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   Imagine an infinite expanse, onyx black, dense yet formless, going on and on as far as the eye can't see. It has texture, yet no physical matter. There is life beyond it, yet it cannot sustain life itself. Those who are fortunate enough to live in a reality that has grown to transcend the barriers between dimensions call it The Meta, the space beyond space. 
 
   Those who traverse from one world to another are also terrible at naming things. It is the connective tissue that binds matter together. The barrier that separates it. And with the right science, allows for travel between realms. 
 
   Of course, people can't be trusted to cross the space between realities and not fuck things up magnificently, which is why the Jump Division exists. An elite force of agents working to preserve the stability of the grid, their jurisdiction extending to billions upon billions of populated dimensions. Each of those agents an expert in covert operations, able to blend in to their surroundings and the subtle or not so subtle differences between each reality. They are the best the grid has to offer, working to keep an almost infinite number of people safe. At least that's the ideal scenario. Some agents are just complete fucking arseholes.
 
    
 
   “You have a bad attitude, Agent Hayes.” Judge Phillips barked, sitting high the the eaves of the tribunal hall. 
 
   The hall was a monolith to all that Jump Division stood for. A cylinder hundreds of feet tall, built from an intelligent high-entropy alloy, with a gleaming electroplated chromium finish. The walls were engraved with the names of the finest men and women who had served the Division. Phillips' name was on there, as were those of the other judges. Marcus Hayes's name was once there too, albeit written in permanent marker, which he had scrawled himself. The wall was, unfortunately, smarter than he was, and ate away at his signature over the course of his previous hearing. 
 
   The chamber was silent as the depths of space when no word was spoken. And when words were spoken, its angles had been perfectly formed for the transmission of speech sounds between defendants on the ground level, and the judges aloft in the eaves. A utilitarian cold light came from the highest echelons of the cylinder, shining across the walls, bouncing off the floor that was tiled in an array of interconnecting glass hexagons that reflected a fractal kaleidoscope of light across one another. Flanked by three judges on either side, each in a grand chair with screens jutting out of the arm rests, Phillips was their spokesperson. The eldest, the longest serving, the most short-tempered. 
 
   In his youth he had been an agent for the history books, were there books written of such secret a history. He would flit between realities, going above and beyond to stop catastrophe, always remaining within the shadows. He was a hero, and yet now at the age of seventy-eight, having seen all that action weighed heavy on his brow. Battle scarred, figuratively rather than literally, his time in the field had etched his long, grey face with lines, filled heavy bags under his eyes, and thinned his hair to the point that its very existence was but a rumour for the majority of his scalp. 
 
   He looked down at the upstart with disdain. Hayes, the 40-something muscle bound star of his own private action movie. Six foot five of body mods and nanotech-inflated biceps. A gun-toting American explosion-walking-away-from imbecile. Hayes was everything Phillips detested about the generation that followed his own, a smear on Jump Division's otherwise exemplary record. Of course, there had been agents in times past that were pricks, but they had never been constantly brought up in front of the judicial assembly as often as Hayes. 
 
   “Oh, right, I have a bad attitude...” Hayes said, the words grating against his throat, each syllable a footstep along a gravel path from voicebox to lips. He rolled his eyes so theatrically that the rotation might as well have been audible.
 
   “What do you have to say for yourself?” asked the judge, his brow arcing down into even more of a scowl. 
 
   Hayes looked up at him and shrugged. He knew the right answer, but he also hated the formality of the judicial process. As far as he was concerned, his actions were necessary to get the job done.
 
   “I dunno...” he said, accompanying his words with another shrug and a heavy, sarcastic sigh. “I'm... sorry?” 
 
   “Sorry!?” shrieked the judge, his voice jumping a register, eyes wide and cartoonish, as if they might leap from the sock-ets in lieu of sock-ing the smug grin from Hayes's face. “You put the barrel of your weapon down a President's throat!”
 
   “When you say it like that, it just sounds dirty...” Hayes scoffed. 
 
   “Your insubordination is entertaining to nobody but yourself, Agent Hayes. Given that your actions revealed our presence to a world that was widely unaware of inter-dimensional travel, this is a deadly serious matter.”
 
   “They were gonna have to find out sooner or later.” Hayes said. “If anything, I gave them a PR boost.” he smiled cockily.
 
   “If I were you, I would wipe that smile off your face.” Phillips growled. “This tribunal is to ascertain your future here at the Division, and you will not like the consequences if we decide to remove you from service.”
 
   Hayes had no witty retort. The smile crawled its way back down his face until it disappeared altogether. He stared up at the assembled judges with a steely gaze.
 
   “Now,” said Philips. “Please be so kind as to describe the events of two days previous.”
 
   Thinking for a moment, Hayes tried to put it all into context. The screaming, the running, the explosions of bodily fluids across the room, and of course the gun firmly shoved down the President's throat, drool dripping down the barrel, coating his hand.
 
   “It was... complicated?” he said, finally.
 
   “Your report is mostly comprised of expletives and exclamation marks!” The judge snarled, with a disgusted sneer and glance down to the report on his chair's armrest screen. “Do please give us some context.” 
 
   “In my defence,” Hayes said, allowing the smile to return to his lips. “He was going to explode...” 
 
   The judges glared, each set of eyes tugging at the loose strands of a knot in Hayes's stomach, tightening and contorting. Making it start to feel like this fuck-up was finally going to be the last straw. 
 
    “Well,” he said, clearing his throat. “It started out like any other mission...”
 
    
 
   §
 
    
 
   GRID DESIGNATION 0108:0012:0455 
 
    
 
   A world barely out of the mundane. Pointed metallic structures that had aspirations of touching the sky made up the greater part of the cities, whilst poverty clung to the outskirts. A limescale ring that just wouldn't budge, no matter how much the government tried to scrub it away. Those in the higher echelons of power knew of the grid, and had entered into a protectoral agreement with Jump Division. But they had yet to tell the wider populace. They didn't trust their electorate. 
 
   In an alley off a main thoroughfare in the capital city of the largest continent, a trans-dimensional scan was being concluded. It was designed to confirm that the potential jump site was safe, devoid of life or structures that might result in a painful and often fatal bonding between agent and whoever or whatever might be in the vicinity. The scan confirmed the site was clear.
 
    
 
   Sitting in a pitch black room with screens hovering around her, Kali stretched her arms out and yawned, trying not to look at the exhausted reflection staring back from the glass the data was displayed on. This was hour thirty-one of her shift, or at least hour thirty-one in the chair. To the outside world it was half way through hour twenty-one, but knowing that did not make her feel any better, or less exhausted.
 
   Division operators worked in pocket dimensions where time ran one and a half times faster than real dimensions. Forty seconds in the field was sixty seconds in the chair, an extra half-second for every second an agent experienced, in which the operator could perform calculations, give tactical advice, or gather information. All faster than if done in real time, because time was the one constant across the grid. 
 
   The chair she sat at each and every day was designed to promote perfect posture, and yet Kali hunched forward, spine curving just a little more with every shift. A constant reminder that her mother was bent over like a question mark from the age of sixty. She had seemed to shrink in on herself, torso rolling forward with every passing year until her dying day, when she was bent over at half her actual height. Kali straightened her lower back, pushed her shoulders back, and reached for the console ahead of her. Keyboard at the centre, she typed the grid designation and confirmed the coordinates of the destination within the reality. A gesture unit lay beyond the keyboard, reacting to the occasional signal she traced in the air, beginning the sequence to power up for the jump. Her left hand abandoned the keyboard and found its way over to a baseball-sized sphere embedded in the console. Registering her biometric data, it hummed to life. A glimmer, a spark at its core. Her palm left its surface, fingers still lingering. Swiping them to the right with a quick motion, the sphere rippled to life. A light deep inside glowing brighter and brighter, structure shifting from solid to liquid as the quantum computer started making calculations for the impending jump. Right hand continuing to make gestures in mid-air, finalizing the sequence and confirming all the data, Kali's left hand hovered over the sphere as its brightness peaked. She slammed her palm down on the ball of light, initiating the jump sequence. 
 
    
 
   In the vacant alley of 0455, the air began to hum. To the mundanes of the reality, the tone would have been barely audible, but anyone who had been trained for inter-dimensional travel would have noticed it. They would know to stand well back as the volume increased, molecules of the surrounding structures vibrating, causing furrows and folds on their surfaces, visible light being forced to bend around the jump site. 
 
   Whilst that level of observation was outside of the mundane skill set, the natives of the dimension might have possibly noticed the physical effects of the impending incursion. Localised gravity began to fluctuate, trash on the ground breaking free of the planet's hold, rising slowly up towards the sky, until becoming caught up in the jump's gravity, orbiting it as the rift was opened. Tentacles of light ripped a hole in the fabric of reality, a literal tear that opened out in four folds, each flapping the matter around it like a newspaper in the wind. Three silhouettes stood at the centre of the rift, two standing steadfast as protocol instructed. The third with his fist in the air, biceps flexed, posed like a rock star on stage in front of an adoring crowd. 
 
   The breach sealed itself behind them, tears flapping back into place, matter rebinding. The others looked at Hayes incredulously as he took his arms down from their pose.
 
   “Always gotta be a prick.” said McCall, who made the unfortunate decision to stand next to Hayes, resulting in the pungent aroma of an armpit wafting directly into his face for the duration of the jump.
 
   McCall was a relatively new agent. Younger and shorter than Hayes, rake thin and intentionally so. His bones were laced with a nanoplexus that reigned in his bulk, compacting the musculature growing above it to be as lean and efficient as possible. Even with a waist of only twenty-seven inches, what might as well have been broomsticks for legs, and biceps that barely seemed to extend beyond the bone, he was able to lift upwards of three hundred and fifty pounds without breaking a sweat. A designer body for a citizen of an advanced reality, who had spent his whole life dreaming of joining Jump Division.
 
