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​CHAPTER 1: Jan
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A sheepskin rug hung outside to air started to flap, aggravated by a sudden flurry of wind. Behind it, Jan's soot black steel yurt chimney coughed an answering streamer of blue wood smoke to a grey parade of clouds traipsing overhead. As it did, a family of sparrows gathered for warmth started to gossip animatedly between their fleeting ventures to a-fat filled coconut hanging nearby.

Decking creaked, and Jan appeared in the yurt’s open doorway. Assessing the otherwise silence of the loch for a moment, she finally ducked and stepped out of the door and strained harder for the sound: the cough, if she hadn't been mistaken, which had roused her.

Everything looked as it should, she tried convincing herself. The overgrown road leading to the derelict farm further down the loch-side was just as empty as always. Likewise, the water lapping against the old boathouse had the same harmony as usual.  However, old anxieties seemed to hang more heavily in the air than usual. So much so, that the family of sparrows’ same-as-always chatter sounded more to Jan like an argument than birdsong.

And then... Jan squinted her eyes to make certain. Yes, this time there was someone coming.

Jan found herself momentarily paralysed. The man, she realised, must have seen her before she saw him, as he had cut very purposefully off the path and was plodding quite authoritatively up across the still-dewy grassland. A sudden wind then pressed three farewell kisses into the felt of the yurt behind her and Jan knew that everything was over.

Of course, in the first days there had been countless long moments between dispensing with fear and learning just to love the air, when Jan had rehearsed over in her mind how to react to a situation such as this. Now, however, the mental box into which she had deposited her finest verbal armour seemed lost in an overwhelming swell of emotions.

The man’s step became audible.

As a last resort, Jan sent a quiet prayer that the kettle might sing. Something, anything, that would mean that she wouldn't have to meet the man as she was, trapped inside herself on his war course.

But then: “Mrs Robinson?”

Even if divine intervention could be called upon it was already too late.

“Yes?” Jan called back, hoping that the man didn’t detect the tremor in her voice. “And you? You will have to forgive me, officer. I mean, I have been expecting you, but I'm not nearly so clever as to already know your name.”

The man stopped just before the yurt decking.

“Sorry?”

Jan was still scared, but was pleased at how her wit had managed to stop the man in his tracks. This way she was a head above him, and didn't have to endure the piercing sensation whichshe knew she would have to at his eye level.

“Why, yes,” she said. “Ever since you came the first time. Of course, I had Tommy with me then, and he knew exactly what to

do when people like you would visit. Now, though, it’s just me, and I'm afraid I don't.”

“Ah, I see,” said the man, with something like satisfaction. “You've been visited by someone like me before?”

“Yes,” Jan smiled, trying not to let her eyes fall for too long upon a mound of rough stones by the loch-side.

“My,” she laughed. “I hope that I didn't give you the impression that I'm mad?”

“Why no, not at all,” the man said uncertainly.

Behind Jan in the yurt, the kettle which she'd set away a few minutes earlier finally started a shrill whistle.

“Good,” Jan smiled. “Now I know that you probably want to get right on and arrest me and everything, but since that’s my kettle going can I offer you anything first? Tea? Coffee? Hot chocolate, perhaps?”
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​CHAPTER 2: DRONES
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A spider trooper drone which had followed Colin Smart, the court bailiff who Jan's morning had been so rudely interrupted by, started to dart in short, sharp, circular aeronautic bursts around Jan’s until now, previously secret loch-side encampment.

Odd, how fast things advance, Jan thought to herself, watching it. She hadn't seen a drone up close for years and was intrigued by this one’s lack of propellers. Then to her dismay, she realised as it skimmed around the yurt chimney that its presence had scared off her resident family of sparrows.

“What will you do with my Scotch Grey hens?” Jan asked searching for something to say as Colin Smart resumed his approach. In his hands she could see now that Smart was cattying a pair of high-voltage Secure-U detainee restraints, upon which a red LED 'armed' light had begun blinking. As it did, the singular black, all-seeing eye of the hovering spider trooper whirred electrically as it zoomed in for closer focus.

“Oh, come on. I'm fifty-seven, unarmed and I'm hardly resisting. Do you really think those are necessary?”

Colin Smart didn't say anything. Yes, he'd seemed amicable enough at first, but then Jan had offered him tea and he'd become cold all of a sudden. Perhaps, he'd really thought that she might be about to try and poison him.

“Sorry,” Smart said finally. “The order's from up above.” He nodded toward the overseeing eye of the spider trooper. “Apparently, I should consider you armed and very, very dangerous, even if everything appears otherwise.”

“And who is it behind the curtain these days?” Jan asked, genuinely interested.

Smart finally reached her and quickly clamped Jan's hands behind her in his electric-shock-administering handcuffs, warning her as he did so not to make any sudden movements.

“The Prime Minister?” Smart answered, surprised. “Why, Michael Disraeli, of course.”

Jan rolled her eyes. “Mr Smart, I know full well who the Prime Minister is. In fact, I used to know one of Mr Disraeli's ex-fiancées.”

Jan nodded toward the spider-trooper camera lens. “What I'd like to know is who's sat at home with the popcorn.”

Jan stared at the spider trooper long and hard. She'd had a friendship of sorts once with a man who knew all about things like fascism and what he called the slow totalitarian tiptoe of Western civilisation towards twenty-first century feudalism. He'd been called Jayaram, and he'd said that the reason evil always prevails throughout history is because no one really ever dares look it in the eye and call it out for what it is.

“I'm not afraid of you, whoever you are,” Jan shouted at the still-focusing camera lens. “And to this day, I don’t regret anything!”

In response, the high-voltage Secure-U detainee restraints cuffed around Jan's wrists tightened and the nubs of two cold, shock-inducing electrodes pressed warningly against each of her median nerves.

“I wouldn't, if I were you,” said Smart, with something like genuine concern. “They'll administer automatically if they sense that you're becoming agitated.”

“You mean it's not unusual for people to become agitated when they're being arrested?” Jan countered sarcastically. “Who'd have thought?”

A solitary skylark threaded through the air overhead, its fast, intermittent chirps striking Jan as melancholic and withdrawn.

“You know, I think that I remember you,” Smart said, interrupting her train of thought. “You were the Ballington House woman, weren't you? The mad one? I think I remember you from when I was a kid. You're the one who –.”

You mean, you don't even know who I am or why you're really here? Jan thought, in disbelief. Smart didn't register her incredulity though: he was too busy being distracted by his metal spider-like chaperone coming about behind him.

Then again, Jan thought, that was how all this worked now, wasn't it? The last thing that people like Michael Disraeli did in 2034, was tell the 3am secret arrest goon squads what they were actually battering people’s doors down for; or, for that matter, who the people really were whom coaxial police helicopters were forever being sent out after.

The spider trooper behind Smart bleeped and started to set itself down. Apparently it had finished whatever reconnaissance with which it had been tasked. It subsequently started to extend four chopstick-like legs which it had so far kept pincered beneath itself as it moved to land on the yurt porch.

“What, no warrant?” Jan asked, as the drone landed and quickly scurried around her, through the still-open yurt door.“

Under Section 17 of the New Police and Criminal Evidence Act, we don't need a warrant,” Smart answered. “At least not in your case.”

“Funny looking policeman, though, isn't it?” said Jan, moving her head in the direction of the drone. “And I thought that you were just a Secure-U court bailiff?”

Jan knew the law, and could see immediately that her words had some effect on Smart.
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