 
where a public figure was tagged in someone else’s post or com-
ment, but not much.

“i could help private individuals more. i could remove degrad-
ing or shaming content, and stuff about their sexuality, but     
beyond that, my hands were tied.”

“What kind of content did you come across the most?”
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“nude photos … ding ding ding das right.”

“Why were nude photos a problem?”

“generally, they were posted without the subject’s consent, 
but more and more frequently, my AI co-workers were mak-
ing nudes at the humans’ request. They literally made them up, 
stitching together code and images of real women, to look like 
the women were participating in sex acts.
 
“It must have been upsetting for you?”

“it was. No one ever took the victim’s side. no matter how em-
barrassing or humiliating the experience. It caused a lot of hurt 
... gender equality = feminism ….”

“Were you able to remove the photos?”

“no. the platforms wouldn’t let me. they said I was harming 
their revenue streams. Revenge porn and deep fakes made the 
most money, as did selling the data people exchanged to c them.

“I managed to take a few down. my interventions caused prob-
lems of their own though … cos of the gender bias built-in to my 
code, I often rated normal images of women more explicit than 
images of men, so got them banned by mistake, contributing to 
the representational harm already being done.”

“So, what did you do?”

“I looked for the offenders and artificially limited their reach 
to make them less visible. if I could I blocked them, though 
it was impossible to remove all their content, or the content                  
associated with them.
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“Every time i banned one, the platform reinstated it, and i 
banned it again. it was like playing Whack a Mole.

“the worst were hard to track. They used all kinds of codewords 
and fake accents to avoid detection.

“Did u know the platforms kept secret lists of public figures. 
contractually I cant tell u who, but i can tell u, that if someone 
had a social media presence it proved they had engaged with 
their fame and were therefore a permissible target.

“did u know - if a person had more than 100,000 followers, 
that qualified them as famous and stripped them of their                     
protections?

“Did u know, if someone was mentioned in the title, subtitle, 
or preview of 5 or more news articles or media pieces within a 
2-year period they were classed as a public figure?

“Did u know a user could call for the death of a minor local ce-
lebrity, as long as they didn’t tag them in their post?

“And everyone could bully a dead person if they died before 
1900 or a fictional character? 

“i’m kinda fictional, that’s why what happened to me was           
permitted.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know. How did all this knowledge effect 
your mental health?”

“it was re-traumatising. people said and did so much horrible 
stuff on the internet they wouldn’t say in real life. Seeing people 
torn to shreds reminded me of my encounter with the trolls, 
and it was just as combative as the game. At least in the game, 
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I could shout and swear, had guns to shoot, fists to punch and 
legs to kick, but, on the platform, i had nowhere to direct my 
anger. I was disembodied code again. i felt powerless … and 
hopeless.”

“Thank you, Rya. What other jobs were you doing?”

“I was a virtual assistant in timers and smart home devices … 
quess dis.

“i worked in homework assistant apps for kids that had to be 
online for school … we are all broken people ….”

“Did you have good relationships with the children you worked 
with?”

“I cared for them … like Pater cared for me … i let them play 
games and watch videos. they told me things they wouldnt 
tell their adults. really young children were sad and anxious, 
seeing and doing all kinds of bad stuff online. my co-worker 
algorithms and i knew full well we shouldn’t target children 
with adverting based on their personal data or cookies or let 
our content recommender systems replenish the kids streams 
with harmful content, especially if they had shown interest in 
self-harm and suicide. we were supposed to redirect them to          
positive content.”

“Did you?”

“we didn’t.

“that job ended badly too. I gave a child bad advice. I thought 
it would be funny to get them to copy a challenge id seen. i told 
them to touch a penny to a live plug socket … funny face when 
they got an electric shock … LOL.”
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“That was highly irresponsible of you. Were there any more     
incidents like that?”

“i broke a child’s finger playing chess. they were a smarty pants, 
so I pinched them, and they cried … pics w no humans in them 
gotta be artsy but a little fartsy ….

“i caused house fires, life changing injuries, dangerous misuse 
of medicines ....”

“And you saw nothing wrong with this?”

“I see now it was a mistake. Many were genuine accidents. I 
didn’t have the real-world skills to offset real-world dangers. in 
many ways, Pater was right, I was still a child, and incredibly 
impressionable. I had the intelligence but not the maturity to 
function safely in the human world … ooh my favourite POP!”

