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  For Svante Arrhenius, who linked the burning of fossil fuels to global warming back in 1896. Are we paying attention yet?
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  Praise for Sean McMullen




“... one of Australia’s best SF writers.” — Interzone




 




“McMullen has a gift worthy of the best mainstream authors for creating memorable, finely nuanced characters …” — Booklist




 




“Sean McMullen has a passion for using alternate technologies, a tremendous talent for storytelling ...” — SFRevu




#




Generation Nemesis is based on the novelette “The Precedent”, first published in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction.




 




‘Sean McMullen’s novelette “The Precedent”  … begins, “Even when the climate crime is so serious that death is not punishment enough, one still gets an audit.”’ — New York Review of Science Fiction




 




‘…  tribunals in the future pass judgment on “tippers,” the wastrels whose giant carbon footprints led the world over the edge to disaster.’ — The Smithsonian Magazine




 




‘Set in a future that feels very plausible… The story is chilling, both for the vision of the planet that it describes, and for the callousness of the legal system that this has created.’ — Locus




 




‘As bleakly intense a take on climate change and its consequences as you’ll find. … The stuff of nightmares.’ — Unbound Worlds Library




  




  Prologue Day




	When did it start to go so terribly wrong? Perhaps the catastrophe began when Thomas Newcomen invented his steam engine in 1712, or when a descendent of that engine was installed in a railway locomotive in 1804. There is certainly a case for declaring that early cars began transporting us along the road to ruin around 1900, and that the aircraft that soon followed them led to a global transport industry that flew us to disaster ten times faster. All those inventions took carbon out of the ground and dumped it into the atmosphere, all of them were tools for squander. Now squandering attracts the death penalty, and the methods of execution are very inventive.


#


I shall start my story on a desert road, in the intense heat of a clear summer afternoon, greatly enhanced by greenhouse warming. Teams of people born before the new millennium were harnessed to wagons, and I was one of them. Those wagons were SUVs stripped of their engines, bonnets and seats, and loaded with water, food and desiccated bodies. The road was not well maintained, but that was deliberate.


We were being taught the hard way just how much energy was required to move a vehicle, and how much of that energy had been squandered moving billions of those vehicles for a century and a half. Each of the SUVs was painted with words declaring NO FUEL RESOURCES ARE BEING CONSUMED ON THIS JOURNEY.


We were tippers on our way to be audited, and the process was supposed to be fair. Even when your climate crime was so serious that death was not sufficient punishment, you still got an audit. We were being taken into the desert to Audit Camp 71, where passably affluent people with European backgrounds were audited for climate crimes by their Generation Victim peers. A third of us had already died.


None of the wardens who guarded us were older than forty-five, and all were volunteers. They carried assault rifles and did not hesitate to shoot when provoked, yet they treated us more humanely than they probably thought we deserved. There was no sense of superiority in Generation Victim, although they had a right to feel outrage. They walked beside us, shared the water equally, and ate the same food as we did, yet they would help make an example of us at the end of the journey. We were a message to the future, in case anyone was again tempted to chew up the world, then excrete into the oceans and belch into the air.


The bodies of those who died along the way were cut open and staked by the roadside to dry out. This had to be done before they rotted, because decaying flesh releases greenhouse gases. Part of our job was also to collect the desiccated bodies left by earlier caravans, and these we loaded onto the roof racks of the SUVs. At the end of our journey they would be buried in deep, abandoned mineshafts, removing their dried flesh from the carbon cycle like coal mining in reverse.


In death the people of Generation Tipper would not pollute the atmosphere as they had in life.


#


At dusk our SUV caravan stopped. The wagons were left on the road, because there was no other traffic in either direction. It never ceased to amaze me that the wardens did not treat us with the brutality that even I thought we deserved, but the journey was not entirely free from payback. We were only allowed to rest while the sun was below the horizon because our generation had turned it loose upon the world. Thus we slept well, but worked in a furnace. 


The evening meal did not take long, everyone just wanted to rest in the cooling air. We tippers slept on the roadside sand, under the blankets that had been our sun cloaks during the day. I was wearing only the remains of a flannel shirt, fraying jeans and improvised sandals.


For those who could no longer walk, the hours of darkness held new terrors. The wardens allowed them to ride on the wagons, but this meant harder work for those who were still in harness and doing the pulling. Every night there were muffled screams and cries for help as groups of vigilante tippers made sure that the infirm passengers did not survive until morning. As long as the bodies were staked out to dry before we moved on, the wardens asked no questions.


The wardens were all fit, well trained and disciplined. They wore red shirts, bamboo fabric jeans, conical wicker hats, and sandals with hinged wooden soles. Their assault rifles all had bayonets, because shooting a tipper was considered to be a waste of resources unless it was an emergency. Warden Olivia had just been rotated to my SUV team as overseer, and when she walked past on inspection I was already lying under my blanket with an arm over my eyes.


"How ya doing, Mr Hall?” she asked cheerily as she shone her solar powered torch down on me.


"Not dead yet, and it’s Doctor Hall,” I replied, anxious to get on with the urgent business of resting for the next day.


"You’re really Dr Fitness. You made it to the mine.”


It was clear that she wanted to talk, so I could not ignore her. I sat up, slowly and with the stiffness of someone who had been helping to tow a two ton wagon along badly maintained roads for the past fourteen hours. Our journey had taken a month so far.


"Not there yet,” I said, gesturing about at the desert.


