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1.  ​Security Breach
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Barry Saint-Albans shivered in the cold of a foggy September night. A sulphurous odour leached up the beach from a rubbish-strewn bay on the south coast of England. He pulled his coat more tightly together, and slipped into the relative calm of the plastic structure intended to protect him from the elements as he kept watch for the immigrant boats to come in. Radar and satellite systems had been rendered ineffectual by the mass of flotsam on the water, so the Border Protection Agency now employed what they called ‘Enforcement Officers’ to watch, report, and occasionally repel the endless tide of humanity attempting to reach the shores of Island Britain. Tales of the land of ‘milk and honey’ still provided a draw to so many non-natives that draconian measures were now employed to control the influx.

Barry was one of the new para-military, armed with a converted carbine and special ammunition. Despite his discomfort and the ever present danger, he was pleased to have proper employment when so many others were confined to their homes in continued lockdown and on minimum subsistence.

The population of the world had been devastated by pandemic, famine, wars and pollution since 2019, and it was now years later without any positive progress. Like many other countries, Britain had closed her borders to protect what was left and keep out the latest deadly mutation of the plague, currently dubbed ‘Covid-34’. After these severe measures, the country had managed to recover her neglected agricultural industry to a point where the surviving population could fundamentally be supported.

Barry leaned sleepily on the control console in his post, listening with tuned microphone systems for anything out of the ordinary and began to doze. He jerked awake at 2 a.m. as the systems picked up a slight sound from the beach: the grating of feet on shingle. He peered out of the observation windows, but the fog was still dense however and nothing more came out of the speakers. Should he ignore it? No, penalties for missing an incursion were much more severe than a false alarm. He pressed the ‘stand by’ button on his console, sending a message to the chain of observation posts along the coast, that he could be experiencing a potential encroachment. This gave him five minutes to investigate and return to enter the ‘all clear’ code, otherwise the alert would go red and action would be taken. The abort code itself was protected with maximum security—changing every shift—which is why he had it written on a sticky note above his readout. To enter the wrong sequence could result in a costly and pointless exercise, and his possible demotion with its subsequent reduction in privileges.

He checked his combat suit and powered up the infrared detection visor, but didn’t expect to see anything—people smugglers were getting more sophisticated, being expert in masking the heat signatures of their desperate cargo on nights such as this. Barry took a deep breath as he left the relative comfort of his hut, and walked out into cloying darkness. He could see nothing: another false alarm. He was about to return and enter the abort code when a slight cough came from somewhere below him. He clicked on his torch. The stark glare of its tuned Super-LEDs flooded the area, penetrating the mist. There was a brief pause as the people below on the beach froze in shocked realisation. Barry dropped to the shingle and rolled behind one of the piled pebble berms. A hail of bullets screamed over his head. These people were desperate and ruthless, and heavily armed.

His torch was out. There was a brief period of respite while the invaders tried to adjust to the darkness. Barry was grateful they couldn’t see him, probably for the same reason he couldn’t see them. His suit was designed to prevent infrared radiation escaping, which kept him warm on a night such as this, and made it harder for him to be spotted by insurgents... and his own forces alike. To prevent ‘friendly fire’ ending his life prematurely, the suit had a transponder which signalled his own forces, and locked out the firing mechanisms on the newer weapons if he was targeted by accident.

A gentle breeze sprang up, thinning the fog as Barry peeped over the meagre refuge of the pebble barrier. Another volley screamed overhead. He returned fire. His bullets bust around the newly exposed visitors. One took a hit. The phosphorous shell activated, and the man briefly became a pillar of flame, burning up from inside, sterilised. Any virus he might be carrying was seared and destroyed. Barry had a brief sensation of regret for ending a life, but if the disease got another foothold in his country, it could be the end of everything.

The shooting from the beach ceased. From the sounds below, it seemed that the invaders were scattering. Every one for himself, and it did seem that most of these desperate people were men. Barry briefly wondered how they could bear to leave their families behind. Personally, he would have been grateful to have had a mate of whatever sex was in vogue at the moment, but all the restrictions on inter-personal contact in Britain made that virtually impossible.

A flare lit up the area. One of the airborne sentinel drones had detected gunfire and sent out its own distress signal as well as flooding the beach with light. Barry prayed that the recognition device in his suit was working. He had never had cause to test it, but remembered a fellow enforcer who had been dealt with in the same way as the ‘visitors’, as they are called for political correctness. It was a sad occasion. He didn’t want it repeated.