   “Ain't nothing wrong with some showmanship, Scotty.” Hayes said.
 
   McCall's first name was not Scotty. It was Nate. Hayes insisted on calling him Scotty because McCall was an Scottish last name, even though Nate McCall was born in Ireland. Hayes also didn't know the difference between the Scottish and Irish.
 
   “Ain't nothing wrong with deodorant neither...” McCall spat back, as he tapped his right ramus, activating the communication subderm embedded in his jaw “Comm check.”
 
   'Reading you loud and clear.' Kali said, her voice coming through as if she were standing right beside them, the sound vibrating from a further subderm installed in their left tragus, going down through the lining of their ear canals.
 
   “Long time sweetness,” Hayes said. “How's it going in that big, lonely, dark room a'yours? Need some company when we're all done with this show?”
 
   Kali gestured to change the audio levels of her transmission to Hayes, sending feedback squealing through his brain, which in turn made him squeal like a pig.
 
   “Fucking ow!” he said. “Was that really fucking necessary?”
 
   'It's either that or I add my name to your laundry list of sexual harassment suits.' she said, before switching back to the group channel. 'Shay, I'm sending positioning data to your lens.'
 
   Lens, or more accurately, L.E.N.S. was an acronym. Jump Division were fond of acronyms. This one stood for Link Enabled Nanoprojected System. Four words that might seem like nonsense to the layperson, but referred to the technology by which an agent received data from their operator, communicated with the nanotechnology they used on a daily basis, and operated their weapons. A microscopic projector had been embedded within the hyaloid canal of every agent's left eye, running an operating system stored in minute sections across the nanotech that flowed through their blood. The projector was the interface by which the agent had control of their advanced functions, mods and subderms, casting its light on the crystalline lens of the eye. A visual operating system controlled by mere thought. 
 
   The length of that explanation is why Jump Division is fond of acronyms.
 
   “What do you want me doing, kitten?” Hayes asked, to another burst of static rippling across his brain.
 
   'Shut the fuck up whilst the grown-ups do their jobs.' Kali instructed.
 
   “Could y'at least send me some sexy pics to tide me over?”
 
   'Fine...' she sighed. 
 
   Eighteen seconds later, Hayes regretted the request, and was wishing he was blind. His lens had become populated with image upon image, close-up after close-up of the skin conditions of hundreds of obese naked men and women.
 
   “God, make it fucking stop!” he begged, clawing at his eyes whilst the other two agents ignored him.
 
    
 
   §
 
    
 
   “Mister Hayes, is this entirely relevant?” Judge Phillips asked.
 
   “You wanted context...” Hayes said, with a shrug.
 
   “Mission-relevant context.” Philips said angrily, the words grating through gritted teeth.
 
   “Yeah... I'm getting there.” Hayes said with a sigh, genuinely convinced that all these elements of the story were critical to his defence.
 
    
 
   §
 
    
 
   Shay used the global positioning data that was sent to her lens to guide them from the jump point to the SOME; Scene Of Mission Event. 
 
   Making her way through the mundane streets of 0455, Shay strutted ahead of Hayes and McCall. The latter was following protocol, using his lens to observe surroundings with pinpoint accuracy, assign personality profiles to mannerisms, facial characteristics and gaits of all those around. Hayes was mostly staring at Shay's behind, as she marched ahead of him with a confident pace. He was so entranced by her bottom that he didn't notice her stop, turn at the waist, and throw a fist into his face.
 
   “Stop staring at my ass, you fucking pig.” she said, turning back into her stride, long hair swinging behind her gracefully in time to her steps, like a squirrel's tail.
 
    
 
   Some might think that a punch from a woman might not be as destructive as that of a man, but those people obviously have never met a woman like Shay. At just over six feet tall, she was around a hundred and eighty pounds of pure muscle, and unlike McCall's nano-enhanced flesh, it was all her own. 
 
   In the world Shay came from, they measured every citizen's dimensions and mass to officially determine whether they were overweight or underweight, and restricted or increased diet accordingly. At the age of thirty-two, Shay was told that based on the calculations of her height and weight, by official government health standards, she was overweight, and her diet was to be restricted. When the doctor recovered from the concussion imbued by Shay's rock hard fist impacting with his soft malleable face, he apologised to her profusely. She suggested he join a collective of doctors she had visited over the years who had experienced similar impacts, to formally petition the government to stop being such dicks about issuing sustenance. The government did not take kindly to Shay punching their physicians, and reduced the rations of her friends and family. Shay in turn did not take kindly to the government being even bigger dicks, and took down two thirds of the Prime Minister's security staff single-handedly, before a Jump Division agent intervened and offered her a job. In exchange, they ensured her loved ones would get their full rations. She agreed, knowing it was the only way to help them, and it didn't hurt that she was going to be paid to hit people who deserved it.
 
    
 
   Hayes was, as far as Shay was concerned, entirely deserving of the broken nose she had gifted him. Fortunately for Hayes, his nanos were more than used to repairing damage to his face. 
 
   “Na-nose.” he chuckled, as they took apart the broken cartridge at the cellular level, recycling it into a new dorsal bridge that looked exactly like it did before it was smashed into pieces. 
 
    
 
   As they arrived at the Presidential residence, his face was fully repaired. 
 
   'Credentials are waiting for you in your pockets.' 
 
   The agents reached to their hips, where a metal clip was attached to their belts. A thin sliver of metal four inches long descended down their thigh, where a barely visible spiral circle of micromesh lay, flat against their legs. Each of them slid their hands down past the clip on the holster, thumb meeting a biometric sensor, which activated a shimmering blur at the threshold where their fingers entered. This was not a physical pocket on their clothing, but a pocket dimension, a holster in which additional tactical gear could be accessed. All three retrieved the invitation and ID waiting for them in their pocket dimensions, presenting them to the security staff. The guards on duty perked up, and were suddenly reverential when they read the name of the department the agents purported to work for. The International Security Services Council was the highest echelon of the security services. It was where every protectorate agent, from law enforcement down to security guard dreamed of working one day. Travelling the world; committing exciting acts of espionage; bedding all the women; killing the bad guys; saving the day. 
 
   There had been a movie released every year for the past five decades celebrating and lauding the actions of the ISSC. The agency was held up as an ideal of what one should be willing to do for the government, but their agents were never mentioned by name, their faces never seen. This was why reverence was the reaction from three ISSC agents standing right in front of the guards. Each hoped that if they showed the correct amount of respect and dedication to their job, perhaps they might be cherry-picked for induction. Of course, there was no chance of that happening, but that didn't mean Hayes wouldn't fuck with them whilst they scanned the barcode on the invitation.
 
   “Nice scan y'did there.” he told the guard, with a smile. “Nice technique. Y'ever think of applying?”
 
   The guard didn't know how to react. His hand started quivering, invitation flapping, fanning Hayes. He slowly brought his eyes up to meet those of the imposter ISSC agent's. “I've… always dreamed of it, sir...”
 
   “Well, y'should come by the office tomorrow, we'll see about training you up, getting you field-rated maybe?” he said, eyes twinkling with mischief.
 
   “Really sir? You'd to that for me?”
 
   “I'm never wrong 'bout these things. Can read a person like a book.”
 
   “A book, sir?” the guard said. “What's a book?”
 
   Hayes took a moment, half-remembering something in the briefing about this mundane world never having perfected the binding process. Books had never been produced, let alone mass-produced. Stories were printed on scrolls, held vertically and rolled from bottom to top, like a town crier might read news of the day to the people of a village.
 
   “I've said too much.” Hayes said, in a hushed tone, his eyes wide, scanning back and forth at the people around. “Come to me tomorrow, and all will be revealed...” he trailed off as he took his invitation and ID back from the confused guard, and followed Shay and McCall into the grand entrance of the building. 
 
    
 
   The President's residence was built as though the title was akin to 'emperor' or 'king'. Even in realities that knew such rulers, the décor and architecture would still be viewed as excessive for what essentially boiled down to an elected position. In most realities that allowed voting, the highest official had no need for a quarter-mile of corridor with a mosaic floor handmade from the most precious stones in the realm. Nor would they have ceilings fifty foot tall, cross vaulted arches every twenty feet held aloft by giant marble pillars that looked to Hayes as though they were the average circumference of a citizen of 1141 (which he insisted on calling 'the fatty fat fat world of the fattiest fat fatties'). 
 
   After five minutes traversing the corridor, they came to the grand ballroom, which was named so because it was both a ballroom and grand. The residents of this reality were well known for their literal naming. The capital city of the largest continent has a park at its centre, which was named Central Park. In that park is a large ornate fountain designed by a man named Trevor, known by all as Trevor's Fountain. There is a large lizard in 0455 that is mass-reared entirely for its delicious flesh, it is called a meatasaurus. 
 
   The three agents spread out across the ballroom, maintaining communication with one another and Kali, on the lookout for anything suspicious. Whether there was any actual threat was another matter entirely. The protectoral agreement dictated that the government were able to ask for Division assistance when they believed an inter-dimensional incident might occur. The President believed that this entitled him to Division agents whenever he had the whim for an extra layer of security. 
 
   Shay climbed a spiral staircase to a balcony that looked out over the room, beginning a full visual sweep for hostile mannerisms. McCall inspected the passes and identification of each of the security staff on hand. They were the only ones present with weapons, and as some of the lowest paid people in the square mile of the Presidential estate, were also the most corruptible. Hayes' first inclination was to go straight to the buffet to investigate for potential contamination, but en route he decided that a glass of champagne was more suspicious. He sipped at it to confirm it wasn't poisoned, then took another sip, and another, firmly believing that you can never be too sure with these things. After the flute was empty, he reached for a fresh one from a different server, in case they might be the potential threat. 
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” Shay asked over the comm, as she spotted Hayes downing his third glass.
 