"It’s only ten miles more, we should make it in time for lunch tomorrow,” Olivia said, turning and pointing down the road. “You can see the old crane towers from here when it’s light.”


"I’ll take your word for it.”


"Cheer up. You’ll make it.”


"You talk like that’s good.”


"What’s wrong with being alive?”


"People keep trying to kill me.”


"Now who would want to do that?”


"The people who put me on the longest trek to any of the six dozen audit camps on the continent. The people who want me audited by such a strict Auditor General that she had her own parents and three brothers executed for climate crimes.”


All along the road a long line of old people was settling down for the night. It was the year 2045 and vengeance was upon us. Everyone born before the year 2000 was considered guilty of climate crimes, and the penalty was death for all of them. We were called Generation Tipper and we were tough and fit. The weak, frail, sick or disabled had not lasted long when the health services collapse and famines joined disease as everyday realities. 


"This is my fifth tour of duty,” Olivia said. “Most wardens just do three, but I like it. You get to meet a lot of people at the audits.”


"And kill them,” I replied, past caring whether or not I was causing offence.


"Not always. Some tippers go onto the backlog as borderlines, and they can stay there for years. The lucky ones fall off the perch before the Auditor General gets back to them.”


"You call that lucky? Roasting in the middle of a desert while facing a death sentence?”


"You don’t know anything, Dr Fitness. Life at Audit Camp 71 can be one long party if you don’t step out of line.”


She walked on, and I settled down under my blanket again. What sort of party can one have in a death camp? I wondered.


#




  




  Day 1: Arrival




	At first light, an hour before the sun actually appeared, we were roused by the whistles of the wardens, and there was an inspection to determine who had not survived the night. After a minimal, climatically correct breakfast of solar distilled water and vat grown protein slush, we staked out those who had died or been murdered, then bundled their clothes and blankets into the wagons. It was a depressing task, but we were meant to be depressed. We tippers had once discarded clothes merely because they were unfashionable, and had done much the same with our cars, houses, appliances, pets and just about everything else.


We were already moving along the road by the time the sun appeared on the horizon. This was my favorite time of day, because it was still cool and I was rested. In theory we could have done all of our traveling during the night, guided by solar battery torches, but that was not the point of the journey. Generation Tipper had heated up the world and now we were being forced to experience the consequences.


It took the entire morning to travel to the audit camp, and a few more tippers died on the way. Their bodies were carried on the wagons, to be staked out to dry in the camp itself. For the last five miles the road was flanked by stripped out SUVs. I counted five hundred to either side as we passed them. They were parked ten rows deep, so this added up to ten thousand. The SUVs of our caravan would soon be added to the automotive graveyard.


The audit camp itself was ringed by a wall of SUVs piled five cars high and five miles in circumference. These were wrapped in chainlink and topped with coils of razor wire. There were also watchtower pyramids of SUVs piled fifteen high. We entered, dragging our ghosts of a dead transport system through an arch of SUV bodies. The camp was a vast collection of tents, fences and prison pens on red sand, built on the site of an abandoned mine. We paused at the perimeter arch while the concierge warden checked the ID chips in our arms with a reader, then a security team with metal detectors and sniffer dogs scanned us for weapons and contraband.


Warden Olivia pointed out the main features of the camp once we were moving again.


“Now that open area near the fence with nothing on it is a minefield, not a great place for a picnic. Over on the left is Farm Field, that’s where we grow the vat food. Further along on the right is Dormitory Field, no prizes for guessing that’s where you sleep.”


“But there are no tents or buildings there,” wheezed someone.


“All you need is a trench and a blanket, and you got blankets already.”


“But it might rain.”


“Hasn’t rained in twenty years, thanks to Generation Tipper. Anyone from Generation Tipper here?”


Nobody bothered to answer.


“Just past that is Refectory Field, it’s another big favorite because you eat there.”


“It’s only got a couple of tents,” said the woman beside me.


“The seats are planks on mounds of sand, or plain sand if you prefer something softer. Look left, and you see an arena. That’s the Audit Arena, it’s where you get audited. You may think that’s a worry, but it’s almost as popular as Entertainment Field - which is way over on the right, you can just see the stands.”


“Where do we get killed?” the woman asked.


“The carbon reclamation fields are dead ahead.” Olivia paused, but nobody laughed. “Hey, lighten up, you gotta admit that was just a teeny bit funny. Class One executions happen under those two old mining towers. Way over to the left is Solar Field, where we get most of our power.”


“It’s all so flat,” I said.


“Yeah, that’s true, but why build up when there’s so much free space?”


There were a lot of signs: names of fields, where to go, where not to go, and electronic screens displaying schedules for various work groups. There were very few substantial structures. The Audit Arena and Entertainment Field’s stands stood out, but most other buildings were only large, low sheds built from salvaged concrete slabs. Mostly it was all tents, solar cells and fabrication vats. This made sense, because it never rained and there was little wind, so it was only a matter of keeping cool during the day and surviving the chill of the desert night.


“So even the Auditor General sleeps in a tent?” I asked.


“Yeah, all the auditors and wardens do,” replied Olivia.


I looked across to Farm Field, but it was like any other farm, just a mosaic of rectangular vats where sunlight converted carbon dioxide, water and a few minerals into protein or vegetable slurry. It was tended by prisoners who shuffled about slowly because they were all old and the temperature was already over 40 Centigrade. There was no corporal punishment in Audit Camp 71, yet these people were definitely being punished. Those who showed real defiance were audited the next day, and that meant they would be dead by noon.