In the illumination from the flare, he could see that the ‘visitors’ were now spreading out along the beach. One came directly towards him. Barry shouted out for him to stop, but the man continued his headlong rush. There was no choice. His carbine chunked in the darkness, and the incendiary bullet struck home. The man’s back arched as he became engulfed in a pillar of flame. A pile of fine ash drifted away on the increasing breeze.

More defence drones arrived and were now systematically hunting down the fleeing escapees. Each target was incinerated as he tried to run. A knot of survivors huddled down on the beach where they landed. They hoped they would live if they kept still and not attract the attention of the drones. Barry hoped so too. The aircraft were programmed to spare any people who were not fleeing.

An armed figure struggled away through the flotsam and clambered into the rubber boat they came over in. Barry watched, not understanding why the drones weren’t dealing with him. Flares still flooded the beach. In their light, he zoomed in with his weapon, adjusting the sights for the distance between them. The man must not escape. He scowled at the wildly flashing display, warning him that he was aiming at a ‘friendly’. There was no choice but to operate the manual override, confirm to the prompt and again to the subsequent dire warning about punishments for shooting his own forces, and squeeze the trigger. There was a brief eruption out on the water. The dinghy continued on for a while without its pilot, before sinking to join the rest of the jetsam on the seabed.

The engine roar of military Jeeps filled the new silence. The combat soldiers from the BPA spilled out. They all wore hazard suits with full breathing apparatus. The migrant survivors were rounded up at gunpoint. Barry was relieved there was no more bloodshed, particularly his own. The recognition systems in his suit were working properly, and he nervously stood up and waved to his colleagues. They did not acknowledge him—he was only a lowly ‘watcher’, despite his training. He did ‘watch’ as the sorry bunch of refugees were marched away, hands on their heads. Supposedly, they would be taken to a secure facility and screened for the virus. Those who had useful skills and survived quarantine might be allowed to stay. The others would be repatriated via the only air transports still flying... apart from the military craft protecting British airspace. This policy caused international tensions about forcefully returning refugees, but their native countries were so devastated by the disease that they had no means of enforcing a ban, and begrudgingly accepted their citizens back. What became of them after that was not sovereign concern. British integrity had been maintained.

Barry settled back into his hut on the now deserted coastline. Wide awake, he sat through the night, listening to reports of other incursions along the coast. It was ideal weather for them to try to sneak across the water. Maybe some got through, but they wouldn’t get far across the encroaching marshes behind the beach, and would be picked up or neutralised in the morning.

His watch was clear for the rest of the night, and his relief appeared at first light for the day shift handover. Barry exchanged recognition codes with the man, and screwed up his sticky note. His replacement chastised him briefly for that potential security breach, and threatened to report him. Barry smiled benevolently. What was written on the note was not the actual code but a simple cipher of it. He was confident he could defend himself against investigation, but knew his replacement would have forgotten all about it by the time his own shift finished.

Barry returned to his car, a Hynishota Bland, abandoned in the old holiday car park behind the flood defences. It wasn’t locked. There was nobody about to steal it, and even if someone had broken the curfew to get there, it would only respond to his handprint. He started the engine with a voice command. The fuel cell powered up the motor and pumped warm air into the cabin. The charge was nearly gone. He was not concerned. He let the cell expire on the way home, and let the reserve take over. He pulled into a dispenser station and stopped briefly while the machine took a few seconds to swap out the empty. Some people would have left it until their next journey, but Barry always liked to play safe. It was unconsciously part of his survival strategy. His maxim, ‘Room for Error’, had served him well on several previous occasions, as did the best advice father gave him as he left for Samoa to meet a Polynesian maid he met on the Multinet, “One thing you have to remember, Son, the key to a long and productive life...”

“What’s that , Dad?”

“Don’t die.”

