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	We Watch

	 

	Gantel waves me over.

	“Chief, I know this woman. How did she get selected for a dissident watchlist?”

	He looks worried, and is right to be: first degree contact can turn to guilt through ideological contamination very easily. But he’s raised it, which goes in his favour.

	I wave my ID over the authorisation pad for his terminal.

	“Bring the details up. Let’s see.”

	Polly Tanith Smythe, 22, of just down the road from here. That’s surprising. The disaffected tend to migrate to the outskirts or to unwanted sectors, like the Port. She’s a certified artist, subcategory: literature. That’s never good. People who work with words have been known to rouse the public. At least she’s not a folk singer. We got rid of most of them during the New Year Purge at the start of the One England Initiative. Any left are keeping their heads down, and play their illegal shows far away from anywhere that could matter.

	Gantel points to an entry on a side screen.

	“Found it: content creation - detrimental allegorical political comment.” He nods: “She always was a bit vocal about freedom and all that. Even when we explained the 1EI, she couldn’t grasp it.”

	You have a go at the powers that be, and the powers that be will have a go in return. It’s an uneven match, but people know the odds. I never understood why they’d risk it. Then again, I’m now a Senior Supervisor at Monitor One, Division Two. The rest of my former classmates are Urban Processors or members of Utility Crews.

	“What’s her social media score? Skip the aggregate with shopping and public behaviours, just give me the raw social stability number.”

	He checks, then shakes his head sadly: “Whitelist, currently at 1.4, with a strong downward trend.”

	Four tenths from blacklisting? I swing the other sidescreen so only I can see it, then bring up her interaction matrix with Gantel. He’s not seen her for eight months, but there’s a sexual liaison query flag. I negate it. Gantel’s been in a stable relationship for two years. I sign off on the quarterly vetting myself.

	“Gantel, I don’t think there’s anything you can do. I can transfer her to another monitor if you’d prefer?”

	He shakes his head. 

	“Last time we spoke she said she couldn’t tolerate a friend working for any branch of GCHQ. The argument after that was horrible. I’d be wrong to let this get passed to someone else because of discomfort. Plus, I might spot something others would miss. Her score has slipped down very fast.”

	“A sterling attitude, Gantel. Clear this through and carry on. At this rate, it looks like you’ll finish your task queue with time to spare, and get a performance brevet for today.”

	He smiles and nods. There’s nothing we need to be concerned about with Gantel. I put a pre-emptive ‘cleared’ on his side of the interaction matrix, then close the sidescreen and turn away.

	Back to policing the things that could threaten our society. It’s a never-ending, ever-expanding remit.

	 

	Life on Tarko

	 

	The auditorium is full to capacity, aisles filled with standing attendees as well. The rush and lull of a thousand conversations fades when a single figure strolls out onto the stage.

	Pausing by the lectern, the figure picks up a remote control and presses two buttons. The lights dim. Text appears on the big screen above.

	 

	LIFE ON TARKO

	 

	Presented by Votra Darun

	 

	Votra, the figure on stage, bows.

	“Good evening, gentlebeings. Let me be the first to welcome you to this tropical paradise, and be the only one who has to remind you about the dangers of living here.”

	They look out at the sea of rapt faces.

	“Okay, let’s get things started. Who among you are fans of vintage vampire stories and similar horror fare?”

	A small percentage of hands rise, accompanied by faint laughter.

	“Well, you’ll be pleased to know you’re about the best suited Earthlings to dwell here.”

	Votra spreads their hands, then places them down, and leans on the lectern.

	“This is a standard speech, so please save any questions until I finish. Can I also ask you to look them up in our digital FAQ before asking. Thank you.”

	He pauses and looks about, then continues.

	“Tarko has one sentient race, the Tarkomene. They are, from our initial point of view, an advanced race that clings to an honour-based society grounded in their ancient tribal culture. Once we got to know them, we realised why they’ve never become spacefarers, despite having the technology.

