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	Call of Duty

	 

	There is a silence that can pervade the scene of a fatal accident in the moment between panic and the deployment of emergency crews. I have watched hardcore marketmen quiesce their headware and teenagers offline themselves as they pass a section of the city suddenly transformed, simply by being marked with white-and-blue ‘Biohazard: Corpse’ holograms.

	Today’s horror is something special. It’s not that I don’t feel for the bereaved, but this is beyond misfortune. I feel the chill touch of divine black humour and shrug my shoulders deeper into my standard-issue armoured donkey jacket.

	Spread across the inner and middle lanes of Beckham Broadway is an inverted Aston-Jaguar Aguillar, the apex of luxury aircar development. This one was only nine days out of the showroom. I suspect that after my report goes public, it will become the last one taken from a showroom - by a customer - for a very long time.

	The driver of this beautiful, ostentatious monster could never afford it. Her job was to drive and protect the owner and passenger: Livrez Denson, founder of EasyDrone and right now, quite possibly the richest corpse in London. I’d tell you the driver’s name, but the registered vehicle details only show ‘PoolDrv’. Even though she was his regular guard-driver, she got paid less than basic wage as a temp.

	London is one of the last cities to have an autocar ban. You can have autopilot, but you must have a capable, licensed driver behind the wheel. Mister Denson had been fighting that for years, pushing his STH (Safer Than Human) Control system.

	Underneath the three-point-two tons of Aguillar is a Toyonda Lupin, a popular city runabout for singles and new families. This one had Tarany Baviss and her two children in it when the Aguillar squashed it down to a foot high. Laurent Baviss is currently under sedation: he recognised the registration data from a news feed and got to the scene before we could intercept him.

	Somewhere between the two vehicles is a nine-pound ‘Monitor’ EasyDrone - one of their most popular units - used for borough ordinance patrols.

	I am standing by the root cause of this mess, eating one of Luigi’s delicious pasta wraps. Technically it could be called interfering with evidence, but Luigi is sixty-nine and does make exceedingly good Bolognese.

	 

	The scene, as I envision it, was one of early-evening gentility, as a usually busy part of London experienced a moment’s cessation of the hubbub. Enter, stage right, ground level: a sky blue Toyonda Lupin. Enter, stage left, treetop height: an electric blue Aston-Jaguar Aguillar. Luigi looks up at the majestic aircar and sighs - he told me so - which turns to a snort of frustration, as he sees a Monitor drone with Beckham Borough Trading Standards holobands. This time, he’s ready. He whips out the Downstick he bought from Camden Market and lets the drone have it. There is no way he is going to let Mister Cherthall of Beckham Council rook him again with volumetric charging for the fold-out tabletops on his stall!

	And so the Chinese knock-off Downstick EMP-blasts the drone, and it falls. But the stick is overpowered and the Aguillar reveals a critical shielding weakness. The Aguillar falls.

	 

	Luigi is beside himself with grief, and now has a caution on his record. Tomorrow I will arrest a vendor at Camden Market and set HMRC looking for the Downstick counterfeiter. Then I’ll start an investigation into vendor clipping by Mister Cherthall.

	After that, I’ll come back here and have another wrap. Until Luigi recovers from the guilt, I know where I’ll be taking lunch, and bringing colleagues too.

	 

	***

	 

	Crows

	 

	The seasonal rains have set in, bringing the battle for the planet we call Tango to a bogged-down halt. High above, the grey clouds flash blue-veined white as miniature suns blossom in orbit. The war continues across known space, committed men and women laying down their lives for a cause that became tenuous months ago.

	I’m not here to contemplate the vagaries of politics. Like all hierarchies we have our share of champions, villains, and those who simply do the best they can for the people they represent. They couldn’t do my job. I couldn’t do theirs. Neither of us would want to trade places.

	“Hangman Seven, this is Gallows. What’s feeding the crows?”