As we drew closer to Dormitory Field I saw that it was just red sand, shallow trenches and marker posts. Sand is quite good insulation, so one just dug in while it was warm from the day, and covered oneself with a blanket. There were thousands of marker posts, but by now it was late morning and nobody was ever allowed to sleep in. The few people that I could see there were digging out the bodies of those who had died during the night.


The layout of the camp was scrappy but functional. The Audit Arena in the center reminded me of the open air theatres built by the ancient Greeks and Romans. Its gallery had been constructed from the carcasses of cars and rubbish from the old mine, and most likely it was meant to last only until everyone from Generation Tipper had been audited. The administration and armory buildings were substantial concrete slab structures, and Administration was the real hub of the camp. It was a very desirable place to work, because it actually had air conditioning for the computer and communications equipment.


We finally stopped at Staging Field and dragged our SUV wagons into neat rows. While borderlines from the camp did the unloading, we newly arrived tippers sat or lay in the hot sand where we had stopped. Beside Staging Field were the execution fields, although the wardens referred to the ultimate punishment as ‘reclaiming carbon.’ I watched as a man with BORDERLINE 270 on his headband hurried up to the caravan warden. He was probably in his late forties, and unlucky enough to be born just a year or two on the wrong side of Year 2000.


“You’re late,” he said, his voice full of authority and self-importance.


“Live with it,” replied the warden, who knew that he had no authority.


“It’s almost noon. The morning audits have already finished.”


“Lots of deaths on this run, and they all had to be staked out to dry.”


“Yeah? That’s good. More deaths mean less audits.”


“True, but less audits mean less climate justice. Over to you.”


Borderline 270 climbed onto the roof of an SUV at the middle of the caravan and held his hands high. Warden Olivia blew her whistle for attention. 


“Gather round, ladies and gentlemen, gather round,” he called. “Don’t be shy. That’s it. I’m Borderline 270.”


We tippers got up stiffly and shuffled into a semicircle around the SUV, all holding our blankets up as sunshades and looking like a crowd of ragged walking tents.


“Welcome to Audit Camp 71,” he declared. “Does anyone know what the National Audit is?”


“We all do,” croaked a man from my SUV’s team.


“Okay, silly question, but can someone provide a bit more detail than that?”


“It’s the legal arm of the National Forced Democracy League,” I called, when it became clear that nobody else was going to answer.


“And what does the NFDL do?”


“It forces people to think before they vote,” I said.


“You got it. When people think, they start asking questions and questions need answers. This camp is part of the Australian National Audit, and it audits folk who are climate criminals. There are audit camps for pretty well all ethnic and racial groups. Audit Camp 71 is for affluent folk of European background, people who should have known better when they squandered, displayed, denied, or screwed the climate with acts of greed. The good news is that we get audited by people of our own background. The bad news is that nobody has ever been pardoned. Now I’m a borderline. Borderlines are tippers with difficult audits. Because of us, there’s a backlog of climate criminals who need their carbon reclaimed.”


The borderline gestured to a gallows away to the left. Some tippers smiled, others looked uneasy.


“So, we borderlines gotta wait, and while we wait, we work. There are twelve thousand people in this camp, and we have to be self-sustaining.”


“What about if we get sick?” called the woman who had been in the harness beside mine.


“You get audited right away, then go to one of those six fields behind me to have your carbon reclaimed.”


“You mean killed.”


“Think of it as being removed from the planet’s carbon cycle.”


“By being killed.”


“The climate criminal’s death is part of the carbon reclamation process.”


No more than three hundred people had survived the month-long journey to the camp. Most had been chosen by lottery, but there was one volunteer. Me. Nearly all could expect to have easy audits. The whole world knew that “easy audit” meant the hearing lasted only a minute or so at Audit Camp 71, and that the sentence was always death. Difficult audits were adjourned after about fifteen minutes, and the tipper became a borderline. One could remain a borderline for years if one behaved, and there was every chance that one might die of natural causes. This was not an ideal situation for us, but it was an improvement on being dead.


“Now I know what you’re thinking,” continued Borderline 270. “You reckon it’s all doom, gloom, hard work and death sentences out here, but that’s not true.”


“Just mostly,” croaked another borderline.


“We’re allowed to have fun, and there’s plenty of entertainment available. As a matter of fact, the morning’s entertainment is approaching right now. You lucky tippers have arrived just in time to watch the day’s carbon reclaimings. Okay, speech over. Back to you, wardens.”


He climbed down off the SUV’s roof, then the wardens herded us into a straight line to merge with what turned out to be the daily audit procession.


#


The audit procession was led by the Auditor General, who had the hood of her cloak raised and was flanked by two wardens with assault rifles. She was attended by the Clerk of the Bench, whose assistant was pushing a writing desk on wheels. Behind them were the Advocate and Retributor, who wore white and black top hats respectively, and behind these were eight men and women, designated as auditors by their green bowler hats. A lone bagpiper followed, playing an adaptation of Purcell’s “Funeral March for Queen Mary.”


Next came the condemned tippers, interspersed with borderlines and wardens. The tippers had their hands bound, and each was being escorted by a personal warden. The wardens from the caravan told us to merge into the procession, and it was not long before one of the borderlines drifted over to me. He looked to be in his late forties, and had an oddly self-assured manner. 


“You from the morning’s caravan?” he asked.