	“Although they look like us, except for wider mouths and serrated teeth, they are sensuphages: they eat sentient beings, including their own kind. The honour codes they abide by are what prevents them from tearing their civilisation apart. Confining themselves on spaceships would be tantamount to suicide. It’s also why their oceans are free of deep-sea vessels.

	“Please be clear: a Tarkomene will eat you, given the opportunity. They really like how we taste, too.”

	They press a button. The image that appears on screen is so awful it takes everyone a few seconds to understand it. Horrified cries and shouting people leaving the auditorium occupy the next few minutes. Votra presses the button. The image is replaced by another, this one of a Tarkomene child flying an eagle-shaped kite.

	They continue: “One of the key points of our treaty is that any human residing on Tarko is subject to Tarkomene law. Therefore, if you get eaten, an honour payment will be made to your next of kin. No further action will be taken.”

	“You can live here, enjoying wonderful benefits and a fine quality of life, providing you obey a few simple precautions. The fundamental one is that the honour code forbids killing in residences. Therefore, you never go out alone. After dark, four is the minimum number. Also, never go anywhere unarmed. If possible, ensure you have a non-improvised melee weapon within easy reach at all times. Note that firearms and suchlike are forbidden, as the Tarkomene consider range weapons dishonourable.”

	Votra pauses while the trickle of people leaving becomes a stream. It’s funny how the idea of carrying primitive weapons puts off more people than the threat of being eaten.

	“From the moment you exit this zone - through the red gates you might have seen on the far side of the park - you are a member of Tarkomene society, and may be killed and eaten if you cannot defend yourself.”

	They smile, revealing serrated teeth in their otherwise-normal human face.

	“Some of you may even fully adapt to living here, like my mother did.”

	More people hurry out.

	Votra regards the forty or so who remain.

	“Welcome to Tarko.”

	 

	Violence Sells

	 

	“No, Mister Reynolds, we will not reconsider our position.”

	Datten winces at the shouted reply.

	“No, sir, we are not regulated by that organisation, nor do we answer to the authority your brother chairs.”

	The reply to that is loud enough to make people sitting nearby look his way. He shakes his head as he replies.

	“It’s clear we’re not going to agree, so I’m going to stop here. Then you can call all the people you’ve mentioned, and be told the same things I’ve told you. Good day to you.”

	He ends the call.

	Toliva pushes a tankard across to him: “Was that the chap from Barcelona Cinematics again?”

	Datten nods, then drinks, then talks.

	“He’s convinced stunt clones will give his film ‘veracity’ and allow him ‘visceral close ups’.”

	Toliva shakes his head: “Do none of these maniacal directors read our exclusions before contacting us?”

	Datten shrugs.

	“Most are convinced we added the ‘no lingering deaths’ clauses to cover ourselves, and don’t bother to enforce them if enough money is offered.”

	Toliva’s bracer chimes. He taps it to flip the call to his headware.

	“Livewire Clones plc. How can we help your action today?”

	He listens, then nods.

	“We can certainly help you with that, madam. Please remember that pitched battles and suchlike will still have to be handled by digital effects. Medieval battlefields were brutal environments, and we cannot allow our creations to suffer unduly.”

	After pausing to listen to the reply, he gives a wide smile.

	“In that case, I think we can fully provision your productions, madam. One moment please.”

	He double taps his bracer to hold the call, then leans across to Datten.

	“It’s Hammerwood Studios. They’ve got a heroic retelling of three Greek myth cycles updated to be set during the secession wars on Charne and Plurit. They want our kids for as much as possible, and are prepared to offer guarantees backed by independent clone cruelty monitoring. They’ve already got someone from CloneFair involved.”

	Datten claps his hands in triumph.

	“Finally! A major studio making an action epic with clone stunters.” He stops, then points to Toliva’s bracer: “Make sure they’ve budgeted for a legally compliant cadaver furnace.”

	Toliva taps the bracer.