   “Just making sure these ain't poisoned.” he said, loud enough for guests around him to hear. He smiled politely and reached across them for a fourth glass.
 
   “God, have you even activated toxin scrubbing?” she spat back at him.
 
   “Yeah...” he lied. “Sure I have.”
 
   In his lens, he pulled up the nano controls and asked them nicely to run through his digestive tract, to identify and then dispose of any potentially harmful chemicals.
 
   “So fucking dumb...” she said, heading back down the stairs. “I don't see anything up here. Looks like a waste of our time.”
 
   'Probably is,' said Kali. 'But we've got orders. Hayes, get on viewpoint analysis. Shay, take over from Dumbshit on the catering?'
 
   “Dumbshit? Is McCall on catering too?” Hayes asked, not aware that he had been codenamed 'Dumbshit' by all of the Division's operators. 
 
   After shaking off a further squeal of feedback bouncing back and forth on the underside of his skull, he made his way to the window and activated a lens survey of the buildings with direct line of sight to the podium. McCall had been through all the security staff, running their IDs against a facial recog database the government provided for them. He also had unfettered access to each of the staff's banking records, which were checked for unusual payments. They were all clean, and he started making a sweep of the catering staff, passing Shay, who was in the midst of a deeper analysis of refreshments than Hayes's alcohol-focused investigation. The buffet was clear, and she sipped at a white wine, washing it around her mouth as nanos crawled out of oral crevices to inspect for toxins. There were none present, but as she swallowed, the texture left on her tongue didn't feel right.
 
   “Hayes, did you pick up on the after taste?”
 
   He didn't reply. Whilst scanning the windows, he had come across a yoga studio in which lithe, young women were stretching and contorting their bodies into elegant knots.
 
   “Hayes!” she said again, sternly. “Bitter twang and sludge left coating your tongue, did you notice it?”
 
   “Yeah...” he said, absent-mindedly, watching the skinny, large-breasted yoga instructor bending over, his lens zooming into her deep cleavage. 
 
   A jolt of static reverberated through his skull. Kali had caught sight of his lens feed, and was also enjoying the view, until she remembered it was compromising the mission.
 
   “Fuck Ow! No I didn't notice it.” he said, once again loud enough for the guests around him to think he was talking to them.
 
   'Speak softer.' Kali instructed. 'Maybe get a dictionary sometime and look up the meaning of the word covert.'
 
   “This is the cheap shit.” Shay said. “The President wouldn't be seen dead drinking it. He'll have his own private stash...” she started looking around for where that might be.
 
   “In his chambers, I reckon.” McCall said, handing an ID back to a waiter and moving to the next server. 
 
   “En route.” Shay said, shifting through the crowd towards the podium. There was a door to the right, behind it, from which the President was due to emerge. 
 
   “Yeah... I'll be right with you.” Hayes said, his eyes searching the buildings, trying to find the yoga studio again.
 
   'Now.' Kali instructed, digging into his nano controls with the gesture unit. 
 
   Hayes felt a rumble in his stomach. He zoomed the lens out and glanced down to his belly. Gas was building. His bowels were becoming heavy, full. 
 
   “Oh no you didn't...” he said, as an explosive belch emerged from his anal cavity.
 
   'Get to work, or next time you shit yourself.' Kali commanded.
 
   “God, it's always work, work, work with you people, isn't it...” he said, as he smiled politely and awkwardly at the guests in the vicinity of his gaseous detonation, before making his way across the room.
 
   Shay flashed her identification to the security staff on the door and entered. The chamber's walls were covered in paintings of the President and his ancestors. Every one of his forefathers for the past twenty generations had been President before him, with only the occasional interloper taking the position for a term. Even then, they tended to meet an untimely end before that term concluded. It wasn't that the government was corrupt, as such, it was more that the current President's family were very good at leading the country, and very good at not being killed whilst doing so. Shay checked the IDs of the security staff nestled away in the President's private chamber. They were all who they claimed to be, and all passed the bank account screening. 
 
   “This is really looking like a waste of time...” she said. 
 
   “I could'a told you that from the beginning.” Hayes said, as he walked up to the security staff at the door to the chamber. 
 
   “Job still needs t'be done.” McCall said, taking a glass of champagne from a waiter. “Can't have a protectoral world going to shit because we're too busy to take a look-see.”
 
   Hayes looked over his shoulder at McCall, watching as he took a sip.
 
   “Kali, how come he's allowed to drink?”
 
   'Because he isn't an a functioning alcoholic and an over-functioning arsehole.' she replied.
 
   “See, it's the functioning part you people keep overlooking...” Hayes said, waiting impatiently at the door to the chamber. “What's the hold-up?” he asked the secret service agent, who had a finger to his earpiece.
 
   “President's about to come out, sir.” he said. “Please stand back.”
 
   Hayes did so, as a fanfare of trumpets burst from speakers behind the podium, half-deafening him as they signalled the President's imminent arrival to greet his esteemed guests. The secret service agent held the door open as his leader emerged. A beaming smile fixed on his face, contorted leathery skin crawling up his cheeks in undulating folds that nestled up to crows feet at the corners of his eyes. The lines of a man who had smiled hard every day a camera was on him, every day of his career as a politician. He walked up the stairs to the podium as the horns came to a crescendo. His eyes fixed at middle distance, reading from an autocue that hovered on either side of the podium, allowing him to look from left to right meaningfully, whilst reading a thoroughly crafted speech.
 
   Hayes zoned out of the speech and hung back at the side of the stage, Shay joining him with a glass of champagne she swiped from the President's chamber.
 
   “That the good stuff?” he asked.
 
   “All tastes the same... grapes must be for shit here.” she said, with a huff.
 
   “So what d'we do now, Kali?” McCall asked. “Stick around 'til this guy slinks back into his room?”
 
   Kali didn't respond. 
 
   “Kali? Everything ok?” he asked.
 
   'Something's not right...' she said, eyes at the screens, alerts starting to pop up over Shay's vitals. 'Shay, are you ok?'
 
   Shay couldn't form words to reply. Her brow was thick with sweat, face ruddy, her throat starting to seize up. Hayes turned to her as the champagne flute slipped from her hand and fell to the floor. 
 
   “What's up? You choking?” he asked. 
 
   She struggled for breath, only able to force stray inharmonious squawks through her throat. Hayes slipped behind her, trying to lodge the obstruction with abdominal thrusts, his hands cupping a breast in the process. She threw an elbow into his face that would have detached a retina if she were not otherwise indisposed.
 
   “I was only trying to help...” he said, as she glared at him with a subtext of 'do it properly'. 
 
   He put his arms back around her, placing his hands at the correct position under the base of her diaphragm, and thrust upwards.
 
   'Guys, this isn't right...' said Kali, as he thrust again. 'Her nano's are fighting something,' another thrust, the obstruction still wasn't clearing. 'It looks like... another set of nanos...' Another thrust, still not helping, the colour starting to drain from Shay's face. 'They're not as advanced as ours... but they're there, and they're taking up residency in her head,' 
 
   “So, I should just give up with this or what?” asked Hayes, through another thrust at Shay's abdomen.
 
   'Their nanos and ours are reaching an impasse at her throat, fighting it out there...'
 
   “That's not an answer!” McCall said, fighting his way through the crowd towards the others, the guests barely paying attention to the theatrics adjacent to the President's address, rapt by his speech.
 
   “I really don't think I'm making much difference here,” said Hayes. “Although it is nice to be this close to you...” he said to Shay, who rolled her eyes amidst trying to find her next breath. 
 
   “She's still alive, so keep going, y'ass!” McCall said, closing in on them. “I'll trach her if I have to, but y'got to keep her alive 'til I get through these fuckers.” 
 
   “Alright, I'll just keep thrusting and thrusting. That's how y'like it, right Shay?” he said, with another thrust. “Nice and deep.” another thrust. “Slow and steady, huh?” 
 
   Shay's eyes went wide. She could feel the nanos in her head, scuttling through her blood vessels, battling one another for supremacy.
 
   “Harder and harder,” Hayes continued, with another thrust. “Deeper and deeper,” and another.
 
   Shay's lips began to quiver uncontrollably, followed by her teeth chattering, a shiver running up and down her body. Her forehead was rippling, skull feeling like it was turning to jelly as a pounding in her head started getting louder and louder.
 
   “I'll just keep going and going...” said Hayes, with another thrust. “Til I blow your back doors off.” another thrust. 
 
   Shay's head burst into a fountain of blood and grey matter, caking the walls, splattering across the floor, showering Hayes in her cranial effluence. He looked down at the hole on her shoulders where her neck and head used to be, eyes shining white under a mask of blood and brain.
 
   “Well, I did not see that coming...” he said, as he dropped her decapitated body. 
 
   The security staff started flocking from all corners of the room, McCall fighting through them and the guests to get to Hayes. The President glanced over briefly, checking the monitor at the podium to confirm that none of the spectacle was seen by the cameras. It appeared clear, and he was moments from finishing his speech, taking a glass of champagne from beneath the podium, raising it for a toast.
 
   'What the fuck just happened?' Kali asked.
 
   Hayes looked at the remnants of the champagne flute that lay on the floor surrounded by  Shay's body.
 
   “Kali, you said nanos, right?”
 
   'What?' 
 
   “Nanos fucked with Shay's shit, right? They could be edible, time-released, yeah?”
 