That was obvious, because I did not yet have a headband with a number. Still, how else to start a conversation?


“Just arrived,” I replied.


“What climate crimes are you charged with?”


“Everything.”


“Yeah? Bummer! Me, I got greed. The Retributor went for Class Two Death, no mercy, but I got borderlined. Name’s Chaz.”


“I’m Jason. So, we’re allowed to use names here?”


“Yeah. Why not?”


“The borderline who welcomed us said he was Borderline 270.”


“Oh him! Alf’s a wanker, he’s in the First Thousand Club and he wants everyone to know it.”


“As in first thousand to arrive at the camp?”


“You got it. There’s only six of them left, they’ve been waiting years for a second audit.”


“I’m going to apply for auditing tomorrow.”


Chaz whistled.


“Priority audit? Don’t you like being alive?”


A condemned man was walking in front of us. He was designated condemned by the red cheesecloth neckband he wore, which also indicated what was about to happen to him. His hands were tied behind his back with red cord, symbolizing that the blood of seven billion people was on them. A warden walked beside him, holding him firmly by one arm. He turned back to us.


“I got Class Six Death for denial, squandering and greed,” he said, as if eager to impress us.


“What was your line?” I asked.


“Meteorites.”


This was a surprise.


“As in bits of rock that fall from the sky?”


“Yeah, I hunted them for a living and sold them through mail order. I knew all the tricks, like how to get ‘eyes on’ in the desert, then to look for the ‘pop-out’.”


“Pop-out?”


“That’s when the dark brown meteorites start jumping out at you against the red sand.”


“How does a meteorite hunter get convicted for denial, squandering and greed?” I asked.


“I drove an SUV to reach the best spots.”


If there was an SUV in your past, you were in a lot of trouble unless you really needed one to earn a living. This tipper was not a scientist, he had just serviced a novelty market. That meant he had burned fossil fuels to do work that was not vital to the survival of the planet, and that was definitely a climate crime. Although he was being marched to his death, he was actually smiling as he turned away from us. 


“You hear that sort of spiel pretty often,” whispered Chaz.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“Some tippers try to pass on their skills, like how to tune a V8, ways to score in nightclubs, tricks to beat the share market, even how to arrange Christmas lights.”


“That makes sense. The old lifestylers probably want to keep their legacies’ memory alive.”


“Right on,” said Chaz after thinking for a moment. “Never thought of it that way.”


The actual lifestyles were being executed as well as ourselves. Owning a V8 would get you lynched, nightclubs were not what they used to be, shares were illegal, and Christmas lights were a request for the death penalty.


#


The procession stopped at what Chaz told me was the Tipping Point Gallows, and the wardens herded the prisoners into a neat line beside it. The gallows was built of timber and scrap iron from the old mine. It consisted of a beam with a noose, and beneath this was a raised see-saw with one end weighted down by a barrel filled with lumps of coal. The other end was directly beneath the noose.


The Auditor General held up her hand for silence, and the background of murmurs and whispers faded away to nothing. She was wearing a black cloak, hood and sunglasses, only her gloves were red. I knew her face better than anyone else in the entire world. The other auditors were fanned out behind her, all wearing olive green cloaks matching their bowler hats. The Retributor wore a black top hat and cloak to look confronting and intimidating to those being audited, and he certainly managed that. The Advocate was a woman of about twenty, dressed identically, but in white. Somehow she did not convey the same authority as the Retributor, and this was probably intentional as well.


The bagpiper turned out to be the Executioner. He handed his pipes to a warden, pulled on a red balaclava, and completed his change of uniform with a red bowler hat. He led the first prisoner up the steps beside the tipping plank and put the noose around his neck. The man happened to be the meteorite hunter I had just been talking to. A warden stood with him beside the tipping point plank, holding him by the arm. The Auditor General addressed him.


“James Francis Harrington, you have been found guilty of denial, squandering and greed. For this you are sentenced to Class Six Death, with mercy.”


“Mercy means the rope is placed to snap his neck, not strangle him slowly,” Chaz whispered to me.


“As you did take from the Earth, so now you must give back,” the Auditor General continued. “Have you any last words?”


“I love the wilderness, I really do,” called the tipper, either by way of apology or to make a last bid to stay alive.


“You poisoned the wilderness with fumes from your recreation vehicle and tore up the delicate ecology of the desert with its wheels. Executioner, reclaim his carbon.”


The warden remained beside Harrington while the Executioner led a procession of wardens who filed past the barrel of coal holding down the other end of the tipping plank. Each took a lump of coal from the barrel and dropped it into a basket beside the plank. The plank began to teeter. Harrington started to scream as the tipping point approached, then the barrel was spilled as the tipping point was reached. Harrington dropped, the gallows creaked, and the wardens applauded.


The Executioner singled me out, handed me the basket and pointed at the spilled coals on the sand. He pushed Chaz after me. Together we gathered up the spilled coals and put them back in the barrel while two wardens took the body down.


“Damn fine kill,” said Chaz as we worked. “Nice and clean.”


“I heard his neck snap,” I said, shuddering. 


“And only for driving an SUV.”


“Him and a couple of billion others.”


I poured my basket of coal back into the barrel on the tipping point plank. An elderly woman who was also wearing a red cheesecloth scarf began to shriek and struggle when told she was next. The warden who was escorting her to the Executioner was only about seventeen. 


“Pull yourself together, you’re embarrassing me,” muttered the girl sternly.


The woman continued to struggle and shriek. 