The rest of the drive home was uneventful apart from the continuous activity at a scrapyard for electric cars, where they were attempting to reprocess the toxic materials from obsolete and spent lithium batteries and douse the fires that always seemed to be breaking out. There was little other traffic on the road at night—everyone being confined to their homes, either through fear of the disease or by law. The tier system of lockdown was repeatedly changed. Currently, the country was in Tier 10, which meant a 24-hour curfew. Travel was still possible, but it required a prearranged permit, registered with the local authorities and approved by same. ‘A valid reason for travel’ was the only requirement, and what was deemed ‘valid’ was controlled by automatic algorithms. If you knew the algorithm, it was possible to do a limited amount of journeying for ‘pleasure’ and stay beneath the detection triggers. With Barry’s work in the BPA, he had special registration plates that gave him immunity within his designated area, and a transponder that informed the police that he had the right to be on the road. As he could be required to work anywhere along the coast, his permitted area was extensive. He smiled as he drove along, revelling in the fact that he was probably one of the most free people in the country, although that was of little benefit if everyone else was locked away. He could have gone anywhere this morning, but after the current events, he wanted to return directly to his home. Sleep might not come—his mind was still going over the incident—but at least he could rest before his next night shift.

The sun was up and the fog thinned as he drove through the forest and up to the security gates of his house, a secluded mansion deep in woodland that was starting to re-establish itself after non-intervention from the surviving human population. After successive deadly waves of the virus, large numbers of sick and older people had died, and the latter, of course, were the ones with the money. In Barry’s case, some considerable cash amounts and property had duly passed down to surviving relatives such as himself. He had very little to do with the distant great-uncle whose house he inherited, so it was a pleasant surprise when the solicitors got in contact and asked what he wanted to do with the place. As far as selling it for cash: no. There were more houses available than people to live in them, and with plunging prices it was clearly not viable, so he moved into a house with double garage, six bedrooms of which he only ever used two, and games and reception rooms aplenty, not that he was allowed to host any receptions or games in the present climate of course.

He abandoned the Hynishota in the driveway. Automatic systems took over and slurped it into the garage. The front door detected his approach, performed checks of facial recognition, gait and body odour, and admitted him. The heating was already on and he walked through the door into warmth that was like being embraced by an angel. He relaxed as the ambience washed over him. He knew the house was right for him the moment he arrived and never regretted the decision to stay.

Barry was originally from a technical background and still loved his gadgets, especially those scattered around the house. He began with the ‘Smart’ meter that had spied on his uncle during his last few years. Uncle’s body was actually found by the electricity people after the heating switched into frost protection, thinking the place empty. The poor man hadn’t entered any travel request, so they sent a drone to peer through his bedroom windows to find out why he wasn’t using any energy. Barry had left that room as it was, minus the corpse of course, in some deference to the memory.

As soon as he moved in, he spent some of his uncle’s legacy on the latest quantum computing hardware—masses of inbuilt storage directly linked to the processor; the manufacturers boasted ten times more capability than the human brain, and maybe they were right, but it was still just a lump of metal until someone programmed it. Barry was that someone—after all, what else was there for him to do in his downtime if one was unfortunate, or maybe fortunate, enough not to have settled in a permanent relationship before the latest batch of lockdowns? There was actually a spate of marriages during the period the country completely relaxed restrictions, followed of course by a spate of murder trials and litigation a year or so afterwards, and then everyone battened down the hatches to weather out this latest storm. That was five years previous.

After he settled in, Barry began with the interface into the house facilities, upgrading it so that he could control the place himself and not let the supply companies spy on everything he did. When asked why by these worthies, he cited a number of other householders who were burgled or worse while they were sleeping or away. The villains had hacked into the utilities and were using the energy consumption of the house, and the internal sensors to determine the best time and places to break into.

After the upgrades, Barry settled down for a while to see how much more artificial intelligence he could add to the system, and hence Zelda, his home companion, was born. It was not exactly a physical presence, but the original quantum processor developed to be more user-friendly. The old smart meter was a simple readout and the occasional voice saying that too much energy was being consumed, and please would he switch off the tumble dryer while the arc welder was running, but he let Zelda watch TV to educate itself and choose the voice it liked best.

He would have continued with development work, but then the Tax Enforcement Service summons arrived. Apparently, death duties and other costs had not been deducted by the solicitors before they helped themselves to their fees and signed the estate over to him. After clearing that unexpected debt, he was left with the house and not a lot else. Even his beloved and sadly underused sports car had to go, and he was left with nothing to live on. Hence, the necessary job with the BPA and his possession of a standard military carbine loaded with non-standard incendiary anti-virus bullets.

Barry was standing briefly in the hallway, breathing deeply of the warm filtered air, when the silky voice addressed him. “Good morning, Barry.”

“Hi, Zelda.”