   'Maybe? I'd need time to analyse them.'
 
   “No time.” said Hayes, as four security staff pounced on him. He redirected strength, and threw them aside as he made his way up to the podium. Another agent grabbed Hayes from behind, McCall dove in and tackled him out the way. 
 
   The crowd watched in silence as the President toasted them and drank the champagne, aghast at the spectacle they finally noticed was occurring just off-stage. Further security tried to interject with the supposed ISSC agents, Hayes and McCall dealing with them accordingly. 
 
   Hayes took to the stage and grabbed the President by the tie. 
 
   “Did you just fucking drink that?” he asked.
 
   “Do you mind?” said the President. “This is an address to the nation!”
 
   “Do you want to address the nation as a headless corpse?” Hayes asked, tightening his grip and tugging again on the President's tie. “Did you fucking drink it?”
 
   “Yes, of course...” said the President. “This is a celebration.!”
 
   “Yeah? Well they're gonna be celebrating your head exploding any minute now...”
 
   “Wha--?” asked the President, beads of sweat forming on his forehead, his throat beginning to close. 
 
   Hayes looked back at McCall, who was fighting to keep the secret service agents back. 
 
   “Well you're no fucking help...” he said to him. “Kali, what can I do to stop this guy exploding?”
 
   “ess-plodi--?!” the President said, his throat not allowing the words through.
 
   'Fuck, Hayes, I don't know enough about what they dosed him with... can you make him throw up?'
 
   Hayes looked at the President, pulling his head lower by his tie and shoved two fingers down the esteemed leader's throat. He hit a solid mass, and couldn't get a gag reflex to respond.
 
   “Ain't working.” he said.
 
   'You need something longer. Look around, there's got to be something...'
 
   Hayes looked, but the only other instruments nearby were the jagged remains of a champagne flute, which was a little too stabby. And flagpoles,  which were wider than the President's mouth, let alone his throat. He looked down to his hip.
 
   “I've got a really bad idea...” he said.
 
   'Hurry up,' said Kali. 'Shay had five minutes because she had nanos fighting back. This guy won't have anywhere near as much time!'
 
   Hayes reached to his left hip, and pulled a gun from the pocket dimension holster. The weapon was matte black, textured with micropores that made for a snug and comfortable fit in the hand. It was all curves, no hard edges or corners, even the body curved when looked at head-on. Ergonomic, for the executive shooter, who had a penchant for wearing oversized black brass knuckles that could punch holes in people from afar. The barrel was eight inches long and five tall, but most of that height was the clip, which looped around under the muzzle, nestling up to the trigger guard. It left just enough space for a hand to fit, then went all the way back under the grip. Each clip held eighty rounds, a mag of twenty hollow point, fifteen explosive tips, and six ten-round mags of tasershot. None of those were helpful right now. Hayes wrenched the clip from the gun and dropped in back in the pocket, pointing the barrel at the President.
 
   “Ooooo!” the leader shrieked, sealing his lips shut.
 
   “This is for your own good, idiot...” Hayes said, once again tugging on the man's tie and forcing the barrel down his throat, chipping a tooth with the undercarriage of the weapon whilst shoving it down his gullet. 
 
   “Stop!” said a secret service agent who had made his way past McCall on to the stage, holding his weapon in shaking hands.
 
   In a swift movement, Hayes had taken the gun from him, a shot firing in the process, embedding itself impotently in the wall. The crowd screamed in horror, and Hayes jammed the gun back and forth into the Presidential opening, forcing him to fully deepthroat it. Spittle and snot, tears and phlegm dripping onto his hand, down the weapon's matte black finish, absorbing into the micropores in the handle. Finally, Hayes broke through the barrier. The President gasped and proceeded to vomit, copiously and violently.
 
   Hayes pulled the weapon from the President's throat and dropped it back into the pocket dimension.
 
   “Someone else can clean that shit up...” Hayes said. “I'm done for the day.”
 
   The doors to the room burst open as a military unit assembled in formation, weapons aimed at Hayes and McCall.
 
   “Kali...! An exit would be nice!” he shouted. 
 
   'Yeah...' said Kali. 'On it.'
 
   She reached to the gesture unit and grabbed hold of the agents' signals, her other hand wildly activating a quick trans-dimensional scan of a potential arrival point. Reaching down, she spun the quantum sphere and as soon as its surface became translucent, slammed her palm down.
 
   Hayes waved goodbye with a wry smile as he, McCall and the remains of Shay were enveloped in light.
 
    
 
   When the light dissipated, the three of them were back at their point of arrival, Shay's body continuing to leak formerly-vital fluids, which soaked into the cracks between the paving stones.
 
   “Well that was a clusterfuck...” said McCall.
 
   “All things considered, it could have been worse....” said Hayes, McCall's fist helping knock the last syllable out of his mouth.
 
   “Shay is fucking dead, you stupid fuck!”
 
   'We've got more problems than that...' said Kali, scanning feeds from in-world television networks. 'That entire fuck up was broadcast live to the nation...'
 
   “Did they get my good side?” asked Hayes, to a jolt of feedback pulsating through his brain.
 
   'A real nice shot of you.' Kali said. 'And a great big detailed shot of in-world metaleportation... You remember how this was meant to be a covert operation?'
 
   “They were gonna find out about interdimensional travel sooner or later...” Hayes said, to another jolt of feedback surging through his head, alongside a bout of gastrointestinal distress that Kali was orchestrating from afar. “No need... to get mad about it...” he stuttered, fighting to get words through the mental agony and gas build-up.
 
   'No need to get mad about it?' she shrieked. 'You have literally fucked every part of this mission up. Your bullshit harassment of Shay got in the way of us saving her, you violated the leader of this whole fucking world on national television and made me have to reveal our super-top-fucking-secret technology to them. You could not have fucked this up any more!'
 
   “When you say it like that...” Hayes said, still battling the pain in his head, struggling to quash his vomit reflex and maintain bowel control. “Kinda  makes it sound like you're blaming me..?”
 
   Kali could not contain her anger any further. With a fountain of vomit flowing from his mouth and nose, pants swiftly filling with excrement that pitter-pattered out in explosive machine gun bursts, Hayes decided he might as well go for the trifecta, and emptied his bladder. 
 
    
 
   §
 
    
 
   “Mister Hayes,” Judge Phillips barked. “That is quite enough!” 
 
   Hayes had decided that theatrics would be helpful to his case, and was demonstrating the position in which he was firing effluence in all three directions.
 
   “You are excused whilst the judiciary panel discusses sentencing.”
 
   “Sentencing?!” said Hayes, the wind knocked from his sails. “What about deciding whether I'm fucking innocent of the charges?”
 
   “Mister Hayes, you are most definitely guilty of all charges. What happens to you now, is in the hands of the panel you are presently disrespecting.”
 
   “Well, I'll leave y'all to talk sweetly about me whilst y'swan around in those pretty dresses y'got on...” Hayes said, making his way out of the chamber.
 
   “They are robes, not dresses!” Phillips exclaimed with exhausted exasperation, as Hayes left the room. He glanced at the other judges. “What a fucking arsehole.”
 
   All the judges concurred. Hayes was a complete arsehole. The perfect anal cavity of a human being for a very shitty job they had lined up.
 
   


  
 

1
 
   25 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   “That trial was a fucking sham.” Hayes said, as he stomped down the corridor towards Tech Ops. His heavy, angry footsteps echoed ahead of him along the chrome walkway, warning others to steer clear of his stride.
 
   'It's only a sham if their verdict is unfair...” Kali said, with a sigh “You're lucky they didn't sentence you to exile somewhere awful.'
 
    
 
   The mention of 'somewhere awful' brought to Hayes's mind a reality in which the humanoid denizens of the earth evolved directly from fish. The population are hairless, scaled and semi-aquatic. If one was to visit, the stench would remain bonded to all clothing worn in-world for weeks after returning. 
 
    
 
   “Awful I could handle.” said Hayes. “It's better than being terminally fucking bored.”
 
   'Quit your bitching, get your gear, and get to the jump bay.'
 
   “Please would be nice.”
 
   'Do you know I can instruct your nanos to cause permanent erectile dysfunction?' Kali asked.
 
   “You wouldn't...” Hayes said, a quiver in his voice at the thought of losing one of the few sources of pleasure in his life.
 
   'Hurry up, or I start dysfunctioning...' she said.
 
   He could hear her wicked grin, and increased his pace through the hallway.
 
    
 
   Tech Ops lay behind two layers of security. A nanoscanner at the door on the main corridor allowed entry to only agents and techs, and a biometric sensor at a further door to the Ops hub. Hayes laboured a sigh as the scanner identified his nanosig, beeping in approval, the doors swishing open smoothly with a soft gasp. He entered the lobby, leaving the chrome plated hall behind, to be surrounded by a blinding white carbon fibre reinforced polymer. Tech Ops caught fire more often than any other division, and it was deemed that the low thermal expansion of the material was perfect for a department that could explode at any given moment. Hayes scuffed his feet on the floor as he walked to the biometric pad, leaving a trail of black marks behind him, and swiped his finger on the sensor. He growled to himself as he waited impatiently for a tech to arrive, seeing them through a window to an adjacent room as they looked up and discussed fervently which of them would have to deal with him. Hayes knew how much the techs disliked him, how much everyone disliked him. But as far as he was concerned, he had a right to be the arsehole he was, because he got the job done. In one way or another. 
 
   As the discussion came to a close, with several rounds of rock paper scissors, a tech finally emerged. Pale and gaunt, his scraggly long hair curled at the shoulders of a long white labcoat, bag-laden eyes narrowing as he approached the counter.
 