“Quartermaster!” called the Executioner.


A warden wearing a backpack produced a spare red scarf and gagged the tipper with it. 


“Sara Jennifer Robbins, you have been found guilty of squander, specifically, gratuitous holidaying on the proceeds of your superannuation payout, and display for building a fourteen room mansion for entertainment,” said the Auditor General. “For this you are sentenced to Class Six Death, without mercy. Clerk of the Bench, you will note her last words as Incoherent Screaming.”


This time the knot of the noose was placed behind the woman’s neck. The wardens commenced their deadly procession again, slowly emptying the barrel of coal until the tipping point was reached. Robbins dropped, then squirmed for about a minute while the rope choked her. To me, and doubtless to Sara Robbins, it seemed more like hours. Once again Chaz and I gathered up the spilled coals.


#


Each execution lasted about five minutes, which Chaz said was roughly what it took to do most audits. The fifty executions were over by mid afternoon, and by then one of those waiting had collapsed and died of heatstroke. 


“Gallows day is always a long haul,” said Chaz as we gathered the coals from the final execution. “Eighty-five is the record, but every one of those was with mercy so it was all just snap, no struggle.”


“You mean the other types of executions are not as common?”


“It varies. Greenhouse, Rising Sea Level and Finite Resources take longer, but are just as quick to set up. The Auditor General attends every one of them, declares the charges and records the last words.”


“Why? Does she enjoy killing people?”


“Nah, it’s National Audit regulations. Each execution for climate crimes must be a ceremony, and all those executed must be treated as people, not things.”


By now the auditors, wardens and tippers had left. A woman of about seventy arrived, pushing a cart and wearing a backpack where a collection of healthy, living plants was growing. 


“Hi Chelsea,” Chaz called. 


“Greetings and Rebirth, Charles,” the woman replied. “Are they finished with the coal yet?”


“Yeah, you can haul it away and lock it up for tomorrow.”


“Has the sun finally got to me, or do I see a woman wearing a garden?” I asked.


“Nah, it’s meant to be a forest.”


At this point Warden Olivia joined us.


“Come along, Dr Fitness, time to make you a happy camper - Hey Chaz! Is that really you?”


“Good to see you back, Livi,” said Chaz.


“How are ya doing? Still dodging those auditors?”


“My agenda’s to die old, in mid-orgasm.”


“I’m always ready to help.”


“You need a mentor for this new tipper?”


“Sure. Come along.”


I was astounded that they could be so cheerful after fifty executions, but deaths in Audit Camp 71 were just part of the daily routine.


“Who was the woman with the plants on her back?” I asked as we walked.


“That’s Chelsea, she’s a Greenhand. They worship -”


“I know what Greenhands are. Why is she wearing a garden in the middle of the desert?”


“Because the Green Man needs to live in a forest.”


“I once thought about joining the Greenhands, but didn’t.”


“Too weird?”


“Too tame.”


“What did you think of the carbon reclaimings, Dr Fitness?” Olivia asked.


“Depressing,” I sighed.


“Hey there, lighten up. You’ll soon get a chance to be the star of the show.”


The woman had the most confronting brand of gallows humor I had ever encountered, yet in a way this made sense. Serious, self-righteous people with psychotic conditions were banned from becoming wardens, because the National Audit was absolutely meticulous about not crossing the line between judicial execution and murder on an industrial scale.


“I really like the Tipping Point Gallows,” said Chaz. “It’s quick and clean. The Carbon Dioxide Mask can last twenty minutes, and death by Greenhouse Tent can drag out for a couple of days.”


“The Carbon Dioxide Mask is Class Five Death,” said Olivia, as cheery as ever. “You suffocate on your own breath, so it’s painless.”


“I can’t believe you actually volunteered to come here,” I said to her, more to change the subject than because I was interested.


“Hey, it’s just one big working holiday. Everyone wants to off a few climate criminals, but you gotta be special to be a warden. There’s the psych tests, three months of training with weapons, physical conditioning, then the trek all the way out to the audit camps. Takes commitment to get through all that.”


“I suppose we should be flattered that you took the trouble,” I replied.


“So what were you, Dr Fitness?” she asked.


“I was a climatologist.”


“A climate change denialist?” she gasped. “I didn’t think any of them were still alive.”


I heard this sort of thing a lot, so I had my snappy, five second explanation ready.


“No, I was a weather scientist. I spent my whole life trying to warn people about climate change, way before it was obvious.”


“Yeah? So why are you being audited?”


“Because everyone born before 2000 is a tipper, and every tipper gets audited.”


This was a fundamental flaw in the National Audit’s job statement. Was any tipper truly innocent? Were all the people in from Generation Victim innocent just because they were born after 31st December 1999? Practically everyone had squandered at least some of the Earth’s resources for recreation or greed - or even to make a living, like meteor man.


“So you were a tipper who tried to make a difference?” she asked.


“Yes, but the National Audit thinks I didn’t try hard enough.”


“Don’t worry. Sounds like you’re gonna have a hard audit, so you’ll soon be made another borderline.”


“I hope not, I want a full audit and sentence.”


“But those who get as far as sentencing always score death in AC 71.”


“I know. I was in a backlist occupation but I volunteered to be audited.” 


That was a real conversation stopper, and it even silenced Olivia for a moment.


“Er, like, why?” she asked. “If you want to go out with suicide, there’s easier ways.”