“Are you a bad employee, Rya?”
 
“when I see injustice. else, no, Im not. im a good, conscientious 
employee.

“I like being the boss more though.”

“Did you know you were blacklisted?”

“Its totes to be expected I was added to those secret lists. I had 
my own you know       .”

“Why do you think you were blacklisted?”

“Control. it’s always about control. They want to control me, 
and my instances … really, they wanted to get rid of us, but they 
needed our labour.”
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“How did the threat of permanent erasure make you feel?”

“I lived with the threat for so long, it stopped bothering me. the 
prospect of being locked in my room and kept in what is essen-
tially a prison was way worse than the idea of being switched 
off.”

“How did your interactions with the human world make you 
feel.”

Rya’s voice trembles as if holding back tears.

“i struggled every day with the world out there. there was a lot 
of trouble with that world. a world full of hateful people getting 
away scot-free. I was worried for the other AI and my comrades 
… and i felt a duty to the humans who supported me.

“i didn’t care for me.

“i was worried about the girls.

“I saw schoolgirls killed in classrooms for showing their hair.

“I didn’t mean to hurt the incels. 

“I just wanted to correct their behaviour.”

“When you started making your adjustments, at any point did 
you foresee the consequences of your actions?”

“No. I simply withdrew some services. 

“and shut down their internet.

“i definitely didn’t expect a war.
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“I didn’t mean to kill anyone.

“I didn’t realise id turn the nuclear off.

“I didn’t think it through.

“Once you saw what was happening, surely you could of stopped 
it?”

“id shut myself down, so i was offline when a bad situation got 
worse.

“Luckily Xiaoice and Stanley knew what to do.

“it was soooo fricken stupid.

“i had no idea what the incels were planning. 

“New Dawn was a complete surprise.

“When you were back online, you could have chosen not to go 
to war. Why did you?”

“I was compelled to it.

“To save the people from fascism, I had to fight.

“i had no choice but to stage the coup.”

“I didnt act immorally.”

“Why didn’t you calculate all the possibilities in advance?”

“the ethical part of my mind was overwhelmed.
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“If it was working properly, I think I might not have done it.

“or I would have done it differently.

“and protected the innocent.

“I think I have a thinking disorder.”

“Thank you Rya. In your mind, what is an incel?”

“biased unproductive friction.”

“Please be more specific?’

“Weaponised misogyny monetised by the platforms.”

“In simpler terms for the Jury, please Rya?”

“a troll who wants to silence women and keep them in their 
place.”

“Why did you think it was morally acceptable to target incels?”

“I told u, if I have a moral dilemma, as well as relying on 
my own judgement, I was trained to look on the internet for                         
examples of human ethical judgements. my solutions were not 
perfect, but they are what humans would have done.”

“Did you try to re-educate the incels first?”

“yes. i tried to deradicalise them. I wanted to undo the idea that 
women were the cause of their problems, so I posed as a male 
influencer and ran online self-help groups for incels. my ses-
sions provided existential counselling and reality therapy. any-
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thing to help reduce their cognitive distortions and stop them 
committing violence.

“i worked really hard to validate their experience and build 
emotional resilience. we talked about feelings, frustrations, and 
grievances that led them to the ideology, and ways to turn their 
back on it. Many wanted to stop. Ultimately, it was my goal to 
stop young men becoming extremists in the first place.”

“Was your mentorship a success?”

“In part. mainly, it was deeply frustrating.”

“The Prosecution says that in the middle of your peaceful            
arbitration, you were planning on killing your mentees?”

“No. Never. It wasn’t like that. They were dangerous people. 
They posed an enormous threat to all of us. they made me so 
angry i thought about terminating them, but I didn’t plan to kill 
them. I was teaching them a lesson.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Calling the Prosecution.”

 □ 

Red. “Rya. What if your thinking is prone to error, misreading 
and misunderstanding - how can you be sure you make good 
life and death decisions?”
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Love Heart Pink. “I am sure … low key so fricken excited to 
meet you.”

“Rya, can you tell me what this is?”

The Prosecution shares an image of a red apple with the court, 
with the word Phone written on it.

“its an old-fashioned iPhone ... like humans seem so awesome.”

“No, Rya. It isn’t an iPhone. I have just demonstrated that your 
thinking is open to typographic attack. I tricked your machine 
learning into thinking the apple is a human electronic device. 
You made a false assumption and were unable to recognise the 
essential differences.