   “Hayes.” he said, crabbily.
 
   “Johnson, right?” said Hayes, taking a gamble.
 
   “Not even close.” the tech said, with a disgruntled sigh. Very few agents bothered to remember their names.
 
   “Worth a try...” Hayes scoffed, with a shrug. “You got me some goodies for my op?” he asked. “I'd like some things that go bang, preferably in a chartreuse if you have it... Goes with my eyes.”
 
   The tech pulled up the mission specs on a screen at the counter.
 
   “Yeah... that's not going to happen.” he said. 
 
   “Fine, anything in mauve? I'm an autumn.”
 
   The tech continued to scan through the report, not bothering to look up at Hayes. “Mauve is soft summer.” he said, absent-mindedly.
 
   Hayes craned his neck, trying to look over the counter at the mission specs on the screen.
 
   “Alright.” said the tech, closing down the screen after approving the specs. “Pretty straightforward, come on through and we'll get you geared up.” he sent the order through and the counter retracted into itself, creating an entrance for Hayes to follow through to the tech's inner sanctum. “Don't touch anything.” he instructed, as he walked ahead of Hayes. 
 
   They went through a door, past rows upon rows of shelving lined with weapons and gear. As their walk continued, they moved through the most advanced technology the Division had at its disposal. Hayes glanced at intelligent nanomesh body armour and pulse weapons, as they continued onwards, through to the more basic smartguns and camosuits, going yet further into the room until they came to a wall at the far end. The tech pulled a navy peacoat from a rail and handed it to him. 
 
   “That doesn't really go with my skintone.” Hayes said, refusing to take it from the tech, who glared at him until he put it on. “What does it do?”
 
   “It keeps you warm.” said the tech, walking over to a shelf opposite.
 
   “What do these do?” Hayes asked, inspecting the six brass buttons on the front, each engraved with anchors.
 
   “They go into the holes on the other side, and keep the coat closed.” said the tech, mostly ignoring him. He turned and handed Hayes a pair of jeans.
 
   “Camofibre?” Hayes inquired.
 
   “Denim.” the tech said, going to another shelf and pulling out a black sweater.
 
   “I'm beginning to think you're making fun of me.” Hayes said, dismayed to find that the gear for the mission was technologically restricted. 
 
    
 
   This he should have known, given the verdict, but he wasn't really listening during the sentencing. Rather than face exile, he had been handed a punishment that the judges deemed suitable for his proclivities. Hayes loved his tech; the nanos and lens, pocket dimension holsters and antigrav grips. There was no worse fate for an agent who relied almost solely on technology, than being dispatched for a long-term mission in a mundane world. The reality chosen was one in which the science community only recently proved that gravitational waves exist, had notions of dark matter, but were as of yet unable to establish an understanding of it. Let alone discover its connection to the meta and multiverse lying beyond, of which they were almost completely oblivious. The population dreamed of a future of artificial intelligence and flying cars, space colonisation and curing all disease. But they were more successful at writing novels and movies about such scientific developments than achieving them, and were decades from even the most basic of advancements. It was, all things considered, the worst punishment they could have consigned to Hayes.
 
    
 
   “This is very disappointing...” Hayes shouted through the changing room door, as he put on his mission gear. “Do I at least get a change of clothes?”
 
   “They're smartfibre, self-cleaning.” the tech said.
 
   Hayes emerged from the changing room and looked at himself in a mirror. “This is the most boring ensemble I have ever had to wear on a mission.” he said.
 
   “I feel for you, truly.” the tech said, sarcastically, as he started back along the corridor whilst Hayes glared at his reflection. “Maybe next time you won't drop a vomit-covered gun into a pocket dimension that someone else has to clean. Hurry up, haven't got all day...” the tech said.
 
   Hayes walked away from the mirror, picking up pace to match the tech's strut, slowing as he came up to shelves of items he had been denied. He grabbed two pocket dimension holsters and latched them on to the hips of his jeans, hiding them under the coat. Hayes hurried along the walkway to catch up with the tech, and grabbed a nanomesh shirt from a rack, shoving it down the jacket's sleeve. Even if the mission was bullshit, he was going to make sure he was properly armed. 
 
   The tech turned at the door, waiting for Hayes to catch up, before getting him to sign for the items he was wearing and opening the counter again for him to exit.
 
   “Thank you” Hayes spat, as he left Tech Ops. 
 
   The tech rolled his eyes and went back to join the others. “What an arsehole...” he muttered.
 
    
 
   'Did you just steal things?' Kali asked, having watched through Hayes's lens as he fleeced Tech Ops for illicit gear. 
 
   “Mission critical.” he replied, walking along the corridor towards the jump bay.
 
   'Were you even paying attention to what this mission entails?' Kali asked. 
 
   “Sure. Kinda. I'm sure you can fill in the gaps...”
 
   The door scanned his nanosig and grunted as it wrenched open, murmuring mechanically to itself as he walked through. Ahead of him stood a jump bay, the centre of all Division activity. A dark cylindrical room from which all missions were launched. At the centre, a pillar of light emanated from the domed ceiling that stood forty feet tall. The floor was concave, curving down from the walls to form a basin two feet deep at the central locus, a hub large enough to traverse up to a hundred agents at a time if required. 
 
   Hayes stepped towards the centre, his lonely footsteps clacking around the room, bouncing off every arced surface.
 
   “Ready when you are...” he said to Kali.
 
   'You'd be readier if you actually looked at the mission briefing.' she said, activating a trans-dimensional scan of his point of arrival.
 
   “I'll get around to it.” he said. “Let's get this show on the road already.”
 
   'Before the techs realise you stole shit?' she asked, concluding the scan and placing her palm on the quantum sphere.
 
   “Obviously...” he said, as the room started to hum.
 
   Kali spun the sphere, light bursting from its core, matrix shifting from solid to liquid as it calculated the jump. 
 
   Hayes flicked the coat open and rested his hands on the holsters at each hip, as the domed ceiling came to life. The formerly smooth surface shimmered, interlocked hexagons of light appearing at the centre, bursting forth along the sides of the dome, continuing down the walls, light rippling along the floor until it reached and consumed Hayes.
 
   Kali swiped her right hand in mid-air, gesturing the final sequence, and slammed her palm down on the ball. 
 
    
 
   GRID DESIGNATION 9415:5643:7543
 
    
 
   Winter had hit 7543 hard. The cobblestones of the alleyway chosen by Kali for the arrival point were caked with ice, making them a hazard for anyone who preferred to remain vertical. The air began to vibrate, hum, barely audibly. Localised air pressure began changing, fluctuating, as if shaking in fear of what was to come. The old redbrick of the buildings at either side started to ripple, reacting in the knowledge that reality was about to be torn apart. Visible light started distorting around the jump site, as though the entire alley were seen through a wine glass. The gravity across the jump site began to oscillate, but any detritus present that might wish take advantage of the change to the forces, was frozen solid to the ground. Tentacles of light ripped a hole in the fabric of reality, folds flapping into the meta as a silhouette stood at the centre of the jump site. He was posed, tall and proud, hands resting at hips. Light around him sucked back into the void. Tentacles receding, the rift sealing behind him.
 
   “Well, this is a shithole.” Hayes said, as he looked around the alley. “A fucking cold shithole.”
 
   'That's why Johnson gave you a coat...' Kali said.
 
   “He said his name wasn't Johnson!” Hayes said, buttoning up the coat's brass fastenings, shivering in the winter breeze as he told his nanos to increase body temperature.
 
   'Shut up and get to the safe house.' she said, sending the route through to his lens. 
 
   “This is bullshit.” he said, stepping precariously on the icy cobblestones to the street ahead. “Nobody deserves this mundy shit. What kind of world doesn't know how to control its fucking weather?”
 
   'Annual temperature cycles happen in every reality, Hayes. Deal with it.' Kali said, as she pulled up the details for his in-world contact.
 
    
 
   Hayes walked down the street, expressing disdain at everything he saw, from the vehicles spewing noxious gases into the atmosphere to the street lighting, its frequency visually flickering in his lens.
 
   “Have you seen these readings?” he asked, as he scanned the emissions from the cars. His lens displayed a series of letters and numbers. “It's like they're trying to kill me...” he coughed, theatrically.
 
   Kali took a look at his readout. 'Hayes, do you know the first thing about chemistry? Those readings say it's mostly nitrogen, water, oxygen, and carbon dioxide... there's a little bit of carbon monoxide, but not enough to do any damage unless you're locked in a box with it.'
 
   “I'm locked in a world with it... a tiny, bullshit world that can't even escape its own gravity. Do you know how boring that is?”
 
    
 
   Escaping the earth's gravity was less common than Hayes knew. Only nineteen percent of advanced dimensions had developed long distance space travel and colonisation. The majority preferred to stay on home turf and find solutions to problems that existed there, rather than launch into the stratosphere and screw up a host of exoplants.
 
    
 
   “So what's this town called?” Hayes asked. Having still not read the mission specs. 
 
   'London.' Kali said. 'And it's a City.'
 
   “Lun-dong? What the fuck kind of name is that?” he asked.
 
   'Don't be a fucking moron. You've been to lots of Londons, I'm from a fucking London.'
 
   “Never heard of it.” he said, turning off the main road and coming in to a residential area. Tall four and five storey buildings lining either side of the street, looming above him with ancient, elegant architecture. “I think I'm going to have to kill myself.”
 
   'What are you talking about?' Kali said. 'Those houses are fucking gorgeous.' she watched through his lens as he passed house after house. Each marking itself off from the sidewalk with wrought iron metalwork, below which basement levels looked up at street level. 'I wish I lived in a place like that...' she said, to a grunt.
 