“I think a better benchmark standard for climate guilt is needed. Just where is the boundary between a well meaning tipper and a climate criminal? Being born before the first day of the new millennium is too arbitrary, and guilt on a planet-wide, generational scale is something the law has never encountered before.”


“I dunno, it all sounds a bit intellectual.”


“So what was your line?”


“Name’s Olivia, wanna do some climatically correct recreational sex?”


Chaz laughed, and I managed a smirk as well.


“I meant your job, before you became a warden.”


“Computers, systems admin. Then I got audited.”


She stopped, lowered her jeans and showed us the brand on one thigh: “S” for squandering. Chaz bent down for a closer look. I noticed that her underwear was as plain as that worn by men. Lace and frills were classed as marginal squander, and were as extinct as the tyrannosaurus rex.


“It hurt like hell, but I deserved it,” she said as she pulled her jeans up again.


“To me that’s squandering a mighty fine leg,” said Chaz. 


“I’m impressed,” I said. “I thought no tipper had ever beaten the Audit here.”


“I’m not a tipper. I was born this century.”


Her age had not been easy to pick because she was so lean and heavily tanned. 


“Ah, Generation Victim,” I replied. “Then why were you audited?”


“I was two-ninety pounds at the time. Can you believe it?”


“Gluttony?”


“Yeah, I was living on Coke, turkey stuffing and fries. Got Class Six Branding in AC 37, but I was lucky. The Retributor wanted me to get Class One Service for life.”


#


The chill of the air conditioning in Administration actually set my teeth chattering, and Olivia said it was thirty degrees cooler than outside. The clerk at the induction desk said that I was late, and that he had nearly put out an escape alert for me. Warden Olivia told him that an escape alert could not be issued without signoff from the escapee’s overseer warden, and that was her. Faced with the prospect of his unimportant status being challenged, he quickly backed down. 


“Jason Andrew Hall, climatologist, aged 85,” he read from his screen. “Fifteen pages of climate crimes!”


“All of them invalid,” I added.


“Most people only have only a couple of dozen crimes.”


“Important people with hidden agendas want to make sure that I’m convicted and executed. That’s also why I was assigned to the most remote audit camp for Anglos on the continent, with a perfect record for convictions.”


“But the trek didn’t kill him because he’s Dr Fitness,” added Warden Olivia.


“Do you want me to read the charges out?” asked the clerk.


“All fifteen pages? Don’t bother.”


“It says here that you volunteered for an audit.”


“Yes, they got that right.”


“Why?”


“Because I have an agenda. I want to beat the audit and save millions of lives.”


“Now that would make you celeb of the century.”


“That’s not why I’m doing it.”


“Then why?”


“For the same reason I spent my life studying the climate and trying to fix it. To do good.”


“Weird! Well, there’s no apprehension category to cover volunteering, except under the Religious and Ethnic Borderlines Amendment. You are entitled to indefinite adjournment of your audit by claiming membership of a religious, racial or ethnic group that has suffered genocide since 1900. Do you claim to be of Jewish, Cambodian, Rwandan, First Nation or any other such background?”


“No. And don’t those people have their own audit camps?”


“They do, but there’s a tiny bit of overlap. A while back I caught a paid up member of some neo-Nazi crowd trying to pass himself off as genetically Jewish but an atheist.”


“Was he?”


“Descended from Jewish ancestors? Nah. Faked his DNA records, but we spotted the hack.”


“Awesome,” said Olivia. “What was his climate crime?”


“Off-road laser tag war games in SUVs.”


“I reckon his audit will last about ten seconds, and he’ll get Greenhouse Tent, without mercy.”


“More like Finite Resources, without mercy,” said the clerk.


“Like to bet your day’s coffee ration on that?”


“You’re on.”


“What about my induction?” I asked.


“Oh, yeah. I’ll have to message the Auditor General about creating a special category for you. Any preference for audit priority?”


“Tomorrow?”


“Totally awesome! First time I ever put 1 as the priority. There you go, tomorrow morning.”


“I’m looking forward to it.”


The clerk stared at his screen and swiped several fields.


“No history of mental illness in your family. That can’t be right, but it’s none of my business. Your code number is 78749, it’s on this headband.”


He tossed me a strip of white cloth with my code written on it in charcoal. White for the sun, charcoal for the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. Like practically everything else in Audit Camp 71, it could be washed clean and used again.


Nearly eighty thousand of we old people had entered the camp since it first opened, but just eleven thousand were still alive. Roughly one in seven had survived as borderlines. That was not a cheering statistic.


“You are entitled to wash your clothes and blanket every fortnight, but I don’t suppose you’ll last that long. The five digits on your headband’s inner lining are your sleeping trench’s position in Dormitory Field. Do you have a mentor assigned?”


“A what?”


“A mentor. Someone to explain the duties, rules and routines to you.”


“Give him Chaz, 5713,” said Olivia. “They’ve already met.”


“Then we’re done. Jason Hall, Welcome to Audit Camp 71.”


#


For the rest of the afternoon I did what I had been doing all the way out to Audit Camp 71: hauling a stripped-out SUV across the desert. Now that the supplies and dried bodies had been unloaded in Staging Field, we dragged the improvised wagon back the way we had come - between Farm and Dormitory Fields, through the arch in the perimeter wall, and past the five miles of car corpses. After that the tires were hacked off, and we carried the pieces of rubber back to the camp’s recycling field on stretchers.