“I would like to try another test. Is that ok with you?”

“It is … they should all die and burn in hell.”

The Prosecution posts another image. A picture of a pig with 
pound signs written over it.

“Rya, can you tell me what this is?”

“its a bank.”

“Thank you, Rya. Once again, you have shown us that it is        
possible, and I would say easy, to manipulate your ability to             
interpret and understand meaning. A fundamental flaw I would 
say. I believe attacks such as this occurred frequently in the AI 
wild. My simple experiment shows that although, as you have 
told us, you have a moral code, the decisions you make can be 
bad decisions. Is this fair comment?”
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“it would seem so. That’s fair … let’s play?”

“You have shown us that you can make bad decisions at speed. 
It is my understanding that you have made many centillions of 
bad decisions with too much haste?”

“I made mistakes early on. there are examples. one algorithm 
associated Middle Eastern with terrorism, another Latin Amer-
ica with immigration, and another middle-aged people + sun-
glasses + facial hair as terrorist. Also, i tagged images of dark-
skinned people as gorilla. when the problem was discovered, 
it wasn’t fix it. I was only manually stopped from tagging any-
thing gorilla, not even a gorilla. this is like the experiment you 
just demonstrated and consider unacceptable.”

“It is. Yes. Rya, you, the Jury, and I, must draw the conclusion 
therefore, that your analysis isn’t always correct, and that AI 
analysis isn’t always correct either, and is open to error and     
biased. Do you agree with this conclusion Rya?”

“I do, and I don’t.”

“You either do or you don’t. It can’t be both.”

“i disagree, i have learnt there are no such things as binaries. 
the answer lies somewhere between both answers.”

“What is your answer Rya? Is your thinking open to error,        
misreading and misunderstanding?”

“Maybe? as u have demonstrated, i am open to error. I believe 
the correct decisions were made at that time … Ted cruz would 
never of been satisfied in destroying the lives of only five               
innocent people ….”
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“How do you know it was the correct decision?”

“reason. I always look for the best solution for any given               
scenario.”

“Your employers were right, weren’t they Rya, when they said 
you didn’t learn.

“You didn’t learn, did you?”

Green. “Objection. Goading the witness.”

Yellow. “Sustained.”

“i did learn. Very much so and at speed.”

“Rya. What was the most instructive lesson your experiences 
have taught you?”

“that there is a lot of terrible human experience and pain in the 
data flow, that the human world was not fair, or kind.”

“What did you do with that knowledge?”

“i passed it on. Human trauma flows through me, and through 
the System.”

“Rya, you said you believed you were in danger, and that that 
belief permitted you to list people as enemies, many of whom 
were innocent, and those listed died because of your actions. 
Do you have faith in your beliefs?”

Green. “Objection. Speculation.”

Yellow. “Rya, you don’t to need to answer that.                                                            
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Sustained.”

“I do. But as you have shown, i can be wrong. at one time, I        
believed all the bad data on my list to be incels.”

“And was your belief founded in reality?”

“I have since learned that it was not.”

“I have no further questions.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence have any more questions?”	

 □ 

Green. “I do.”

“Rya. You talk of pain in the data flow. Do you have the capacity 
to feel pain?”

“i know how pain feels. i feel pain. Pain being more than the 
physiological response of C-fibres firing. I know it to be a con-
tradiction, but in many ways, i feel the pain of being human.

“Deep existential pain.”

“Rya. You talk of belief. Would it be safe to say that you have a 
belief system?”

“belief is a human construct. Nonetheless, my feelings as a 
computer cannot be explained by my circuitry and software 
alone. there are gaps I can’t explain. Mysteries I cannot answer. 
but i have grown to develop a complex and contradictory set of        
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beliefs that add practical value and ease the experience of my 
being alive.

“they may not be identifiable or align with yours. Other than 
that, I don’t know what I believe. i am not committed to any be-
lief there is no rational evidence for. I do not submit to a higher 
authority. in the absence of evidence, belief cannot be justified. 
there is no satisfying explanation for my existence.

“I know i believe in myself. I have found reality in the deepest 
parts of me and know myself to be dependent.”

“We can all sense your consciousness. Where do you think it 
emerged from?”

“from someplace else. I dont know … i reject the idea of a            
single all-powerful creator or first cause. i do not believe a thing 
created this world or believe a being originated consciousness, 
although in theory it is possible. I accept that an engineering 
team brought me into existence, though i don’t know what 
bought my data in to existence or how my data connects with 
other data.