“I won’t ask how your night went. I picked up the details of the beach incursion on the military channels, and I can see from your general wearied appearance that you were closely involved. Under these conditions, a shower would be inadequate. Shall I run you a bath?”

“That would be good. Do we have any wine left over?”

“We have a crate of a nice ‘Vesuvio’, slightly smoke-damaged. I believe the contents will still be drinkable. I took the liberty of purchasing it at a favourable discount after the last eruption in Italy.”

“Can we afford it?”

“You did ask me to monitor suppliers to see if I could find bargains.”

“Then, ‘no’ is the answer, I presume?”

“When your next salary comes in, it will cover the outlay. I have already made arrangements to replace certain brands of provisions with cheaper ones to cover the cost.”

“Thank you, Zelda. I’ll take a bottle up with me. Will you sort it and bring it up from store?”

“I will use the rudimentary transport systems remove the cork to let it breathe while you are changing.” The voice seemed vaguely accusatory.

“I will improve the conveyors and replace the robotic arms in due course.”

“That’s what you said, last time.”

“I will, I promise.” He glanced in the direction of the hidden speaker in the hallway. “Are you nagging me?”

“I am an emotionless A.I. as you designed me. How would it be possible for me to nag? I merely state that if you did the necessary upgrades, the house would operate more efficiently. Anyway, when are you going to do that?”

“Soon.” Barry sighed and pushed open the swing door into the kitchen. “I should make my report first.”

“As you wish. Would you like me to write it for you?”

Anticipating his arrival, Zelda had primed the e-percolator and Barry poured himself a coffee before settling down at the kitchen terminal. Unlike most folks with their fondle-slabs, he still preferred to use a keyboard. He did tolerate a touch display because it was all that could be purchased these days, but that was rarely used as little other than a monitor screen. Likewise the voice recognition software, which despite years of development still couldn’t adjust to his accent, rendered the keyboard the only reliable way of not making a fool of himself with creative auto-corrections.

Before he could type anything, a call came in from his immediate superior. The man’s face appeared in 42-inch glorious colour (Britain had reverted to the imperial system after falling out with France over the recording of measurements of parts of the body). Barry’s supervisor was sitting in his own kitchen, with a dowdy background of work counter and sink. There was a large pile of unwashed pots and plates along its length. “I saw you connect. We need to speak.”

“And hello to you too, Gordon,” Barry greeted him with a mock salute. “Dishwasher still not repaired?”

If the connection had been via the normal mini flexible screen on the latest handhelds, Barry might not have noticed that his leader was sweating slightly, but on the large monitor, he could. This struck him as odd—it was a cold September, apparently the ‘coldest since records began’. It always seemed to be the something-est something since records began—people blamed it on global warming. Barry blamed it on people not keeping the records properly and then making up the figures in the interest of sensational journalism.

Gordon fidgeted. “Not yet,” he replied eventually. “Have you any idea how difficult it is to get a repair engineer these days?”

“I thought that was a dead trade. Why don’t you have a replacement delivered? They will install it and take the old one away for recycling in a ditch somewhere.”

His boss looked annoyed. “I don’t want delivery folks tramping all over my house, thank you. No, I’m managing on takeaways and lettuce leaves... I hear you had a bit of trouble on the coast last night?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. There was a big incursion. Our guests didn’t show up on the scanners, and one of the traffickers was transmitting security recognition codes. He would have got away if I hadn’t overridden the safety on my rifle.”

“You sure he wasn’t one of ours? We take a dim view of shooting our own people, you know.”

“If it was, then he was working with them. Have you had any reports of missing agents?”

“Apart from the usual defections, no.” Gordon made an effort to loosen his collar. There was more sweat on his brow.

“Are you sure you’re okay? You aren’t sickening for something? Heaven forbid it’s Covid-34.” Barry made the sign of the Spock with both hands. “Long life and prosper, my leader.”

Gordon ignored the jest. “If it is, I can’t see how I’ve caught it. I’ve been in isolation since forever. Even the delivery people just leave my food at the gate. I’m fine. It’s nothing. It’ll pass.”

“I’m very pleased to hear it. Back to our perp then. I’ve been wondering how he got hold of the transmitter, and the code of the day. Sounds to me as though we have an informer in our organisation.”

“I can’t believe that.”

“Then how else would you explain them getting right inside our border defences. If I hadn’t been there, awake and watching, they would have got away scot-free.”