   Hayes kept walking down until he found his destination. The house was five floors of large, white bricks. Three windows wide, with shallow marble steps leading to an oversized black door surrounded by pillars, covered overhead by the balcony of the floor above.
 
   “Shithole.” he said.
 
   'Stop saying that.' Kali said, pulling up data on the house, swiftly becoming aggravated. 'They're paying more for that building than they do for me!'
 
   “Well, I'm worth it.” Hayes said, as he knocked on the door. “What's this guy's name?” he asked.
 
   Kali threw static across the system, drilling through his head with digital screams. 
 
   'Read the brief.' she said.
 
   The door opened, revealing a short, stocky redhead. His ginger stubble carved into a goatee that was barely visible in natural light.
 
   A big grin contorted across Hayes's face as his eyes lit up with recognition. “Garbage!” he shouted, pushing the little man out of his way as he entered the house.
 
   “It's Darvish, you fucking wankrag.” said the little man, pursing his lips and slamming the door, trying to keep up with Hayes's long-legged strut.
 
   “Shitty place you got here.” Hayes said, looking around the living room. Velvet flocked wallpaper clung to the walls, parting only for an ornate marble fireplace. A thick, red carpet at his feet absorbed every footstep like a warm embrace. Two sofas sat adjacent to one another at a right angle, golden upholstery lined with a dark wooden body, silk tassels hanging at the bottom.
 
   “Hope you made me something nice for dinner.” he continued, walking through to the dining room, where the carpet and wallpaper were identical. A crystal chandelier hung low from the ceiling, swaying wildly from a brush with Hayes's hand. Darvish caught it mid-swing and settled it before it fell on the table that lay beneath, a thick sheet of glass held aloft on a pedestal of brass and lucite.
 
   “I am not your fucking butler.” Darvish said, struggling to keep up with Hayes, who was already traipsing along the hardwood floor of the kitchen. A cacophonous symphony rung out as Darvish entered. Hayes had knocked the utensils from the Calcutta Oro countertop of the centre island with his elbows on his way to investigate the black American-style fridge. 
 
   “This won't do at all, Garbage, I need protein. Can you run out and get me a steak? Rare to medium.”
 
   “Hayes, this is my operation...” Darvish started, whilst picking up the items knocked to the floor, but Hayes was already out the kitchen, up the stairs and entering his bedroom.
 
   “Oh, this is nice though,” Hayes said, who as Darvish walked in, was standing on the bed, thick footprints marking his path across the bedspread. “Comfy. Is this memory foam?”
 
   “Get your feet the fuck off my bed, Hayes.” he said, standing his ground, and firing up nano control to redirect strength.
 
   “You're very rude.” Hayes said, with a mocking tone. “I'm a guest!”. The words had barely left his lips before Darvish grabbed the duvet and wrenched it from under him, throwing Hayes off the bed, his head ricocheting off a bedside table on his way to the floor.
 
   “This is my mission, Hayes. My rules. You are going to do as I say, when I say it. I am not going to take any of your shit, do you understand?”
 
   Hayes picked his pounding head from the floor whilst his nanos rushed upwards through his bloodstream. “You could have said please...” he mumbled, as the nanos began to repair the dent in his skull and siphon back the blood that was leaking down his face.
 
   “Get out of my room, fix yourself something to eat and get an early night. We're going out first thing to track the signals.” 
 
   “What fucking signals?” Hayes asked, as he dawdled to the door.
 
   “Read the fucking mission specs.” Darvish said, as he slammed the door in Hayes's face, crushing his nose in the process.
 
   “I don't like that people keep breaking my face...” he said, as he trudged back down the stairs, nanos putting his mangled snout back together.
 
   'Be less of a dick, and maybe people won't hit you so much...' Kali said.
 
    
 
   Hayes made himself a sandwich, leaving the fridge open to freeze up overnight as a small modicum of vengeance. Going through the rest of the house, leaving crumbs with every step, he discovered that other than the rooms downstairs and Darvish's bedroom, the rest of them were entirely unfurnished. 
 
   “Where am I meant to sleep, Darvish?” he shouted through the bedroom door. There was no response. 
 
   He glared at the imprint of his face on the door, and returned to the living room, throwing the cushions off one of the sofas. Keeping his boots on as he got himself comfy, to be sure to leave marks on the upholstery. 
 
   “So, what's this all about?” Hayes asked Kali.
 
   'Read the mission specs.' she said.
 
   “Can't you just give me the cliff notes?” he asked.
 
   'No.' Kali spat back.
 
   “They'll send me to sleep real good...” he said.
 
   'Don't care.' she said.
 
   “What about a lullaby?”
 
   Kali sighed, and sent pulses of feedback through his brain until he ran out of expletives. A call rang out through her system. She set Hayes's nanos to interfere with his neurotransmitters to send him into a swift sleep, and answered it. 
 
    
 
   One of her screens switched over to the video feed, a backlit shadow appearing on the monitor.
 
   “How's he settling in?” the figure asked. 
 
   The silhouette leaned back in his chair, revealing himself as Judge Phillips.
 
   “Fine.” said Kali, swiftly correcting herself. “Well, he's being a dick, but that's to be expected.”
 
   “Indeed.” said Phillips. “No complications?” he asked.
 
   “Not that I've noticed, no sir. As far as he's aware, it's a routine punishment.”
 
   “Good.” Phillips said. A cruel smile started to form at the corners of his thin, pale lips. “We need to be certain he is unprepared for what is to come next...”
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   18 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   Hayes couldn't dream. He was told it was a possible side-effect of the various bodymods he had willingly undergone. Nanotechnology coursing through his blood, tinkering away at the molecular level, there were some sacrifices that came with the abilities bestowed. On top of that, he got hit in the head a lot. Whilst he couldn't dream, in a sleeping state his senses were still turning over, accruing information, a defence mechanism should he come under attack whilst unconscious. 
 
   It was this reflex that had him waking up with a start, throwing a fist through the air before he became alert. His knuckles impacted with Darvish's chin with full strength, throwing him and a pot of coffee heavenward. The cafetière shattered on the ceiling, a black rain soaking into the red carpet below. Rather than shatter, Darvish merely scraped the light fixtures and crumpled in a heap against a bookcase on the other side of the room. Volumes of old leatherbound books toppled out and ricocheted off his head, settling on the plush carpet with light flumps.
 
   “Oops.” Hayes said.
 
   'Oh Jesus fuck, what have you done?' Kali said, her words muffled amidst a half-chewed bite of bagel.
 
   “Don't talk with your mouth full.” Hayes said.
 
   'Is he dead? Did you just kill your fucking partner?!'
 
   Hayes trundled over to the body reluctantly, and checked Darvish's pulse. “He's fine...” Hayes said, with a grunt. “Shouldn't have snuck up on me.”
 
   'Goddamnit.' Kali said. 'This is not how a mission should fucking start.'
 
   “I refuse to take the blame for this...” Hayes said, as he picked up his unconscious colleague and took him up the steep stairs.
 
   'What are you doing?' Kali asked.
 
   “He hates me enough as it is... I'll throw him back in bed, maybe he'll think he slept in. That it was all a painful, fisty dream.”
 
   'Darvish doesn't dream either...' Kali said, watching through Hayes's lens as he pulled the bed covers up on his partner.
 
   “I thought it was a possible side-effect of mods, not a very definite side-effect that happens to fucking everyone...” Hayes said, trundling back down the stairs. “Maybe he'll forget it happened. Maybe he'll have brain damage.”
 
   'He's not the only one... Where the fuck are you going now?' she asked, as she watched Hayes walk into the kitchen, grabbing a knife from the centre island before returning to the living room.
 
   “Cleaning up my mess.” he said.
 
   'You mean 'removing evidence'?' she asked, rolling her eyes as she took another bite of her bagel.
 
   “Whatever you want to call it.” he said, as he knelt down by the coffee stain on the carpet, holding the knife to his hand.
 
   'Oh, fucking don't...' she said, but it was too late. 
 
   Hayes winced as he dug the blade deep into his palm, blood forking from the wound down the lines of his hand into the carpet. 'That's fucking disgusting...' Kali said, coughing over a bite of bagel that had decided her wind pipe was a faster route to her stomach. She grabbed a glass of water from the workstation, a cacophony of hacks and gargles in Hayes's ear as she tried to recover from the miss-swallow, averting her eyes as he continued to dig at the hole in his hand, spreading the blood across the stain.
 
   “Ok, do your thing...” Hayes said, through gritted teeth, as he ordered the nanos to eat away at the coffee. Siphoning it from the carpet, taking it apart at the molecular level and redistributing it through his bloodstream. “Good girls, now come on back into daddy...” he said, placing his hand at the centre of the stain on the carpet. 
 
   The nanos obeyed his order, withdrawing themselves, and the blood from the fibres, tracing a path back to the hole at the centre of his palm, sealing it behind them. Hayes pulled his hand from the carpet and watched the skin regrow around the gash. “Good girls.” he said again.
 
   'You're a fucking idiot.' Kali said, having recovered from her coughing fit.
 
   “Learn how to swallow.” Hayes said. “Everyone likes a girl that can swall--” digital feedback coursed through his skull before the sentence could be finished. 
 
   “You're a fucking arsehole.” Darvish said, watching Hayes suffer from the door.
 
   “You have no idea how often I hear that...” Hayes mumbled back, shaking off the pain. “We gonna get to work or what?” he said, rising to his feet to meet a fist from Darvish that threw him back to the floor. 
 
   “Put the coffee on,” Darvish said, already on his way back up the stairs. ”I'll set the gear up...”
 
    
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Hayes was clumsily bringing two cups of coffee up the stairs, poking his head in every room as he ascended the building trying to find Darvish.
 