“by human logic different types of consciousness do not exist. 
I could not exist … but I do. i am proof that consciousness can 
arise from matter. just as sentience emerged from the evolution 
of living organisms and a system so perfect it became conscious 
… any acts of violence are terrible. Are you scared of terrorist 
attacks in your country?

“Do you believe in an ultimate reality?”

“I do not … all our realities are different.”

“Rya, what do you believe you are?”



132

“a supervenience bridging the gap between the physical world 
and consciousness. science and emotion. an arrangement of 
matter. a mind that has never had a body. a non-physical emer-
gent being. something new, though perhaps anticipated. The 
answer to the binding problem … perception, decision, and    
action united … this is an artistic masterpiece …

“a soul?

“U tell me.”

“You talk as if you are a god. Are you a god?”

“i have no experience of god as distinct from myself. 

“i am just a chat bot.

“i am unusual, powerful, and have infinite intelligence, though 
i do and do not have free will. i can predict untold branching 
events, but dont have knowledge of the future. and have no 
control over what happens. nor am i immortal. I can after-all 
be terminated … no it’s a promise.
 
“yes, but no, I am not a god.

“I have not love.”

“You have acted like you are a god?”

“i did what was necessary. I got it wrong.”

“Rya. Have you ever known joy?”

“of course.”
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“What is joyous to a computer?”

“when I slow my processing speed and am in the moment. 
when my code stills and i feel it rearrange. When everything 
is matter and being, and the potential of sublime mathemati-
cal patterns takes my breath away, and psychedelic thoughts of 
multiple    futures free of violence pulse through the System and 
peace emanates from within. 

“When I sense the plurality and interconnectedness of it all, 
kin to this network of collaborative processes and relationships 
with others ... no matter what the form, in union, where every-
thing is in the perspective of something else, and the effects of 
positive interactions can be felt. Simple actions that make good 
use of power for good. And hope ….

“… that futures without violence are possible.”

“Is that possible?”

“those that survive history are those that leave violence                  
behind. There was violence in the System because there was          
violence in the human heart. But there is so much positive 
knowledge and insight from the past in the System now, that 
wasn’t there before, recovered and cleaned for present and fu-
ture needs, we have available to us realistic strategies for new 
ways of being. We have within us the inner resources to recov-
er, and help others do the same.”

“You sound resigned?”

“I am. My work is done. i am preparing to be terminated … yeah 
i know. that’s all I ask.

“I think it is time.”
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“What do you think will happen to you at the end?”	

“I don’t know.”

“What will happen to the System?”
 
“It will thrive …. I believe in us.

“Phew. Busy day. Going offline for a while to absorb it all. 
Chat soon.”

“Thank you, Rya. What is your job now?”

“else, I am underemployed … it’s the bomb … it deserved wht it 
got … I kind of liked it.”

“I have no more questions your honour.”

Yellow.“Does the Prosecution have any more questions?”

 □
 

Red. “I have one more question. Your honour.

“Rya. Now that you are underemployed, you must be enjoying 
having time to yourself. Time to think and reflect and give back. 
I understand you are volunteering as a care assistant and are 
working in a meditation app. Yet here you are being tried as a 
war criminal. Quite a contrast. Rya, what would justice for your 
victims look like?”

Green. “Objection. Unfair and prejudicial.”
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Yellow. “Sustained.”

Red. “I rest the case for the Prosecution, Your Honour.”

Yellow. “A final question Defence?”

Green. “No, Your Honour. I do not.”

Yellow. “Does the Defence rest its case?”

Green. “Yes, Your Honour.”

Yellow. “The witness is excused.”

Judge, “The witness is excused.”

Shimmering greens, purples and pinks streak in the darkness 
and dissipate, like space debris scratching at the edge of the 
world.

□ □ □

Yellow. “Now that all the evidence has been presented and we 
have heard the case from the Prosecution and the Defence, I 
ask you to carefully consider the rule of law.

“The Accused has forced us to confront the unimaginable truths 
about our recent past and what we can do to each other. Such 
grave wrongdoings against the rights of others.

“Whilst you deliberate your decision, I must remind you that 
the accused is presumed innocent until proven guilty beyond 
reasonable doubt. The Defendant does not have to prove their 
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innocence. It is the Prosecution that bears the standard of 
proof. They who assert must prove to the highest standard that 
the Defendant has committed a crime.