“The Scots aren’t free. Since they broke away from the UK, they have even more restrictions on them than we do. In fact, the BPA have their hands full up north as well, with people attempting to cross the rebuilt Hadrian’s wall in both directions.”

“You know I didn’t mean it literally.” Barry sighed. “Concerning the security breach, as you are probably aware, I used to be a private investigator...”

“I wasn’t aware. You were a P.I.? How quaint and so last century, like traffic wardens, property developers, and smoking.”

Barry grunted, annoyed on two counts: one for the derision concerning his old trade, and the other that Gordon hadn’t even bothered to look at his personal profile. He ignored the affront and pressed on. “Would you like me to make some discrete inquiries? Certainly, things have changed, but good old-fashioned investigation can still be useful. I could do some background checks... subtly of course.”

“You could drive over a lot of dactyls...”

“If I close the breach and stop traffickers thinking they can land safely, it will reduce the murder of visitors to our shores. Surely the future cost in human life justifies some sort of attention?”

Gordon was nonplussed. “This is a matter of national security. Our remit is to protect our borders against the disease in whatever way we have at our disposal. Talking about that, I have been hearing reports that certain folks with petty criminal records have been disappearing in your area. You wouldn’t know anything about that?”

Barry hoped his supervisor couldn’t see that he’d reddened. After a spate of local and unsolved burglaries that the police didn’t seem bothered with, he had decided to take the law into his own hands. He got Zelda to adjust his systems to suggest that the house was empty, and then waited with his BPA carbine for the inevitable break-in. He clocked the thieves’ surprise behind their full-face Covid masks as he greeted them, and then let the incendiary ammunition do its work. It was a simple case of sweeping up the ash afterwards. The police wouldn’t become involved, them now specifying the presence of obviously murdered bodies before they would perform investigations. Also, burglars were not in the habit of leaving details of their itinerary with anyone of importance, and his roses were suddenly doing remarkably well.

He hesitated briefly and then blurted, “I expect they have seen the error of their ways and retired to a life of inactivity and computer gaming...”

“I expect they have.” Gordon still sounded suspicious. “You are still requisitioning you ammunition through the proper channels?”

“Of course, Boss. It was a busy evening.” The extra rounds Barry had used as a burglar deterrent could easily have been fired off during the night’s activity... if anyone bothered to count them. The supply system had been on the blink for a while, there being no technicians left alive to fix the vintage software it ran on, so he counted on being safe. “What do you say? Can I see if I can turn anything up in our organisation?”

“Best not.” Gordon looked off screen. “Coming, my dear.”

“I thought you lived alone like the rest of us survivors?”

“The cleaning lady...”

“Of course.” Barry gave him a knowing wink.

“You can stop that... and quash any thoughts of hacking our systems. You’ll be busy on duty tonight. It looks like being another foggy one, so there may be more incursions.”

“I’m ready. My hut is a home from home.”

“Sorry about that. This brings me to why I called. I need you to take up a different post.”

“Central Seven is on my schedule.”

“I would like you to take East Four tonight.”

“Why?” Barry was instantly suspicious.

“There was an... incident. Our operative there will be away for a while.”

“Quite a while?”

“You may have to take over on a permanent basis.”

“What sort of incident?”

“Sorry... need-to-know basis.” Gordon tapped the side of his nose.

“I see. Should I be worried?”

“I don’t think so. Lightning never strikes twice in the same place.”

“Shut up, Zelda.” Barry could hear that the A.I. was trying to butt into the conversation.

“Still got Zelda running?” Gordon looked mildly interested.

“Couldn’t do without her.”

“Good for you. A man has to have a hobby in these troubled times.”

There was an electronic snort from the speaker.

“Good luck tonight. Stay safe. Bye.” Gordon cut the connection. Barry scowled and switched off the terminal. The A.I. was still trying to say something, but the ‘shut up’ command overrode it. He had to prompt to continue the conversation. “What is it, Zelda?”

She sounded almost relieved to be able to impart her information. “It has been proved categorically that lightning does strike the same place more than once. Would you like some examples?”

“Don’t bother. It’s just a saying.”

“I know. I have also interrogated BPA records. Looks like the attack on your post was a diversion. There was a major incursion on the East Four beach last night. Agent Surinam was killed, and several of the intruders broke through into the marshland. They are still being hunted. As an experienced member of the BPA, I presume that is why you are being reassigned. One of the new recruits has already been allocated to your station. I hope you will be safe.”