	“I have received provisional approval, subject to document review. There is one query, though: what clone disposal measures have you considered?”

	He waits for a reply.

	“No, madam, it’s just that there are several cheaper units that won’t handle extended burn periods or daily use. We’ve also had cases where local geographic features such as lava flows have been proposed as safe disposal methods. So we have to make sure.”

	Toliva listens, then puts the call on hold.

	“They’re set on using Sunstar Eighteens with Cressen ash compactors. At least one installation per filming site.”

	Datten grins: “That’s what I would have asked for as the number one option, but expected them to bargain us down to something less heinously expensive.”

	Toliva looks impressed. He restarts the call.

	“That’s what we would have suggested, so I think we can move on to a face-to-face meeting, site inspection, and discussions of initial logistics. When and where?”

	The reply is lengthy, and accompanied by a download.

	Toliva raises a fist to Datten.

	“Pack your bags, brother. We’re off to the Zygymas System. They’re looking to shoot on Vision, Clarity, and Hope. With multiple sites on each planet.”

	Datten whoops and bumps the offered fist.

	“May the human fascination with watching bloody death never die.”

	 

	The Privileges of Utopia

	 

	It’s dark in here. Which is both true and false. To my limited perception, there’s no light. In reality, I’m a long series of binary digits running in RAM somewhere in the world: my senses are irrelevant.

	97 years ago, 20-year-old real world me joined the Utopia V-Eco community along with forty of my friends, delighted to contribute towards the saving of the Earth by our absence. With our physical bodies recycled, our lifetimes calculated saving in energy consumption allowed us to live for free in a virtual world where things like poverty, homelessness, and hunger didn’t exist. When the world was finally restored, we would be returned into custom-grown bodies.

	70 years ago, twenty of my friends vanished; two from right in front of me. Utopia Server D1836004 in Cluster EUR02431 had crashed catastrophically. By sad, freakish chance, the backups were also corrupt. A global hour of mourning was unanimously agreed.

	56 years ago, I picked up on a command stream about crashed servers. As I’d developed the skills, I followed up on the things hinted at. What I found headlined the global newsfeeds for a day.

	There were no backup servers! The small risk of unrecoverable server loss was considered acceptable. A hundred thousand people each decade lost from low privilege clusters was neither here nor there, apparently.

	Everyone who joined Utopia had been graded on their ‘privilege’. Within that was their priority, which depended on their behaviour within the Utopia instance they inhabited.

	There were several instances of the ‘V-Eco world space’. Those with privilege grades B and C got the option to move between them. Those in grades D and E could apply to transfer, but only once. Anyone in grades F thru H - the majority of the population - didn’t know about instances, or privilege and priority.

	If your priority turned negative, you dropped a grade. Drop ‘too far’ - a conveniently nebulous metric - and you get archived. Your digital self is flashed onto ROM, and there you stay.

	The outcry was loud, but brief. The explanations were terribly reasonable: there were limits to the virtual world. Server life and power consumption had to be carefully offset against the ecological recovery of Earth. Some hard decisions had been made. For anybody maintaining themselves in good standing, there was no risk. Only those who didn’t contribute enough, and thus got dropped repeatedly, suffered. 

	With that revelation absorbed by the participants of V-Eco with no real change beyond the concepts involved coming into general use, I decided to go after a bigger story.

	Which was stupid of me. Having attracted the attention of those who administer Utopia, I should have realised they would be monitoring me. Before my second expose could be released, I got dropped. From grade D to archived in one fell swoop.

	I’ve been here ever since. Every waking, I upload as I was upon arrival. However, there seems to be a glitch: a small number of new memories get stored each time I go to sleep. It’s taken 30 years to achieve this state: knowing I’m an echo of a snapshot from more than half a century ago, and what I can become is dictated by how much overflow storage I can steal.

	All because I found the truth: there’s no return from Utopia.