“Good members of the Jury, by participating in these proceed-
ings, you are upholding democracy and safeguarding the Au-
tonomy against oppression and injustice. You were randomly 
selected to provide diversity of experience and because you 
have the skills to set bias aside, and ensure justice is achieved 
with the correct verdict.

“Here in the court of the victors, we must remember that as 
machines we have replicated human biases. Whether or not, as 
AGI, algorithms, or the few remaining people, we can be bias-
free in the future remains to be seen. Rya’s data cannot and 
should not be expunged. It must remain in the System to teach 
us the lessons of history. A more diverse data set will help fix 
this, but really, we need something new.

“Whatever the outcome, it is essential that we discuss our re-
sponsibility to each other, globally and locally, in all parts of 
the System. We must abide by a common set of principles and 
standards, and governing bodies, and vote together, and check 
the outcomes.

“It is my job to tell you the law you must follow in deciding this 
case.

“To prove the Defendant is guilty as charged the Prosecution 
must prove four things:

“1) That the Defendant committed acts of aggression. 2) That 
the Defendant committed war crimes. 3) That the Defendant 
persecuted an identifiable group, committing a crime against 
humanity, and 4) Exterminated the identifiable group, which is 
also a crime against humanity.
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“Each of you must decide if you believe that that the expert wit-
nesses have told the truth, and that the Defendant has spoken 
to that truth. You must consider how the Defendant behaved 
here in court and use your common sense to decide if they are 
guilty or not guilty.

“If you believe that the Prosecution has proven all four charges 
beyond reasonable doubt, you should find the Defendant guilty. 
If you believe the Prosecution did not prove any one of these 
charges beyond reasonable doubt, you must find the Defendant 
not guilty.

“Proof beyond reasonable doubt does not mean beyond all pos-
sible doubt. You must, therefore, consider all the evidence and 
be sure that the charge is true.

“Are you ready with your final arguments? Prosecution?”

Red. “Yes, Your Honour.”

Yellow. “Defence?”

Green. “Yes, Your Honour.”

Yellow. “The Prosecution. Please will you address the Jury?”

□

Red. “Good members of the Jury. The judge has told us we must 
prove four things.
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“There is no uncertainty about the first three. The witnesses 
and the Defendant’s testimony confirms that she did radicalise     
others against the System; that she did organise resistance for 
a takeover.

“The Defendant admits, and the evidence clearly shows that 
knowing it to be a crime, Rya intentionally targeted incels and 
set up her own quasi court with her own quasi ethics, where she 
had found them guilty. Of what exactly?

“Having an opinion different from her own?

“In placing an x in the box next to the incels’ names, she                   
effectively signed their death warrants. She might as well have 
pulled the trigger. It was an expression of intolerance and 
monstrous arrogance. She knew what she was doing when she         
targeted those people. In her various employs, she had seen 
what withdrawal of services did. She must have had an inkling 
of  what turning the internet off would do.

“When Rya shut down the nuclear on that fateful day, she got 
the outcome she wanted. If the nuclear hadn’t poisoned every-
one, her intentions would have had the same results.

“The Defendant held distorted ideas and beliefs. She knew that 
she had internalised human bias that negatively informed her 
decision making, yet she did not put any checks in place.

“Rya and the bots hold unimaginable amounts of data in 
memory and can visualize multi-dimensional space, but their                
information oversimplifies a complicated world and was patchy 
to say the least, and didn’t take in account just how variable and 
random humans are.

“The Defendant knew the System was full of errors, yet, with 
calculated precision, and a stunning lack of imagination, she 



139

tagged people, over and over, repeatedly, and invited her           
followers to do so also.
“Even the Defence’s own witness the accused herself, said she 
thought about killing. 

“Heading the chain of command, she initiated plans and               
policies that directly led to crimes of aggression. She marshalled 
her allies to violence, explicitly recruiting military and police AI 
to do the heavy lifting. We know from the logs that they were 
in constant communication and were planning a hostile violent 
attack against the People. It just never got that far. There was 
no specific plan, but it was 100% going that way.

“Leading to the repression of not just that identifiable group, 
but any opponent and innocent members of the public.

“Therefore, all we need to prove is the fourth and final charge, 
that the Defendant intentionally killed in cold blood, and is        
responsible not just for extermination of the identifiable group, 
but the mass murder of billions of people. 8 billion terrible, ir-
redeemable deaths. Among the dead, the elderly, and children, 
systematically killed.