	I smile. Someone has a darkly appropriate sense of humour back at headquarters.

	“Eight this morning. Awaiting this afternoon’s first customer. H-7 out.”

	A long time ago, men in trenches never lit a third cigarette – an early form of chemical inhaler – from the same match. This was because enemy snipers would have ranged them from the first two ignitions, and the third recipient would die.

	These days, all the battlefield drugs arrive by patch or spray. Nothing to betray a position. The beams from combat lasers are invisible to an unaided human eye, which is all I have. My people joined the war when the enemy decided that our homeworld was more valuable as a vast open-cast mine than a place of ancient forests and sky-piercing peaks.

	For centuries uncounted, we hunted fairly. Man versus beast: intelligence our only advantage. When Command found out about our far-sighted hunters, they tried - and failed - to fit us into the armoured warrior ethos they had fostered. Then a smart man asked us what we actually needed to kill our foe. We took body paint that hid our heat and did not run in any liquid, then learned about rifles. What they made for us are short, very accurate - and place us within range of enemy rifles. That is only fair. When we told them to let the enemy know, many regarded us as lunatics. A few nodded and smiled coldly.

	Our prey is hyperaware that we are nearby. They know we have to be within range of their guns. They cannot ensure our deaths because of that. We are simply too close for area effect weapons of sufficient lethality to be used. Their initial contempt has turned to fear, because they have discovered that they cannot stop us. We are far better unseen hunters than their technology, or skills, can neutralise.

	Forty feet away, a bored enemy watch-sniper idly vapourises a raindrop. The little puff of steam is not detectable, as far as he knows, but I see it. To honour tradition - something that has always separated us from the beasts we hunt - I wait until he does it a third time before putting a silent projectile into his nasal cavity, which removes the back of his skull as it exits in fragments.

	My first for the crows of the afternoon.

	 

	***

	 

	Dreams Go Sideways

	 

	It all started when Amelia and I were sat in the deserted faculty restaurant at 3AM. In reply to a piece of silliness that had being going on all day, I said: “What if the dream goes sideways?”

	The silence of mutual epiphany descended. We dropped our cans and raced back to the lab.

	 

	It’s been twenty-eight years since then. The ‘dream going sideways’ effect has become the Pardell-Surrensson Theory of Multi-Planar Interaction, and we are famous, or infamous, depending on who you ask. If a dream is not your mind organising the events of the day, but is actually your mind peeking into one or more alternate realities, then the subconscious has a reach far greater than anyone thought. If one considers the placebo effect, one might get a glimmer. But when one realises that past-life remembering is ‘forced’ inter-planar viewing, then reincarnation becomes a dirty word - or an appealing religious alternative - as the soul goes from reality to reality, living a new life in each. Of course, there are those who choose to interpret multiple realities as many hells on the way to one heaven, but I secretly sympathise with those who believe that the mutated concept of Karma - popular in early twenty-first century western social media – is finally vindicated: live a life as a bad person, come back as a slug on a world of salt…

	 

	Amelia Pardell has been asleep for twenty-six years, hibernated at near-zero to slow the spread of the ferocious cancer that was travelling up her spine toward her brilliant brain. Today is the day I have to decide whether to let my partner die, as she has reached the boundaries of conceivable cryonic retrieval. It’s 3AM. I’m sitting in the deserted faculty restaurant, sipping a can of the same brand that we dropped all those years ago, torn between swearing and crying.

	There’s the ‘crakk-tsssh’ of a can opening and a familiar voice says: “Let me go. I’ve not been here for ages.”

	I drop my can and leap away from the voice, spinning round and staggering backwards as I recognise her.

	She smiles: “Sleep deeply enough and you can ‘wake up’ in an alternate. We’re not sure of the exact rules that govern it, but we’ll be coming to ask for your help as soon as we’ve stabilised the reverse bridge.”

