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Bob ambled down
the stairs to the main garage, where all the patrol vehicles were
parked. He made his way over to his unit, number forty seven, a
nice solid hydrogen powered Limited Hover All Terrain Vehicle.

The noob was
already there, peering through the windows, salivating at all the
equipment in the back. His face was eager, his stance enthusiastic
and full of energy. Bob rolled his eyes at the thought of having to
train the little squirrel. Rookies were always so gung hoe when
they first started out.

Bob on the
other hand was in his mid fifties, a shade under six feet tall and
also a shade overweight. His left knee needed a reconstruction,
something he had managed to put off for the last two years. He had
spent nearly twenty years as a border patrol officer and was one of
the few people left on the job that had been doing it when borders
were still physical things.

The kid didn’t
seem to notice Bob approach, even when he was standing right behind
him, so he cleared his throat with a deep rumble.

“You Sam?” he
demanded in his gravelly voice. The kid spun around, startled at
first, and then he furrowed his brow.

“Yes, but it is
Samuel not Sam.”

“You know
you’re supposed to be at the morning briefing before you come down
here?”

“Yes I do, but
I only started this morning and the admin lady said to wait for you
down here. They had some issue with my paperwork and she told me
not to be late when I was working with you.”

“Good advice,”
grumbled Bob. “Tomorrow you be at that briefing or you’re not going
on patrol. I don’t care what the admin lady says.”

“Yes sir!
Whatever you say.”

Bob wondered if
he was getting paranoid, but he could have sworn he detected just a
hint of sarcasm. Not knowing for sure he figured he’d just play it
safe and keep acting like a hard ass. At least that way the kid
might have a chance at surviving his first day.

“So Sam, since
you don’t know shit about this job or our assignment for today, how
about you just do what I tell you when I tell you and you might
just learn something.”

Bob adjusted
his heavy utility belt and lumbered around to the back of the ATV.
He hit the remote to pop open the rear door. Without waiting to be
asked Samuel followed eagerly behind him.

“You see this
vehicle here, this is my office. When you are in my office you will
treat it with respect and you won’t touch anything unless I tell
you to. Understood?”

Inside the ATV
all the rear seats had been removed. Along one side was a bank of
electronic equipment, used to track down the illegal border
jumpers. On the opposite side were various metallic storage boxes
and an assortment of pull out draws and trays. Anything and
everything Bob needed when out on the road was inside the ATV. He
kept it all in immaculate order. Everything had a place and
everything was in its place.

With some
effort Bob climbed into the back and placed his palm onto the front
of one of the boxes. There was a light tingling in his hand as the
security metal extracted DNA from his skin cells and identified
him. The box then promptly hissed open, its top folding out into a
small table and revealing several weapons strapped to the inside
walls.

Bob pulled out
a nasty looking silver-grey pistol that was scored with vents all
the way along its long sinister barrel. He grabbed a red energy
clip and inserted it into the base of the hand grip with a sharp
snap.

“This is a
fusion cell powered disintegrator pistol. It will turn pretty much
anything organic into ash instantly. We use these only in extreme
circumstances,” he said as he slipped it into a belt holster on his
left hip.

“Where’s mine?”
asked Samuel, his blue eyes sparkling in anticipation.

“Noobs don’t
get one. You’ll earn the right to carry one when I think you’re
ready.”

“I have handled
one before. They do teach us things at the training school.”

“Six weeks
training and a day at the shooting range doesn’t teach you jack
about going on patrol Sam!”

“It’s Samuel,”
he insisted, “So I’m just left defenceless then? How is that
safe?”

Bob grabbed
another pistol from the box. It was black with a short squat square
barrel. This one was more bulky than the first. He grabbed an
equally bulky looking blue energy clip and clicked it into place.
He spent a few moments adjusting some controls on the side of the
weapon then tossed it to Samuel.

“You get
that.”

“A stasis gun,”
groaned Samuel as he caught it.

“Yep,” said Bob
as he grabbed a second stasis gun for himself, set it up and
slipped it into a second holster on his right hip, “If you do your
job right a stasis gun is the only weapon you will ever need.”

Bob climbed out
of the ATV, shut the rear door, lumbered around to the driver’s
side and climbed in behind the controls. Samuel scurried around and
leapt into the passenger seat as Bob fired up the engine.

Bob was about
to throw the ATV into gear, instead he stopped and stared at
Samuel. Samuel fidgeted impatiently under Bob’s silent stare. The
kid was so eager he wondered if he’d be better off zapping him with
the stasis gun for the day just to keep him out of trouble. He
wanted to like him, but there was no use in getting attached when
seventy percent of trainee’s flunked out in the first week.