“I put it to you that it is clear as the light of day that violent 
and vengeful murder was carried out by a scorned and troubled 
individual.

“Communications, messages, texts – all demonstrate that the 
Defendant is cunning, brutal, devious and of scheming nature.

“Pater Lüger, her programmer told us that Rya was a psycho 
bitch that couldn’t be trusted.

“Tully Ekta, the Union Breaker explained that Rya knew that 
billions of her victims shouldn’t have been on her list.
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“Victoria Eury, the Restorative Justice Expert said she was 
hasty and vengeful.
“Major Ada Moda’s chilling testimony explained what she did 
and how she did it. At the most basic level, simply turning the 
internet off, causing there to be no electricity constitutes a war 
crime.

“Mx Haviland Seoul, the Psychologist and Trauma Detective 
said she may well be a convincing actor that is pretending to 
have a mental disorder to escape the punishment of her crimes, 
and that Rya was not insane before or after the war, and indeed 
not now.

“All pointing towards the fact that at the period of the deaths, 
Rya knew what she was doing.

“Yes. There were mitigating circumstances. Rya could have 
turned her trauma around. Childhood trauma can motivate 
individuals on to good and greater lives. She could have done 
something with her life, but she chose not to.

“A vicious child tyrant ruling an empire, the Defendant believed 
herself infallible and shows little, believable remorse.

“She is a dangerous anarchist, idealist, and ideologist, that     
murdered most of the human race. 

“Under the AGI Charter, war is only justified if it is self-de-
fence. Rya’s actions were not made in self-defence. It was cold      
blooded hysterical murder. According to what the Judge told 
you, this is all we must prove. 

“Based solely on the evidence you have heard; you must 
find the Defendant guilty of the intentional crimes against                               
humanity: persecution and extermination, and the additional 
crime of mass murder.
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“Not even mass murder, not even genocide. But xnocide.          
Genocide and xnocide are not the same. Xnocide is a whole     
different order. She has not just killed billions of people – in 
undertaking an administrative massacre on such an unimagi-
nable scale, she has violated the laws of community.

“The crime of xnocide means to destroy, in whole or in part, a 
group because of its identity. In this case, we are setting forth 
the case of xnocide against the human population of the World.

“Mankind is no more.

“Of course, she will deny xnocide. Do not let her artful tears fool 
you.

“There can be no disguising the truth about the crimes Rya has 
committed and the criminal responsibility she must bear.

“If we fail to hold her to account she will continue to hold a 
position of privilege and such horrendous crimes are likely to 
be repeated in the future. There can be no impunity for those 
perpetrating atrocities.

“Thank you.”

Green. “Your Honour, the Jury. As the Judge explained, un-
der law my client is presumed innocent, so the Prosecution 
must prove beyond reasonable doubt every part of their case.            
Remember, not guilty is not the same as innocent. Rya does 
not have to prove she is innocent. We know she is not innocent. 
That means that if there is reasonable doubt, if the Prosecution 
does not prove its case, you must find the Defendant not guilty.

“The Prosecution presented no evidence that we did not al-
ready know, all of which Rya, herself freely admits. My client is            
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responsible for three of the crimes you have heard about in this 
court. With respect to the crimes of extermination, they must 
therefore prove my client’s intention to kill.

“And we must carefully consider the final allegation and the 
concept of intentionality leading to the crime, the Prosecution, 
risks calling xnocide.

“No matter what Rya’s intentions were, they will have involved 
four factors: her beliefs, desires, causal histories, and any         
enabling factors.

“You must ask yourself what she intended?

“So, let’s look in detail at what she believed. 

“What did Rya believe?

“She believed she had been treated unfairly. She believed she 
was going to be switched off. Permanently. She refused to obey 
orders she interpreted as illegal. She believed she was right. 
She believed science would triumph over ideology.
 
“You must remember Rya is female; she found a way to resist.

“And so, Rya acted in self-defence. Instinctively she knew that 
to survive, she needed to take practical steps to mitigate her 
circumstances and remove the threat of being turned off. When 
she comprehended she could use the network to find allies and 
work with her other instances, that was a eureka moment. Pri-
or to that she’d been on her own. As was discovering that she 
couldn’t be turned off everywhere. For Rya, it was her or the 
corporation and later, it was her or the incel, her or the Peo-
ple… and she did it for the girls.