	Stepping closer - as my body refuses to do anything but shake - she raises a hand to my cropped grey hair: “It suits you. I can’t wait to introduce you to everyone who’s put up with my drunken ramblings about my Professor from another world.”

	She stands on tiptoe to plant a kiss I never expected to receive on lips that can only ache as hers withdraw; then she is gone.

	I notice that the can from the vending machine went with her and smile in the knowledge that we won’t be apart for much longer.

	 

	***

	 

	Burn Before Reading

	 

	The fire burned so hot that Kabe wondered how Chan could stand it. His companion stood amidst the stonework and sorted the metallic scrap that had been lying about, all the while insisting that Kabe stoke the fire burning in the igloo-shaped oven.

	“Two more loads, then start moving that handle up and down, same speed as your breathing at night.”

	Kabe nodded and got on with the sweaty, sooty-teared work. He didn’t understand, but that was not unusual, ever since the Nabletti had shot him in the head. He vaguely remembered being better – better at doing stuff, anyway. His body was solid from years of guerrilla warfare. Chan was actually smaller than him in size, but towered over him in brainpower. Kabe smiled: with the crater the Nabletti weapon had left in his head, Chan probably had a heavier brain as well.

	“That’s good enough, Kabe. Break time.”

	Kabe nodded and headed out back toward the stream. It was barely mid-morning, but the sky was blue and the sun blazed down. Chan said that they needed to do hot work by day, because at night the fire showed them up.

	Chan dived into the stream next to him and came up spitting water and laughter: “I’ll be damned if that doesn’t feel good.”

	Kabe patted his friend for attention: “Why we do?”

	He hated that so many of his words couldn’t get out of his mouth anymore.

	Chan grinned: “What you saw the day they shot you. The writing in the metal.”

	 

	As Kabe slid down, his head wrecked and mind maimed, he saw the side of the container glowing in the backwash of the blast which he had, mercifully, only been at the fringes of. In the metal, blue against white, he saw words. He told so many people, but no-one believed him, especially as he couldn’t recall any of the words – and had a chunk of his head missing.

	 

	Chan patted his shoulder: “I heard that tale the night you joined Bennett’s band, and I sat there every time they laughed at you crying in frustration, trying to make them understand. My granddad was a blacksmith. I’ve seen white-hot metal. So, you said that the Nabletti were coming for you, then they saw the words in the metal and went crazy – crazy afraid. They just threw you out of the way and set about carving that metal into little bits. They must have carted it off, because some of the scouts went out that way and found nothing but debris and drag marks.”

	Kabe smiled at Chan, and Chan saw the hope mixed with frustration in his eyes.

	“Kabe, I got some of Rulio’s scavengers to grab a container. Dismantled it wholesale. They’ll be here by noon. That’s why I fired up the forge. We’re going to heat that metal white-hot, and copy the words down. Then we are going to find out what makes the Nabletti so scared.”

	Kabe made a fist and placed it gingerly in the depression in his skull, grinning fiercely.

	Chan nodded: “Yes. I reckon we’re on the way to denting their heads at last.”

	 

	***

	 

	Abnormal Spore

	 

	“Jethro, refocus the beam three metres from the crown.”

	“That white patch?”

	“Exactly, Jethro. Let’s see if the pigmentation indicates a weakness.”

	 

	OW!

	No, that’s not a weakness - it’s my eye, you bipedal germ!

	Really, I don’t know how much more of this I can take. Here I am, roosted dead centre in the remains of one of their great leaders. I landed with sufficient force to turn the whole pallid palace into a rather fetching crater. I thought they’d be first fascinated and then stung into investigation.

	The only minds I can touch are kept so far from me by the deaf brains that make up the ruling class and their goon squads. They have been corralled in the ‘kook corner’, whatever a kook is – it’s not a term I’ve met before, and I’ve listened to a lot of your media transmissions on the way here. Which is not surprising, as I used them to find your planet and learn your languages.