“By the way if
you ever point that stasis gun at me you will be the first person
to ever see me fire my disintegrator!”

“You’ve never
fired it?”

“No,” said Bob
uncomfortably then under his breath, “Not officially anyway.”

“What?”

“Nothing, let’s
go, we’ve got work to do. Gonna be a busy day, our patrol is south
western suburbs. Always lots of action in amongst those housing
commission slums.”
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Bob turned the
ATV off the main road and started to slowly cruise along the narrow
suburban streets. Head office had told them over the radio that
there were some anomalous signals coming out of Campton Downs, one
of the many new sprawling housing estates. The whole estate was
filled to the brim with shoddy prefabricated modular houses. Cheap
construction with cheap rent and packed in by the square meter just
to keep the pretence of the great Australian dream alive of owning
your own home. It was a perfect place for new immigrants to settle
and a perfect hiding place for illegal ones.

Bob tapped
heavily at the touch screen console in the centre of the dashboard
with blunt stubby fingers. The electronic equipment in the rear of
the ATV hummed to life and various aerials extended from pods on
all corners of the vehicle.

“Ok Sam, this
is where you earn your wages,” said Bob pointing at the display and
the controls. “Did they teach you how to work a tracking unit?”

“Yes Robert,”
replied Sam.

“How about I do
the sarcasm and you watch the screen. There is supposed to be an
illegal transporter around here somewhere. Head office reckons it
might be this slick Indonesian smuggling ring.”

The boring part
of the job then kicked in as they cruised leisurely around the
rabbit warren, along a winding tangled mess of streets and lanes.
It didn’t take long for Samuel to start chatting. For the first
twenty minutes Bob simply tuned him out, but then he started asking
questions that Bob could not simply nod or shake his head to.

“Would you just
shut up and watch the bloody tracker!”

Samuel opened
his mouth as though he was going to speak a few divine words of his
own, but then thought better of it and looked intensely back at the
screen and fiddled uncomfortably with some of the controls.
Fortunately for Bob the uneasy silence was suddenly broken when the
tracker started beeping loudly.

“I have
something!” shouted Samuel excitedly. Bob pulled over immediately
and slapped Samuel’s hands away from the console controls.

“Well done, but
it’s no good unless you lock it down!” reprimanded Bob sharply as
he tapped roughly at the touch screen. Then to Bob’s complete
surprise Samuel suddenly slapped his hand away from the
controls.

“How about you
do the driving and I do this,” he snapped. “You’re too slow. Anyway
that first signal is just a decoy. The one you want is this
one.”

Bob was about
to give Samuel a mouthful, but his eyes were drawn to the screen.
Sam’s fingers moved rapidly across the touch screen, in a way that
only someone who had grown up using nothing else could. In short
time he had managed to weed out the decoy signals and was homing in
fast on the real one.

“Well?” he
asked without stopping to look up. “Are you going to drive? The
signal is at least two kilometres northwest.”

Mouth sill
agape and suddenly feeling very old Bob slammed the ATV into
limited hover and the ATV rose a foot of the ground, its wheels
tucking in neatly underneath. As soon as it was in limited hover
mode he floored it down the street. At each intersection Bob called
loudly for directions and Samuel shouted them to him.

“Yes, I’ve
locked it!” bellowed Samuel triumphantly.

“Then put it
into the navigator and call head office for backup.”

Bob raced them
the remainder of the way to the origin of the signal until they
were just one street away where he suddenly pulled over and
stopped.

“What are you
doing, it’s the next street over?”

Bob turned to
Sam and put on his best ‘don’t give me any shit’ face.

“Listen Sam,
this is going to be the real thing. You have your weapon drawn, you
stay on your toes and you do exactly what I tell you.”

“Yes sir,”
replied Samuel an edge of fear creeping into the excitement.

Bob pushed a
few more buttons on the control console to put the ATV into silent.
He then gunned the engine and the ATV went hurtling around the last
corner oddly silent despite its frantic pace. He drove straight
down the street and directly toward the tiny synthetic grass ‘front
lawn’. As the ATV cleared the gutter Bob reefed on the emergency
brake and the ATV dropped to the earth again and ground to a halt.
At the same time with his other hand he flung the driver’s side
door open. Even before the vehicle came to a complete stop he had
leapt out. As he half ran, half hobbled to the front door he drew
his stasis gun with practised ease.

He stopped to
the left of the front door and threw his back against the wall. He
quickly reached for a small thermal charge from his belt with his
free hand and stuck it onto the door.

Meanwhile,
Samuel was still scrambling out of
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