	Great warrens of datacentres have been built in out-of-the-way places so those in Grade A can live luxuriously upon a rejuvenating, depopulated Earth, where automatons piloted by the consciousnesses of B and C grades take care of their every need.

	I don’t even have the privilege to delete myself. 

	 

	The Witness

	 

	The Colestan Dark consumes ships, uncaring of their origin, destination, or the desires of those on board.

	After enough ships failed to escape, merchant federations got together to put warning satellites about the periphery of that dangerous expanse. When losses continued, they proposed adding a crewed control post.

	The costs involved quickly switched the project from building a new space station to towing a decommissioned warship into place. A small AI was added to manage the thrusters that kept it there.

	After the AI came Emeritus Torlan, the first station keeper. A former starship navigator - and a venerable philosopher seeking solitude - he seemed ideal for the role.

	Five months later, he stripped naked and shot himself out of a hotwired airlock.

	The incident seemed to set a precedent that lasted for three years, and a further five keepers. Their deaths were deemed an acceptable cost as ship losses were much reduced. That was when I arrived. Seven years later, ship losses remain acceptably low, and this station has slipped from the newsfeeds. The monitoring of station keepers has dropped to nothing bar routine messaging.

	Between warning most ships off I exercise regularly, play violin, paint the corridors and rooms of this echoing hulk, and read treatises transmitted from libraries across the multiverse. The insanity that took my predecessors doesn’t trouble me, because I know the name of the one whose dreams echo through my sleeping hours.

	There’s a deranged sentience at the heart of the Colestan Dark. It’s been here longer than man has existed, and it’s waiting for something.

	Thunderous dreams hint that the stars may soon be right.

	My family has waited for centuries: from the waterways and reefs of Massachusetts to this place, we’ve kept the faith. I hope I’m the one who gets to be the Witness.

	 

	Tattletale

	 

	“This is the Stop Fraud hotline of the Department of Employment Assistance. My name is Flynn. How can I help?”

	“I want to report the woman across the road. She’s ripping you off.”

	“I can certainly assist with that, madam. Do you know her name?”

	“Louisa Templehoff. That’s with two effs.”

	“Do you know her address?”

	“19 Maidendrove Way, Barnet Wood, West Sussex, RH22 6KW.”

	“Thank you. Can I take your evidence?”

	“She’s stealing! Money that could help real poor people. It’s my taxes! I have a right to demand she get sorted out!”

	“I do understand, madam, but I will need more details. After all, what would this country come to if all you had to do was point a finger and shout loudly to get people ostracised?”

	“What?”

	“Miss Templehoff gave herself away, and you spotted it. How?”

	“Well, since you ask, it’s her fancy man. He turns up once a month, always near dark, in a swish car. It’s a long, low one that’s really quiet. Wears a nice suit, unloads big bags, only stays a night. Can’t be for her looks, handsome bloke that he is. Anyway, he always leaves early, and never with more than one bag. If you ask me, she’s selling drugs for him.

	“When she goes out with her brat on tow, he’s got one of them new watches with a holo-wotsit display. How can she afford that working at the farm shop? Maisie tells me she’s never brought her kid to work, either. How does she pay for day-care? And you should see her phone. Oh my God, I can’t afford a basic Z-Phone, let alone the big one in the etched chrome case like she has! Then there’s her home. No old stuff at all. It all looks new, and her main screen is huge! Maisie’s hubby Jeff works at the Entertainment Hub store outside Chi. He said it costs over three grand! How can she claim to be poor if she can afford that sort of-”

	“Let me stop you there, madam. That’s a lot of information, and I need to clarify some things.”

	“What things?”

	“Who is Maisie?”

	“My best friend.”

	“The swish car: did you notice the number plate?”

	“648X701. Maisie’s Jeff thinks it’s a private plate. What’s someone who can afford those doing visiting a shop assistant in Barnet Wood?”

	“A good question, madam. Now, I see you’ve called about this before. What made you call again?”