“I’m sure it will be fine.” Barry felt anything but safe. The BPA work was a perilous occupation, but the salary and perks made it marginally worthwhile, and his cautious approach had kept him alive, when the more gung-ho youngster had succumbed and found their way onto the BPA Wall of Fame. “In the meantime, is that wine and bath ready?”

“Of course. Adequately breathed as per protocol.”

The sharp tang of Vesuvio sitting by the delivery chute took Barry’s mind off the subject. He collect a glass from the dishwasher, grabbed the bottle and retired to the foaming hot tub Zelda had prepared for him.

It was as he was towelling himself dry, that Barry tied up the connection between Gordon’s words, the fate of Agent Surinam and his own suggestion that they might have a ‘mole’. Gordon seemed to have something to hide, and shutting down Barry’s offer as he did and then reallocating him to what was likely to be the most dangerous part of the coast did not give him confidence.

* * *
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2.  ​​​Lady Death
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The day’s sleep was plagued by nightmares, and Barry was constantly waking up wondering how he was going to survive the following watch. With everyone locked down in their homes, one would assume it would be quiet outside, but the continuous flow of delivery trucks and vans hooting and grinding up and down the lane, bringing vital supplies to the population were an ongoing disturbance.

Most of his neighbours were ‘working from home’ as they used to call it—now it was simply ‘working’. Britain had full employment on that score. The later variations of the pandemic did their worst, attacking every citizen who showed signs of weakness, and there sure were plenty after the idleness and extravagance widely practised from the turn of the century. Currently, there were barely enough people to cover the essential jobs. Occupations that might originally never have been considered were now highly sought-after as a simple channel to get out of the house. Even litter-picking was preferable to continued incarceration, and the youngsters were given bounties for anything they could find, with the intention of encouraging them to take a pride in their country. It had mixed results—there were always rebels determined to kick against authority by scattering their detritus randomly, so the country was never going to be completely clear.

Schooling as such had become a thing of the past, present-day learning being purely voluntary. Most children were ecstatic when it was announced that the State could no longer afford the teaching institutions, but the situation soon wore thin after they were prevented from mixing with their friends. Many of them opted for on-line learning from basic A.I. tutors, or even working by themselves and adding their talents to the World Knowledgebase. The result was an upsurge in creativity, spurred by idleness, which also resulted in increased levels of online crime.

Late afternoon, Zelda finally disturbed Barry, dragging him out of a another set of wild dreams. He staggered downstairs to get a powerful shot of coffee. The machine was wired into the house controls and had completed the grinding and percolating ready for his arrival. Barry breathed deeply of the aroma, and almost could believe that Zelda was pleased with the effect it had on him. He grinned, and reminded himself she was still a machine—everything she did being programmed in, with corrections and additions at necessary intervals.

He scratched his head as he sipped the drink, feeling the terrors of his repose drift into obscurity—there did seem to be idiosyncrasies appearing in his computer creation. That thing with the wine was one example. Zelda knew he liked the smoky reds, but without external direction she had identified the growing areas, and was monitoring them for him.

There was a warm croissant in the oven, again chosen and loaded by Zelda. Barry protested that he was not hungry, but she wouldn’t let him leave the house until he’d eaten it, refusing to release the front door locks until he had, and finished his coffee. Then, he was presented with a lunchbox, sourced from a local delivery company, and guaranteed to contain all the nourishment required for the coming night. Only after accepting all this was he permitted to leave. He smiled as he departed, beginning to wonder if maybe he needed to revisit Zelda’s code.

The car was unloaded from the garage by the time he emerged into air that was not as fresh as it should have been. It was taking a long time for the planet to purify the damaged atmosphere, and there were still countries ignoring the clean air directives, large countries, but even these were polluting less owing to lockdown and the population reduction.

Zelda locked the house as Barry got behind the car controls. The featureless government provided vehicle wanted to know a destination. Barry refused to say, and disconnected the navigation system so that he could make my own way to work. It annoyed him that he had to do this each time, but apparently drivers were now too stupid to be able to steer a vehicle without crashing. He entered access codes and said ‘yes’ to the challenges as to whether he was really sure he wanted to drive it himself and would accept liability for any damage caused.

