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						A cold October breeze came down from the North Sea, but no leaves
					
				

				
					
						rustled in the plastic forest. Instead, an eerie, fluting music played in the
					
				

				
					
						valley as the wind moved over the tall cylinders like a kid blowing over
					
				

				
					
						bottle tops.
					
				

				
					
						My midnight walks were one of the few pleasures I took from working
					
				

				
					
						in the extrusion fields. Despite the approaching winter, the soil was
					
				

				
					
						warm against the soles of my feet. I imagined with equal measures of
					
				

				
					
						fascination and disquiet the seething activity below, the billions of nano-
					
				

				
					
						constructors setting molecule upon molecule, endlessly building. These
					
				

				
					
						fields never lay fallow: four harvests per year, as kilometres of commer-
					
				

				
					
						cial piping grew fresh from the magic soil, regular as quarterly budgets.
					
				

				
					
						The wind had torn shreds in the cloud cover and I spotted satellites
					
				

				
					
						moving across the sky like flocks of captured stars. A few real stars
					
				

				
					
						emerged bleary-eyed into the night while a low moon remade the hori-
					
				

				
					
						zon in silver. The air was clear here, but there was a chemical tang on
					
				

				
					
						every breath: it smelled more like a factory than a real forest. Someday,
					
				

				
					
						I’d make that trip to the Amazon Protected Area I’d always promised
					
				

				
					
						myself and had always managed to find an excuse not to make.
					
				

				
					
						I reached the border where the thicker crops meant for sanitation and
					
				

				
					
						heavy process industry gave way to bamboo-like clumps of ordinary
					
				

				
					
						household plumbing and turned to head back towards the MoA complex
					
				

				
					
						where I lived and worked.
					
				

				
					
						Something made me stop. My torch beam lurched on the pale trunks
					
				

				
					
						of the plastic trees and a cold shiver raised the flesh on the back of my
					
				

				
					
						neck. It was nothing I had seen or heard, more like the sense of feeling
					
				

				
					
						another’s eyes upon you when your back is turned.
					
				

				
					
						“Hello?” The word sounded loud in the silence. I swung the torch
					
				

				
					
						beam into the shadows and took a few steps forward.
					
				

				
					
						“Hello,” I said again, trying to force confidence into my voice. “Is
					
				

				
					
						someone there?”
					
				

				
					
						It suddenly came to me how exposed I was. I was the only monitor for
					
				

				
					
						this section of the vast extrusion fields, the only human occupying thou-
					
				

				
					
						sands of hectares of industrial cultivation. The flute music of the wind
					
				

				
					
						blowing over the plastic forest took on new, sinister tones.
					
				

				
					
						I shook my head, feeling foolish. I’d been in this job long enough,
					
				

				
					
						taken enough midnight strolls to have conquered any stupid fears I
					
				

				
					
						might have had when I first arrived from Hamburg. I began walking
					
				

				
					
						again.
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						But the feeling would not go away. More than once, I stopped and
					
				

				
					
						turned abruptly. Shadows took on animal forms between the looming
					
				

				
					
						trunks. I swear I heard the rushing of air as of someone moving at speed,
					
				

				
					
						the softest of footfalls on the warm earth. I saw nothing.
					
				

				
					
						I hurried back. I wanted coffee and light and a TV show, not ghosts
					
				

				
					
						and plastic trees.
					
				

				
					
						#
					
				

				
					
						“Hello, Haydn. Did you enjoy your walk this evening?” said the
					
				

				
					
						European Ministry of Agriculture Autonomous Quantum Management
					
				

				
					
						Intelligence as I entered the office annex and bolted the door.
					
				

				
					
						“Fine thanks, Gertie,” I replied.
					
				

				
					
						“Is everything all right? I note your breathing and heart rate are both
					
				

				
					
						at elevated levels. Have you taken up jogging?”
					
				

				
					
						I laughed, feeling some of my tension ease away. “No, walking pace is
					
				

				
					
						fast enough for me. Could you put some coffee on?”
					
				

				
					
						“Of course.”
					
				

				
					
						When I’d first taken the monitor job eleven months ago, speaking to an
					
				

				
					
						AI had kind of freaked me out. I used to stand in front of the office
					
				

				
					
						screens like an idiot whenever I spoke to her. But you get used to any-
					
				

				
					
						thing, and it’s not as if there’s anyone else to talk to round here most of
					
				

				
					
						the time. I guess we were friends now. I can’t even remember when I
					
				

				
					
						first started calling her Gertie. She indulged me.
					
				

				
					
						I passed through the office, which I’d left in a mess as usual, and went
					
				

				
					
						into the kitchenette where the percolator was already gurgling. I took
					
				

				
					
						cold 
						worst 
						and hard-boiled eggs from the fridge and found a plate in the
					
				

				
					
						sink.
					
				

				
					
						“Any updates from the Nexus? Anything going on I should know
					
				

				
					
						about?” I said, thinking Gertie’s sensors might have picked up an in-
					
				

				
					
						truder outside.
					
				

				
					
						“All growth indicators are within normal parameters, Haydn,” came
					
				

				
					
						the calm response. “Soil activity is optimal, projected yields are optimal.
					
				

				
					
						The carbon reserves are down to twenty-three percent but are scheduled
					
				

				
					
						for replenishment in six days. Oh, and the bulb in your bedroom needs
					
				

				
					
						to be changed.”
					
				

				
					
						Everything optimal, as usual.
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