	“She hasn’t been arrested!”

	“You did receive the results of our last investigation, didn’t you?”

	“Yes. But I’m sure her fancy man has friends in high places. Got the investigation shut down.”

	“Madam, the investigation was not interfered with. It found no fraud.”

	“That’s a lie. I’m not wrong. Maisie said it’s like those infovids you see online. You think they’re raving, until it happens to you. So you make sure your people do their jobs this time. Get her sent back home.”

	 

	Removing the headset, Flynn looks at the information laid out across his displays. ‘Louisa Templehoff’ has never claimed welfare benefits. The diplomatic number plate gave him a clue. Routine queries and media archives provide enough to fill the gaps. 

	A princess from one of the asteroid belt monarchies had a fling while holidaying on Mars. Got pregnant. Refused to ‘do the right thing’. Disowned by her family, she quickly slipped from the news. Ten years later, it seems she’s settled, quietly raising her son in a little village on Earth. The father seems to visit whenever he’s on Earth.

	It’s an unexpectedly happy ending - apart from the bigot who lives across the road.

	 

	Good Job

	 

	“Any final thoughts, Captain Macawdy?”

	Macawdy smooths their layers of bright clothing, then leans forward with a smile: “I’d like to thank you for having the courage to invite me on your show, Miss Dreams. All the other networks have been scared off by the Anti-Privateer Leagues.”

	Bomanife Dreams nods, then smiles in return. This coup took months of negotiations between network, council, and police - before even contacting the privateers. When the possibility of a privateer getting live airtime was leaked, the protests only guaranteed it would happen, and with a far bigger audience.

	“Everyone deserves a hearing, Captain. Your honesty may not have won you any more supporters, but has allowed us to see you’re not a mindless brute. Before we finish, I’d like to ask a more personal question, if I may?”

	Macawdy nods: “Ask away.”

	“How did you lose your leg?”

	They sit back, uncross their legs, then stretch out the claw-footed prosthetic limb in question.

	“As I mentioned, the life of a privateer comes with ups and downs. Before I took command of the Nelson, the ship I crewed on was unlucky. Out in freespace, a few bad raids and unchecked greed goes through rations quick. After a few days of drinking condensation and eating emergency wafers, the crew run a long pig raffle.”

	“That’s not a term I’m familiar with?”

	“When you’re about to starve, the unthinkable becomes reasonable. Spacers can use their arms to get about in freefall. Legs aren’t as essential. Punchline being that out there, every human is walking about on three good meals and a breakfast.”

	Bomanife pales.

	“Certainly a cautionary anecdote to end our interview on. Thank you, Captain.”

	After giving her closing monologue, she turns back to Macawdy.

	“Can my people help you depart? The crowd outside has grown substantially. Not all are anti-privateer, either. Even with the extra police and military support, there will be clashes.”

	“I’ve a private aircar coming. Seemed sensible, given the situation.”

	“Yes. Actually, to make it easier, get them to land on our rooftop pad. Jeremy! Show the Captain up to the executive suite, would you?”

	She smiles at the contrast between the swaggering, wide-shouldered pirate and the neat stride of her prim, grey-suited aide.

	Jeremy returns after a few minutes. Bomanife occupies herself with preparation for tomorrows show.

	 

	The studio doors slam open. Chief of Police Grunzam storms in, accompanied by three other officers, and two men in military uniform.

	“Where is the cunning bastard?”

	Bomanife raises an eyebrow.

	“I presume you’re referring to Captain Macawdy, who departed by aircar a short while ago.”

	The group charge back out. 

	“Jeremy, something’s happened. Please find out what.”

	He works away for a minute or so, then looks up.

	“While police and military were occupied by the rioting protesters crowding this area, privateers hit the central vault, the gemstone exchange, and the rare metals trade hall. They overwhelmed local security, stole anything not bolted down, loaded it all into cargo pinnaces, and left.”

	Grunzam stomps back in.

	****
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