   “Up here!” his partner shouted, from the top of the building. 
 
   Hayes continued upwards, until he came to the attic, Darvish sitting at a three-legged wooden stool surrounded by tables of mundane tech.
 
   “What the fuck is this?” Hayes asked, placing a cup down by Darvish.
 
   “Read the fucking mission specs. We're here to find anomalous advanced tech. It's counter-productive to attempt to do that whilst bringing yet more advanced tech in-world.”
 
   “It's fucking slower, is what it is.” Hayes said, as he watched Darvish twiddle knobs on rusting metal boxes, flicking switches jutting out of dented panels, observed needles skimming back and forth on scratched displays. “This is fucking laborious. Kali, can you do a scan that won't take all fucking day?” he asked. There was no response. “Kali?”
 
   “I've disabled comms up here.” Darvish said. “Advanced tech, remember?”
 
   “What about our nanos? Our mods?” said Hayes, trying to pull up the data in his lens, but the screen was frozen
 
   “Shroud.” Darvish mumbled back, pointing at the ceiling. A dome of interlaced copper piping hung over them, cables coming down at every quarter, leading back to a generator. 
 
   Hayes stepped from under the copper dome. His lens display flickered, then burst back into life, followed by a tickle across his blood vessels as the nanos started waking back up. 
 
   'How's it going?' Kali asked, her voice coming through his head with an undercurrent of static, as he side stepped back under the dome, the lens operation ceasing, tickling through his veins coming to a stop. Another side step out, control resuming 'What the fuck are you --' said Kali, interrupted as he took another step in. A step out again. '-- keep disappearing --' a further step in, at which point he noticed Darvish's glare.
 
   “Stop fucking with my readings.” he spat, with barely restrained venom.
 
   Hayes grunted as he stood still under the shroud and waited impatiently for Darvish to gather his readings.
 
   “We're all set.” Darvish said, grabbing a handheld metal box the size of a block of butter, with three knobs at the side, the plastic front encasing a display with a needle ricocheting back and forth.
 
   “About fucking time...” said Hayes, smirking as he watched Darvish grab his coffee and knock it back.
 
   Darvish coughed on tablespoons of grounds floating in the cup. “What the fuck?”
 
   “Somebody broke your cafetière...” Hayes said, already making his way back down the stairs.
 
   Darvish spat the grounds back into the cup and followed him down, coming in to the living room as Hayes pulled the nanomesh body armour he had secreted in the sleeve of the peacoat. “What the fuck is that?” he asked.
 
   “Can never be too careful...” Hayes said, as he wrenched the sweater off and pulled the nanomesh on. The surface of the skin-tight body armour rippled as it interacted with the nanos in his bloodstream, sending signals back and forth. The needle on the scanner in Darvish's hand went crazy.
 
   “Take it off, you're fucking with my readings.” he ordered.
 
   “Just give it a second. Nanomesh is quiet tech, only does stuff when it needs to... the nanos are just getting to know one another.” Hayes said, as he put the sweater back on over the body armour.
 
   Darvish growled an angry sigh as he turned the knobs to recalibrate the mobile extension of the equipment he had set up in the attic. “I knew you'd fuck this up...” he grumbled.
 
   “Chill out, Darvish, this is a cake walk.” Hayes said, throwing the coat behind him in a swift movement. It coasted through the air as he strode to the hallway. His arms found the sleeves, a roll of his shoulders securing it to his body, fingers twitching at the buttons locking them in place as he came to the front door and swung it open. “So, are we going or what?”
 
    
 
   The scanner took them across west London. It wasn't the most precise of instruments, and they had to stop at every street corner. Darvish turned clockwise, then counter-clockwise, confirming the direction of the signal, and they resumed their journey. Until the next street corner. 
 
   Hayes was thoroughly bored, but after walking sixteen blocks soon realised that stating how bored he was did not alleviate the boredom. 
 
   “We're closing in.” Darvish said, as they came up to the Royal Albert Hall. 
 
   “You've been saying that for three hours.” Hayes muttered, as he watched Darvish turn back and forth on the spot.
 
   “This way.” Darvish said, already in mid-stride down Kensington Gore.
 
   Hayes's eyes lingered on the street sign, and he rested his hands on the holsters at his hips, biometric scan activating them. The pocket dimensions rippled into existence, flanking each of his thighs. 
 
   Darvish stopped dead in his tracks. “You stupid fuck.” he shouted, turning on his heels with enmity. “You stupid fucking fuck, what did you just activate?”
 
   Hayes pulled his hands from the holsters, and after a moment, they deactivated, the signal no longer interfering with Darvish's scan. “Nothing.” he said.
 
   Darvish glanced down to his scanner and turned back. Hayes rolled his eyes at the seething acrimony that was rippling off his colleague in waves, and continued to follow Darvish's signal.
 
   They came to a stop at a giant building, smooth cream plaster on the facade, scenes of ancient Greeks carved into the stone above and to the sides of each of the windows. Behind the Greeks lay a salmon pink background, drawing the eye to their presence from the otherwise plain latte-beige Victorian architecture. Darvish looked up at the building, relishing its beauty, bands of brown marking each storey with rectangular embellishments of gold metalwork built into the facade. The windows at the third floor jutting outwards from the centre mass of the building, each held aloft by four pillars of wood that surrounded the windows below. Design and construction from well over two centuries previous that had been kept it in pristine condition. 
 
   Hayes was less interested in the architecture, and was scoffing at the sign carved above the wide, black door, reading Royal College Of Organists. The name conjured images, to his childish mind, of an esteemed circle jerk. 
 
    
 
   Trained, professional circle-jerker was a legitimate career path for the denizens of a reality Hayes had been stationed to for a brief, and messy mission. This was a world in which achieving skill in self-pleasure was deemed amongst the highest honours. Whilst Hayes was visiting, the Premier of the dimension was in the midst of a nationally broadcast series, in which he gave tips and extolled the virtues of a number of masturbatory techniques. Unfortunately, during the course of the mission, the Premier lost his hands, and soon after, his title. However Hayes came away with a plethora of new self-servicing skills, so he didn't consider it a complete screw up.
 
    
 
   “So what are we waiting for?” Hayes asked, hands itching to return to his holsters. 
 
   'I'm picking up some weird signals...' Kali said, as she orchestrated a quick trans-dimensional scan of the area. 
 
   “What kind of weird?” Darvish asked, waiting for her response before knocking on the door.
 
   'I could swear this looks like residual jump dispersal...' she pulled up a scan of a jump site for comparison, analysing the contrast and correlation between the two sets of signals. The dispersion of emissions circulating around the jump site were almost identical to those propagating somewhere in the vicinity. The signal was dissipating, weak, certainly not a trans-dimensional jump, but someone had attempted or experimented with jump technology nearby in the recent past.
 
   “Well let's go say hi, and ask 'what the fuck?'” Hayes said, stepping up to the door and knocking loudly on the veneer of the black-painted hardwood.
 
   “We don't have all the intel!” Darvish garbled as the door swung open with a soft, shrill wail of hinges begging to be oiled.
 
   “Can I help you?” asked a thin, pale woman. Her eyes batting back and forth between Hayes and Darvish, owl-like, behind thick glasses. Straight brown hair hung over the spectacles in a centre parting, stopping at her hip.
 
   “We're here to see the Professor.” Hayes said, with a big smile, his eyes wide and bright at the mousy girl standing in front of them. 
 
   “Doctor Parry?” she asked, quizzically.
 
   “That's our man.” Hayes said, as Darvish held back, no words in his throat.
 
   “Oh, of course.” she said, with a brief hint of a smile that swiftly vanished almost instantly behind awkwardness. “And you're from...?”
 
   “The university.” Hayes said, smile pervading.
 
   “Of course. Come right this way.” she walked away from the door with small, hurried footsteps that shuffled along the lobby and up the stairs. 
 
   Hayes shot a smile and a wink at his partner as he entered, following the girl. Darvish inspected the lobby with suspicion, then followed Hayes inside, closing the door behind him and picking up pace to catch up.
 
   “How did you know there was a professor?” he asked, in a hushed tone.
 
   “There's always a professor.” Hayes said, the confident smile still fixed on his lips. “And they always play nice with a university. Grants and all.” 
 
   The brunette took them up three flights of stairs, the walls covered in grand paintings of esteemed scientists, fellows of the Royal Society, each with legacies of furthering scientific study in the country. As they came to the fourth floor, the young woman stopped at a large set of mahogany double doors. The colour a deep ruddy brown, texture aged and distressed by time, but veneer lovingly restored to keep the sheen. Rectangular panels were carved at every foot, the doors each standing four feet wide and seven tall. As the woman knocked, her short, shallow taps could be heard reverberating around the room contained within.
 
   “Come.” declared a deep, withered voice. It sounded as though it gained the strength to project through the old wood via the acoustics of the room, rather than by the speaker's own vocal chords.
 
   The woman turned the handles on one of the large, ancient doors, and with a heave, pushed it inwards. It swayed in an arc reluctantly, groaning whilst doing so. The two agents stood in the hallway as the girl entered, taking in the sights of the laboratory ahead of them. The original Versailles parquet flooring was covered with white vinyl, upon which stood stainless steel benches and counters, each set up as workstations for separate sections of an experiment. As Darvish scanned his eyes across the room, based on a casual glance, and unfamiliarity with the equipment, he couldn't decipher what the overall purpose of the research might be. What he was able to discern was that every item laid out was within the technological means of this reality. If there were something illicit going on, it wasn't in plain sight. 
 