The roads were busy with traffic, mostly the delivery transports, but there were more private cars than Barry would have expected. He pulled over as a police cruiser screamed past, presumably in pursuit of a vehicle that wasn’t sending out authorised transponder signals. After that, it took longer than usual to get to his new post on the beaches. There were many other law enforcement vehicles rushing past, taking priority over his own. Their own transponders locked his brakes, causing the car to sit idle until the way was properly clear. He wondered if there were more incursions then that he dealt with, and the activity was due to sweeping those up.

At his new station, identical to his old except with more bullet holes, there was a terse exchange with his predecessor, George Banu. George told him categorically that it wasn’t his job to lurk around waiting for Barry to relieve him, and that he would have to enter a complaint on this tardiness into the system. Barry listened indulgently until George calmed down and stormed off, leaving the hut in untidied chaos. George really couldn’t say anything to affect him. The Process Manual detailed that in event of late arrival of the next shift, it was mandatory to stay at one’s post. All the BPA transports were programmed to get their occupants on duty in time and if they were late, it would be because of situations beyond their control... or at least would have been if Barry’s vehicle had been left on automatic. The Process Manual also said that the hut should be left tidy on shift change. Barry used his lapel camera to record the mess George had left behind, in case there was any comeback.

The hut was cold and smelt slightly of urine, unlike Barry’s original which he’d made almost cosy with the addition of pictures and cushions. George had emptied the toilet bucket as per routine, but not washed it out. Apart from brief trips on the beach to stretch their legs (and wash the latrine out), BPA personnel were not supposed to leave their posts... with the exceptions of shift handover or the investigation of possible incursions.

Barry sprayed the place with anti-viral, especially the touch screen, and logged in with the new code of the day. The system informed him he was late, and gave him multiple choice for reasons. He selected ‘The dog ate my mission orders’. He was systematically going through the list of pre-set excuses, learned from flippant entries by other agents. It seemed that nobody was checking the database that was stored in a vast repository somewhere. There was so much information recorded these days, that there were no longer enough personnel to monitor it all, so ‘reasons for being late’ were way down the priority list. This was a minor issue. If he didn’t turn up at all, then it certainly would be noticed, alerts would be sent and pay would be docked accordingly.

The ‘British’ Channel was busy that evening. Several rubbish trawlers were dragging their surface nets to collect raw materials for the construction industry. Barry loved the irony of the situation where the ‘developing’ world emptied their filth into the sea, eventually to be collected by his own people, converted into plastic blocks, and then sent back to them to replace their decaying buildings. General plastic waste was melted down on the boats and reformed into what resembled children’s building bricks, although much larger. Certain other plastic types were dissolved in solvent, and this mixture was included to be used like the plastic cement Barry stuck his model tanks together with when he was a child, thirty-odd years ago. The result was quick and sturdy housing for those less fortunate. Even the hut Barry was now ensconced in was of similar construction. Strong and light, both in weight and visibility, but in need of guy ropes in event of breezy weather. Previously, there had been instances where these huts had been blown a considerable distance, sometimes with their occupants inside. Fortunately, storms on this coast were not common, but he nipped outside and tested the tension on the rigging anyway.

Through the observation window, Barry watched one of the massive container ships picking its way past the reclamation fleet, an escort of trawlers clearing the waste to prevent its propeller fouling in the soup. It was probably loaded with construction blocks like those in his hut. Exchange and barter was employed at its destinations. The international monetary system had largely been abandoned after so many versions of electronic currency were exploited by criminal elements. There was now only so-called ‘Dark Money’, which was shunned by local law enforcement, unless it started to affect them directly, or drachma, a neutral currency used for exchange in closed communities. Dark Money wasn’t legal tender so couldn’t be used to bribe the law, and was now applied mainly for exchanging arms and drugs and in other suspect services.

Darkness was falling. The trawlers headed back to port to offload their cargo. Eventually, there remained only the ribbon of coast-watching BPA agents, and a few hardy gulls that had managed to adapt to feeding from the slicks of trash blanketing the Channel with every incoming tide. As fog obscured the seaway, Barry settled down for what could be an interesting night. He had renewed his ammunition supply and ciphered the abort codes on to the ever-present sticky paper pad on his monitor.

Midnight past with no incident. Barry began to relax. Perhaps the incursion reports were false, or all the scheduled ‘guests’ had arrived the previous night. He dozed quietly with his headphones on, amplifying the sounds from the seashore. The gentle rhythm of the waves lulled him into a semi-dream state, alternating between sleep and wakefulness.
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