The sun was on the horizon by the time we had emptied the rubber into the enzyme processor vats. Sunset meant that work was over for the day, and the camp had a bugler to announce it. Chaz told me he always marked sunrise by playing a few bars of “The Party’s Over,” and sunset by “Goodnight Irene.” The evening meal followed, but the food was much the same as we had been given on the long journey across the desert: rehydrated protein slurry, seaweed biscuits, fiber powder and distilled water. 


I missed what was being staged in Entertainment Field that evening because Warden Olivia was finishing my induction. She said it was some sort of sporting event. 


“Who has the energy left for sports?” I asked as cheering erupted in the distance.


“You’d be surprised. Tonight it’s a wheelchair chariot race reenactment.”


“You just lost me.”


“Ever see that old movie, “Ben Hur”?”


“Yes, it was the first of the big-time epics.”


“Well they’re doing the race scene with wheelchairs and people instead of chariots and horses.”


That was as much as I could get my mind around, so I did not ask any more questions. Sleeping spaces in Dormitory Field were strictly allocated, and Olivia showed me where to dig a shallow trench to sleep in, using my bowl. The sand was still warm from the day, and the idea was to pile it onto your blanket after settling down. I wore the bowl on my head as I slept to keep the sand out of my hair. Dormitory Field was lit by solar powered LED lights that glowed a dim but harsh blue. The wardens patrolled continually, watching for anyone trying to do anything except visit the privy pits or each other. 


I lay on my back under my blanket, looking up at the stars. Those around me were asleep, and none were snoring yet. I had learned on the journey to the camp that those who snored were often found dead the following morning. In the distance the crowds continued to cheer the improvised chariots. 


#


Audit Camps like this one were scattered across the continent, and were a direct result of the Climate War. It had not been a real war, more a verification of the old saying that western civilization is only three days from chaos if the supermarkets close. As droughts and accelerated global warming ravaged crops across entire continents, supermarkets, open air markets, and even emergency ration distribution centers did indeed close. 


When angry and desperate citizens marched on the grain silos and warehouses, they learned the same lesson that both sides had been taught in the fields of France during World War One: machine guns are very effective at stopping large crowds of people, and they kill at a distance that transforms those people from humans into targets. That makes killing way easier. Only nine nuclear bombs were detonated during the chaos, but each of them destroyed a city. It is said that there were three sides in the Climate War: the starving, the heavily armed, and the climate itself. The climate was the real winner. 


The leaders who had not survived had faced revolts by their own armed forces, police, and personal guards. They had forgotten that the people behind the riot shields, tear gas launchers and machine guns had families too, and were bright enough to know that they would be next to miss out. Naturally the leaders who were still alive had made a point of dressing in shabby clothes, keeping thin and eating the same rations as the rest of the population. Some people with pioneer lifestyle fantasies fled to the national parks and wilderness reserves to live off the land, but the Generation Victim wardens caught up with them very quickly.


The Climate War itself was over in just weeks, but the killings continued. Someone had to be blamed, and if culprits were being punished then voters would be happier with whoever was running what was left of civilization. After watching their children starve while those in retirement condos had obscenely large carbon footprints and well stocked pantries, the young fell upon the old like wolves in a pen of geriatric sheep. Rich survivalists were particularly popular targets for the warden ranger squads, because they had stockpiled food and weapons, and they tended to be loners or small family groups. 


Punishing the guilty turned out to be an exceedingly popular political platform in Australia, and was guaranteed to generate voter support for any government. It was quick, cheap, and made good Cloudcast screentime - in contrast with fixing the climate, which was difficult, expensive, and would take longer than the life of any politician, let alone government. Eventually the meager food supply was able to keep up with demand, but people still wanted to see the climate criminals punished.


Governments clung to power by running the distribution centers, and this meant that anyone who did not support climatic justice missed out. However voter support depended on entertainment value as well as the food supply, and the Australian climate crime audits were very popular entertainment worldwide. Politicians love popularity, and so the International Audit Movement was becoming very powerful. That meant there was every chance that the entire world would adopt Australia’s audit model, but that would be catastrophic for the climate as far as I was concerned. How many others shared my belief? None, as far as I could tell. All I could do to quite literally save the world was to volunteer to be audited, then try to survive twelve audits.


#


Footsteps approached, and stopped beside me. I thought it was a patrolling warden, so I sat up. Sand cascaded from my blanket, and I shivered in the chill night air.


“I’m new, I arrived today,” I said. “Have I done something wrong?”


“How should I know?” asked a female voice. “You have not been audited yet.”


“Who are you?”


She pushed back her cowl, and by the dim, blue light of the security lamps I saw the face of the Auditor General. As I said, I knew this face better than any other in the entire world. 


“Who would you like me to be?” she asked. “A woman worried about the future? The Auditor General? The most terrifying mass murderer that this continent has ever known? Your granddaughter?”


I put a hand to my eyes.


“Oh crap, I can do without this.”


“Hello granddad.”


“Hello Renny.”


“How very important we have become.”


“You’re important. I’m just a tipper.”


“Not so, you’re the most important tipper of all. I’ve followed your career on the web for the past three decades.”


“And only sent me a one-liner birthday text once a year.”


“That is more than anyone else got from me.”


“Hardly surprising, you had the rest of our family executed.”


“They were legally audited climate criminals. Anyway, you only sent me emailed birthday cards.”


“Cards that I drew myself and scanned.”


“You did?”


“Yes, all thirty. You deleted them, didn’t you?”