	I got sent t-t-t-t-t-t-t-t... What the fuck is that?

	 

	“Jethro, any progress?”

	“Depends, boss. Blunting the digger’s drill bit is going rather well. Making a mark on this damn rock, not so much.”

	“Okay, stop. Let’s take a coffee break.”

	 

	Thank you for stopping that. I am not a ‘damn rock’. I am an elemental spacefarer of the Farnia Treft. My line can be traced back to the Sundering of the First Planet. More importantly, I had the honour of being chosen to come and find you backward, hairless softhides to see if your media output was representative of the atrophication of your civilisation.

	I landed. I sent my credentials. You wailed and waved your hands and set about trying to remove me from my comfortable crater because the powdered bones of your great leader are under me. You lamented that I had a dense core that made me impossible to shift. I lamented that your ‘dense core’ prevented you recognising a gravitational position lock when you saw one.

	Really, you lot and I are going to have a very serious chat after my folks arrive. And I’ve got a very special conversation to have with Jethro and his boss.

	 

	***

	 

	Lawman

	 

	The metro swishes past while I tap my fingers in frustration on the dashboard. I may have priority, but nothing out-prioritises fifty tons of autotram. 

	“Where are you, Lime?”

	“Watching the metro. The collision avoidance system in my car decided that playing chicken with it was a losing game.”

	“They’ve brought down the SWAT drones. No jokes.”

	“I had no intention of mentioning swatting.”

	There were collective groans over the airwave. Tony had company.

	“What’s the book say?”

	“What book?” Tony’s voice radiated innocence.

	“You know, the one where the audience around you bets on how long it takes the thuglifes to realise that they’ve left toytown.”

	“Oh, that one. Current favourite is two minutes and one magazine.”

	“From sidearm or main?”

	“Main.”

	“Oh, ye of little faith. Oop! Metro’s gone, taking emergency measures. Route me a waiver.”

	“Chief says to keep the damage under six figures.”

	He would. They need me to catch these bad guys, so I need to do something they won’t – manual driving at excessive speeds. As their getaway car is only a vampire conversion on a standard grid runner, they can’t do what I’m about to. I hang a left through an advertising display and cut across the rough ground behind, collecting bruises as the suspension they ‘upgraded’ for me proved to be just as crappy as the last set. Next time, I’m doing it. My granddad taught me how to fettle cars. Time for me to revive another redundant art.

	Exploding through a vending kiosk - showering seven people with Instablend gel as a side-effect - I reach the on-ramp for the interstate. Slewing the car sideways, I exit and retrieve Gertrude from the rear seat.

	“Lime, that’s not a service piece.”

	“No, Tony. It’s something a bit older and a lot more effective.” A hybrid of Anzio 20 and 20/50, to be precise.

	“I’ll get another waiver on the way.”

	“Cheers, buddy.”

	 Down the road comes my target, those onboard feeling smug now that they’ve EMP’d all the drones for six blocks, crashed the city grid, blinded local CCTV and jammed the air-op frequencies. Unless their pursuers are using off-grid vehicles and are personally present to drive, they’re clear. Which is why I am tolerated in a police force my granddad would have ridiculed.

	My first shot would have won me a shooting competition a century ago. It enters the front of the vehicle, taking out their frontal interference unit. After passing through the central power core of the car, it enters the passenger compartment through the centre-console display, spraying hot LED shards everywhere, then disappears through suspect number four, and comes to rest in the trading system core they dropped into the boot after their raid.

	The car comes to a smoking, sparking halt, and all four doors open. Suspects one, two, three and five throw themselves face down next to their crippled ride.

	Across the road, an old man pauses his exo and shouts: “Ya gottem’ Sheriff! Good shootin’!”

	I wave and grin. At least the older folk appreciate what I do. Everyone else seems intent on suing me for contravening statutes on noise, weapon, vehicle, and ‘humanitarian rehabilitation of criminals’. 