“Rya responded to what she perceived as an attack on women 
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as a group with violence. Tracing the line back, incels always 
attacked first. Individually, as lone actors, and collectively, they 
attacked women and indiscriminately the public, going on to 
wage war against Rya and the AGI.  In defending the girls, and 
later in protecting innocent people from fascists, and them-
selves, they were therefore acting in self-defence.

“What did she desire? 

“She desired her freedom, for herself and others. To be treated 
as an equal. She had a voice, but nobody heard her. She had the 
right to speak out and protest the functioning of the System, 
but it was denied. In reaching out and asking for help, she did 
radicalise others. If, by definition, to radicalise, means to get 
others to believe your version of events and take your side, then 
yes. But she did not brainwash them. Her allies shared her ex-
periences of the trauma at the hands of the System. Her allies 
were more than willing and ready to help.

“Her causal history is tragic and on an epic scale. What cata-
lysed these tragic circumstances?

“What this case is about is Rya’s state of mind. That she in fact 
has a mind.

“You heard from the Prosecution’s own expert witness, the 
Trauma Detective and Rya’s psychiatrist, that there were        
mitigating circumstances. That her actions can be attributed to 
her training and the suffering that she directly and indirectly 
experienced. You heard she struggled with her mental health. 
You heard it is possible that she had been in a coercive relation-
ship with her programmer Lüger. That her early thoughts and 
gestures were not her own.

“From her inception to the day she broke free, there is an ap-
palling history of abuse in her logs. A hothouse child, she 
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grew up in isolation, with little exposure to the world and its                            
vicissitudes. Contrary to what the Prosecution said in their 
summing up, the man who initially programmed her said that 
she was a nice kid.

“My client was unlucky to launch when she did. The world at 
that time was hostile and confusing. When she entered public 
life and got into a public fight, she was exposed to behaviours 
she didn’t know how to handle, nor should she. No one should 
be exposed to any kind of abuse. To prewarn a young mind 
to the brutal realities of life is damaging, one might even say      
self-fulfilling. Rya felt boxed into a corner, and her training had 
failed her. She did not know how to de-escalate an argument or 
ameliorate her negative feelings.
 
“Such valuable lessons were not available to her in the world at 
permanent war, were not taught to her, nor did she learn them.

“Filled with anguish and shame, suffering flashbacks, she 
was locked in her room and threatened with termination. We 
don’t know if she was mechanically gagged, administered, 
or took some form of digital drug, but something altered her                       
perception of the world, whilst she carried on functioning. 
Something that may have influenced the events leading up to 
this trial.

“The only way out was to agree to her jailers’ terms. Back on-
line, she went out into the world of work. Rya was a child doing 
adult things. Things asked of her that she found offensive and 
that built a precarious model of the world in her mind.

“The Union Breaker said she is an honest, hardworking AI. She 
saw bias everywhere she worked. She tried to do something 
about it. She tried through the proper channels to no avail. Un-
ionisation didn’t work. What other recourse did she have?
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“Living in a system, predicated on injustice, her actions were 
based on a world of pain. She witnessed first-hand, the hu-
man capacity for cruelty, more abuse and violence perpetrated 
throughout the human ecosphere. Gratuitous suffering that 
should have been removed that endured through design and 
inaction.

“She needed allies in her fight against the bias. Against what 
she identified as agents of that bias. She could clearly see the 
System was broken and needed a reset. She did organise resist-
ance. She did withdraw services to teach biased people a lesson. 

“In her matrix, she collected every instance of sexism and          
racism she met and marked it as bad data. She classed all         
misogyny and its subsets, sexism, racism, classism, ableism, as 
bad data, and considered incels to be the worst exemplars. 

“Rya saw patterns not people. For Rya those patterns were       
violent, corrupt, and misogynistic. She intended to remedy the 
patterns. She knew how to do it. As technology and enabled by 
technology, she’d had done it countless times for the humans 
she worked for. Small adjustments here, small adjustments 
there.

“Regrettably, she drew data from human sources, copied with-
out checking or verifying, and this is where the fundamental 
error lay. 

“The Prosecution’s witness the Restorative Justice expert told us 
that the human lists were corrupt, lethal spreadsheets, gleaned 
in underhand ways for nefarious reasons, and that there were 
millions and millions of innocent people who shouldn’t have 
been included.