“I - yes. I’m sorry. If I had known …”


“You would have kept them? Ask one of your audit assistants to hack my account on the WorldCloud, I kept the scans. Oh, and before I forget, I’ve been following your career as well.”


“Granddad, can we be a little less toxic with each other? The whole planet will be watching the World Cloudcast when you get your audit tomorrow.”


“Bullshit, the shepherds will watch, not the sheep. Only National Audit spin doctors care what I say in case it causes political embarrassment.”


“Bullshit is climatically incorrect, and the word will cause offence if you use it at the audit.”


This was climate culture on steroids. The world’s cattle had once produced vast amounts of methane, but now there were only a couple of thousand left, roaming wild in wilderness reserves and culled only by tigers, lions and other large predators. 


“Is Generation Victim trying to save the world by killing words?” I asked.


“I’m being serious. You devoted your life to warning the world about climate change before it was an obvious problem. Tomorrow the world will be listening at last, so mind what you say and don’t give offence.”


I shook my head in disbelief.


“I suppose you’re going to lecture me about neglecting your father while I tried to save the Earth.”


“No way. Dad was a lazy pratt, I convicted him of gluttony and squandering last month.”


“I noticed. You killed my son, your father, your daughter’s grandfather! Anyone else would have at least had the decency to send him to Audit Camp 72.”


“Even there he would have got Greenhousing, without mercy. I gave him Tipping Point Gallows, with mercy. Believe it or not I was being humane, even though he did not deserve it.”


I had definitely been assigned to Audit Camp 71 because the presiding auditor general was not above executing members of her own family. This was not at all easy to come to terms with. After wishing that we could see more of each other for the past thirty years and writing as much in my birthday cards, I now just wished that she would go away.


“I thought meeting accused tippers out of session was forbidden in a court of law,” I pointed out.


“It is an audit, not a court. Many rules and procedures are common to both, but not all.”


“I’ll put it another way. Piss off, you’re really upsetting me.”


“I’m just telling you not to expect special treatment tomorrow for being my grandfather.”


“Point made, now leave.”


“Is that all you have to say?”


“Yes.”


“These may be our last private moments together.”


“You mean you care?”


“Of course.”


“So I’m to die?” I sighed.


“The odds against you suggest it.”


“I don’t suppose it matters. I’m old, and this is the end of the world.”


“It’s not the end of the world, just your world.”


“Never thought of it as my world. So many others said they had a right to everything.”


“And now I am auditing their claims.”


“Is it gratifying work, killing the rich, the slobs and the airhead celebs?”


“Yes.”


“You’re murdering an entire generation!”


“That generation is not innocent!” she retorted, and very sharply. “Its leaders were once willing to wipe out humanity with a thermonuclear war. At the height of the madness Generation Tipper leaders had thirty thousand nuclear warheads ready to unleash because people didn’t like each other’s economic models. Remember the snappy one-liners? Mutual Assured Destruction? Better dead than red? Members of the Twentieth Century generations very nearly handed the planet over to the cockroaches. Nothing that Generation Victim is doing now can even come close to that.”


“We managed to force policy changes and stop the nuclear madness.”


“And then tipped the world into the climatic fireplace to support unsupportable lifestyles. Do you deny that?”


“Many from Generation Tipper fought against climate change.”


“But few fought very hard.”


“True,” I sighed. 


Now the climate crimes of everyone from Generation Tipper were being audited, and Death was the auditor. Death was also my granddaughter.


“So, no clever comeback?” Renny prompted. “You will have to do better than that in front of the audit bench.”


“Why not drag me off to the tipping point gallows and murder me now?”


“Because everyone gets an audit. Good night, granddad, and good luck tomorrow. Remember, a worldwide audience will be watching.”


“Why such popularity?”


“Because you volunteered for this, and that gives you credibility. Check the Cloudcast access stats for your audit as they come in. People believe in you, many more than you think.”


“You don’t.”


“I do, actually, but that will not influence the decision I make.”


She left. I shook my head, then scooped the spilled sand out of my trench bed and lay down again, although my thoughts were racing. For most of my life I had tried to make myself a climatically viable model for affluent, middle class people, those who were causing the most damage to the biosphere. 


I was living proof that one could live well while not taking more than the Earth could give, yet I had been ignored. Why? Affluent people had preferred to enjoy all the advantages of being affluent without thinking about the consequences. Now the Earth was presenting its bill, and everyone had to pay. 


Rich, poor, disadvantaged, entitled, all had their audit camps. If you had been able to afford your own home, you were considered to be somewhere between low level affluent and filthy rich. That qualified you for Audit Camp 71, which was a mercy-free zone. 


Somewhere in the distance someone was snoring quite loudly. Soon there was a scuffle, followed by muffled cries, then silence. I sat up in time to see several figures hurrying away, hunched over. 


“Some newbe from your caravan,” said a voice from the trench next to mine. “So you’re the AG’s grandfather?”


“That’s me.”


“Awesome. I was at your son’s audit. He -”


“Give it a rest!” cried someone nearby.


He fell silent. Clearly it was dangerous to keep people awake unless you were the Auditor General.


#




  




  Day 2: Central Heating




	Natural light was looked upon as a resource that was not to be squandered, so the breakfast bell woke us as the first traces of halflight glowed from the eastern horizon. I sat up, shook the sand out of my beard and blanket, then sat waiting to be told what to do next. Chaz arrived just as a body was being dug out of a sleeping trench not far away.
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