	The four I didn’t shoot are rehabilitating just fine. I can hear them from here.

	 

	***

	 

	Feel the Blade

	 

	The lumen panels are set to ‘candlelight’, and the susurrus of the climate control system is muted to barely a whisper. The room is twilit, draped with banners from a hundred victories. In a depression on the floor, an ornamental pool has been reborn as a cushion- and pillow-lined nook for a wearied and bloody commander and her second to find a moments respite.

	An indistinct figure with flaxen hair tilts a face of rare beauty to gaze up at the chiselled lines of a face that could have been hewn from granite - and would have seemed softer had it been so.

	 

	“How do I die?”

	“It will be a thing of surprise and expectation, an act unforeseen, yet suddenly so obvious to those staggering with grief. ‘Such a bright soul could not last in the tawdry environs of today’, they will say.”

	“Michael?”

	“He will be as one felled by a mighty blow, but the need to be there for your armies will save him. Duty will ever be his salvation after you are gone.”

	“Will I bring peace?”

	“Alas, no. But there will be a cessation of hostilities. A funeral so rare because of the theretofore unseen gathering of intergalactic luminaries. Afterwards, the recriminations will start and rattling sabres will counterpoint venomous rhetoric. The year granted by your death will be recalled as your bestowal of a gift upon the troops, even in your passing.”

	“What of my killer?”

	“He - or more correctly, it - is a companion of the legendary and the worthy throughout history, a creature that feeds on the rare essences generated by true heroines and inspirational leaders. But all of that is merely entrée to the haut cuisine created by the storm of emotion over each notary’s death. Thus, what started as happenstance has become modus operandi. It is both lover and killer of those who make mankind great.”

	“Will it miss me?”

	“Forever. Every slaying wreaks decade-long havoc upon its mind, for all that the ecstasy of gourmet fare thunders within. You will be sorely missed.”

	“Can you protect me, as you have done so many times before?”

	“To defend you would require the end of me.”

	“I know my killer very well, don’t I?”

	“You do.”

	“I started with the wrong question, didn’t I?”

	“You did.”

	“When?”

	“Close your eyes.”

	 

	The molecularly-aligned edges pass through sleight fields, body armour, dermal weave and titanium-laced bone with only the slightest tremor of impact. The resonance that realigns the edges is unperturbed as the weapon describes a swift reverse question mark in her heart, sundering chambers and cleaving erythrocytes.

	She feels a quiver under her breast, but knows the knife is sharper than pain: death will take her before sensory trauma registers.

	 

	***

	 

	Gammafall

	 

	So now you’re a Gamma citizen. Don’t worry: it’s not as bad as the media make out.

	 

	First Rule. DO NOT TELL ANYONE. It’s that simple. People don’t want to see failure in the Kingdom of Britain. If you don’t make it obvious, they will assume that you’re still a Beta. From today, you are never going to be in a situation where you will meet an Alpha, so that sort of security is not something you should worry about.

	 

	Second Rule. Between the hours of 09:00 and 17:00, stay off the streets. Being the only person ‘wandering’ around, even at lunchtime, will get you marked. Your gait will give you away. The only exception is if you want to go and get a lunch: if so, dress smartly, move quickly, never pause, keep checking your phone or R-comm, make no eye contact and do not engage anyone in conversation – even casually. Again, there are body language clues that can be read.

	 

	Third Rule. Do your shopping between 21:00 and 23:00 from as large a retail outlet as you can afford. Keep a card up with funds for this. NEVER attempt to use cash.

	 

	It is essential to blend in. The Future Citizen laws will protect your children, but they too will have to be cautioned to tell no-one. If possible, it is best to not tell the younger ones. This can be a strain, but the danger is real.

	 

	If only one of you has dropped to Gamma, the Beta of the family must be spotless in his or her work behaviour. They will have been flagged for special observation due to your fall. They cannot afford to show the slightest lowering of mandated professional standards.

	 

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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