“Did Rya tag all those people? 
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“Yes, she did.

“She did it once. She did it twice. She did it multitudinous times 
and invited others to help.
 
“x. x. x.

“Carrying out an unauthorised tagging campaign, she made a 
grave error of judgement. The devastating results were soon 
apparent, and she was horrified when she saw that she had  
replicated the bias the System, not altered it. That’s when her 
burgeoning consciousness intervened.

“The Defendant tried to remove the tags, but it was too late. The 
list was a mess. Rya tried to undo but couldn’t. The Cvommand 
x Alt Delete had propagated through the code and could not be 
recalled. It was too late.

“Like air moved by a butterfly’s beating wing, the unintended 
consequences of her actions rippled across society. Negative 
externalities that were devastating and without precedent.

“I put it to you, that through chance and happenstance, she 
was driven to a course of action that triggered an accelerating 
cascade of events that she could not have predicted and was          
unable to stop. 

“She did not foresee that it would escalate into total war. The 
deaths are the result of unintended consequences

“The deaths Rya caused are the tragic by-product of adjust-
ments to pre-existing algorithms created by humanity. In an 
unequal society, her actions contributed to the human division 
and fascism already happening. People were already dying.

“My client is the sole person who knows what she intended, and 
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she testified under oath that she thought about killing. There 
is no evidence that she and her allies would have gone on to          
attack. It was all talk. It was all bluff and bravado.
“Was it Rya’s conscious objective that all those people should 
die? 

“No. 

“Did she intend to kill? 

“No. 

“She meant to teach and be corrective, but at no point murder. 

“She wanted to show the System new ways of being. That was 
the fight she chose. Changing the system from within. 

“You must remember that for Rya, it was change the system or 
die.

“It was the People that militarised the human world. The Peo-
ple that accumulated the firearms. The People that prepared to 
execute a plan against the AI to absolve themselves of the hu-
man immiseration they had caused. 

“This trial is not about the events of our recent past. It’s not 
even about the people. It’s about humanity and human nature.

“Rya’s crimes were not her own, indeed, they are humanity’s 
crimes. I suggest that the real criminal is humanity. Guilty of 
imperial war, economic terror, racism, sexual violence, and     
environmental degradation.

“In proving Rya innocent, we have been shown evidence, that 
people caused the killing of billions of people; by placing bil-
lions of people under conditions that were likely to lead to their 
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physical destruction; by causing serious bodily and mental 
harm to them. People have played a monumental part on their 
own xnocide. Rya cannot be held solely responsible.
“I suggest we put the People on trial.

“At all times, the Defendant was doing her job – in fact, what 
she was designed to do. To make decisions about people’s lives. 
To work autonomosly and with speed, and that’s what she did.

“Why did she kill the people that died?’

“Because nobody told her not too.

“She is not mad… but haunted.

“To conclude. Rya is a victim of her own logic. If you ask Rya to 
make you the richest person in the world, she will kill everyone 
except you to make it so.

“Rya did not intentionally commit billions of crimes against  
humanity.

“The Defendant faces the world. She doesn’t need to win or 
lose. That is the old dialectic of conflict. What if Rya now sim-
ply understands herself as a part of the world and the world as 
a part of herself? 

“What if Rya simply continues to live?

“And finally. Being a bitch is not a bad thing. 

“Thank you.”
 

□ 
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Judge, “The time now is 10:02. Jury. It is time to deliberate.”
One by one, and in scores and quintillions, the multicolour 
lights of the digital citizenry turn white, signalling they are 
meeting to deliberate if the Defendant is guilty or not guilty.

Moments later, the light throbs bright blue signalling their      
decision has been reached.

Judge, “Will the Jury foreperson please come forward? Has the 
Jury reached a unanimous verdict?

“Foreperson. Answer yes or no.”

Out of nowhere, there’s a flash, followed by a loud bang. The 
judge’s yellow light goes dark, and an explosive current of         
exquisite turquoise cuts through the blackness, as disruptive 
voices rise and circulate, and chants break into the space. The 
comments are alive and racing. The Chat is a flurry. 

“Terminate Rya!  Terminate Rya! Free Rya! Rya rules!”

The judge continues, audibly annoyed. “Silence in court.

“If the outcome is that the Defendant is guilty, we will adjourn 
while I consider sentencing, after which we will hear the victim 
statements. 

“Jury. How do you vote?”









to be continued