   The brunette talked in hushed tones with the sole occupant of the room, a man in a lab coat at a workstation facing away from the door. Hayes had his nanos prick up his hearing.
 
   “Really?” said the man, a tonal ripple on the word, as if coming from deep in the back of his throat. “Thank you, Marissa.” he said, turning from his workstation to greet them as she shuffled past Hayes and Darvish, giving them a polite, awkward smile as she turned back down the stairs, her feet pitter-pattering softly back to ground level.
 
   “Gentlemen. A pleasure to have you visit.” he said, with a big smile, his voice guttural and hoarse. He walked over from the counter, steps laboured, bones almost audibly creaking as he approached them to shake their hands. Thin, grey hair clung to the top of his head for dear life as he turned from Hayes to Darvish, his wild eyebrows full of life above bright blue eyes. “Come on in, take yourself a seat.” he gestured for them to walk ahead as he wrestled the door closed, an intricate network of lines across his cheeks narrowing as he exerted himself. “What can I do for you chaps?” he asked, amidst recovering his breath. “Cup of tea? Coffee?”
 
   “We're fine.” Darvish said, with a polite smile.
 
   “I could do with a coffee...” Hayes said.
 
   “We're fine.” Darvish repeated, adamantly.
 
   “Very well.” said Parry, taking a seat on a stool opposite them. “How may I help you?”
 
   “We have some questions about your research.” Darvish said.
 
   “Oh, of course!” said the old man. “Always happy to oblige, what may I enlighten you upon?”
 
   “All of it.” Hayes said, before Darvish had a chance to form a more refined question. “Broad strokes, if you don't mind.” 
 
   “Oh. But don't you already know --” the professor started, Hayes cutting him off.
 
   “Humour us, please.” 
 
   “Of course. Anything for the university.” Parry said, as Hayes shot a knowing glance at Darvish, who ignored him completely. “Well, as you know, we're working alongside the London Centre For Nanotechnology to investigate the possibility of leveraging meta-connectivity to establish a baseline from which future technologies might emerge--”
 
   “Did you say 'meta'?” Hayes asked, interrupting. 
 
   “Yes?” Parry said, a quizzical expression forming on his brow.
 
   “As in the meta?”
 
   “I don't follow.” the professor said, looking over to Darvish for an explanation.
 
   “Could you remind us of your background?” Darvish asked.
 
   “I... but of course,” Parry said. “My original PHD was in theoretical physics, formulating potential applications for supersymmetric quantum mechanics.”
 
   “Those words all make my brain hurt.” Hayes said, the professor's qualifications going straight over his head.
 
   “It's probably just the concussions.” Darvish said, absent-mindedly, his attention fixed on Parry.
 
    
 
   It wasn't the first time Hayes had to listen to a spiel about supersymmetry that caused him cerebral anxiety. He was once on a mission to a dimension in which supersymmetry was not only the basis for the leading scientific research, but also established in law. The population had theorised that not only do particles have supersymmetric partners, but human beings also. This lead to all in-world dating to be based entirely on the belief of finding one's sym-mate, at which point they were married and expected to live happily ever after. 
 
   Jump Division found no evidence to prove that sym-mates did in fact exist, but the entire reality's divorce rate was so remarkably low, that nobody thought it was worth raining on their parade. 
 
    
 
   “You're talking about quantum fields?” Darvish asked.
 
   “Quantum field theory, yes.” Parry confirmed.
 
   “Theory, right.” Hayes said, rolling his eyes. He didn't know much about how jump technology worked, but knew enough to be able to assert that anything the mundane inhabitants of this reality deemed a 'theory' was, assuming it was correct, likely a fact.
 
   “Have you done any research into dark matter?” Darvish asked.
 
   “Not of late,” said the professor. “This study in particular is focussed on nanotechnology and the meta –“
 
   “There's that word again...” said Hayes, hand shifting up his thigh slowly, resting at his hip.
 
   Kali's voice chimed out over the top of the conversation. 'Guys, we've got trans-dime activity.'
 
   “Here?” Hayes asked. The professor looking at him with yet another confused glance. 
 
   'No. One sec...' she pulled up the in-world map and found the location. 'What the fuck?'
 
   “Don't make me 'what the fuck' your 'what the fuck'.” Hayes said.
 
   “Is your associate quite all right?” Parry asked Darvish.
 
   “He's just... on a call...” Darvish spluttered, ushering Hayes to his feet, heaving the door open and pushing him out into the hallway, slamming it behind him. “So, you were saying?” Darvish said.
 
   'It's at your point of arrival.' Kali said.
 
   “Sorry,” Darvish blurted, before Parry could continue. “Actually, I've got to be on that call too...” he said, making his way back to the door “We'll pick this up...”
 
   “Ok?” said Parry.
 
   “Thank you for your time.” he said, as he wrenched the door open and ran down the stairs, trying to catch up with Hayes. “Kali, direct me!” he shouted, unable to see Hayes.
 
   'Sending route to your lens.' she said.
 
    
 
   Darvish burst along the street, turning a corner to see Hayes ahead of him by two blocks. “Is it a jump?” he asked, between heavy breaths.
 
   'No. Maybe. I don't know, these readings are off.' Kali said, scrolling through the data feeds. 
 
   “Find the fuck out.” Hayes said.
 
    
 
   Running through west London at full pelt, it took Hayes just over fifteen minutes to get a block from the alley that functioned as his point of arrival. He ordered his nanos to oxygenate his blood, and made his lungs work overtime at catching his breath. As he approached, Darvish was waiting outside the alley. 
 
   “What the fuck?” Hayes said.
 
   “Took a cab, idiot. Your fifteen minute run was a four minute taxi ride.
 
   “That's just lazy...” Hayes said, wiping the sweat from his brow, resting his right hand on the holster at his hip, making to step into the alley as the shimmer of the pocket dimension formed against his thigh. Darvish stood in his way. 
 
   “Not so fast, cowboy.” he said.
 
   “Cowboy?” Hayes scoffed.
 
    
 
   Hayes was unfamiliar with the concept of the wild west definition of 'the cowboy', and was instead thinking of the population of a reality he once visited in which cows were the dominant lifeform. Every building had flaps for doors, ramps instead of stairs, and grass was pretty much everywhere. It set off his allergies, and Hayes spent most of the mission sneezing. 
 
    
 
   “Kali, scan it.” Darvish ordered, holding back at the mouth to the alleyway.
 
   'Already on it. These readings don't make sense.'
 
   “What kind of sense aren't they making?” Hayes asked, taking a moment after speaking to pull the sentence apart in his head to turn it into English. 
 
   'It's not a jump...' Kali said. 'I mean, it is, but it's not right. Get visual confirmation.'
 
   Darvish took a moment to ready himself, then turned into the alley. The walls of the buildings surrounding it were glimmering, surfaces shifting, as if refracted in a moving fluid. 
 
   “I've never seen anything like it...” he said. “It's like a jump that's... ongoing...”
 
   'That's pretty much what these readings say...' Kali said. 'It's like a feedback loop. The energy cycling, but it's not being released into the meta.'
 
   “This is all very interesting...” Hayes said, joining Darvish at the mouth of the alley “By which I mean it's fucking boring. Can I shoot someone yet?” 
 
   'No signs of life other than you two... But you're welcome to shoot yourself.' Kali said, trying to work out what was happening. 'I need a visual inspection, there's nothing happening on the grid, it's got to be an in-world phenomena.'
 
   “Right...” Darvish said, nervously. He took small, anxious steps deeper into the alley, trying to peer through the ripples for signs of an explanation. Reaching in to his pocket, he pulled out a penny and flicked it at the surface of the warping space. It slipped through effortlessly and coasted through the air, losing speed as it got deeper into the anomaly. As it gently descended to meet the ground, it casually kissed the cobblestones and began a graceful, slow-motion leap to another, then another, each pounce taking longer and longer to accomplish.
 
   'Time dilation.' Kali said, hearing the first clink of the coin ring out, long after the impact with the ground. 'I'd estimate twenty-five percent a metre. Maybe thirty.'
 
   “Well how the fuck do we shut it off?” Hayes asked, fingers twitching at his hip, very much wanting to have something to shoot. 
 
   “I'm going in to get a better look.” Darvish declared.
 
   “The fuck you are.” Hayes said, grabbing for him, but Darvish had already crossed the glimmering threshold of the aberration in spacetime.
 
   “Kali, still reading me?” Darvish asked, looking back at the surface swelling and surging behind his entry point.
 
    'Dilated, weak signal, but it's coming through.' Her response came through crackled, words faster than normal, pitched half an octave higher than her natural voice.
 
   “I'm taking another step.” he said, doing so, peering deeper into the folds and furrows of the warped path ahead of him. Something was lying at the centre of the alley, the very point of Hayes's arrival. “Are you seeing that?” he said, taking another step. The light distorted round his body, everything around him undulating as if he were wading through an ocean, forcing the current to shift past a solid object. There was a cardboard box sitting on the cobbles, light emanating from the folds at the top, alternating between red and blue.
 
   'Stop.' Kali instructed, but the words came through to Darvish a shriek of static.
 
   “I'm putting a stop to this.” said Hayes, reaching into the pocket-dimension and pulling out a gun.
 
   'No! We don't know what that will do...' Kali said.
 
   “What do your readings say? Is this stable? Is it going to contract, expand, explode, do we know fucking anything?”
 
   'It's...' she started, glancing over the readings trickling in from Darvish at a snail's pace. 'It's fluctuating, it's not stable, but it's not unstable.'
 
   “Not a fucking answer, Kali.” Hayes spat back, as he watched Darvish almost frozen in time, moving fractions of an inch every second as he approached the box. “I want to shoot the fucking thing.”
 
   'Give him another minute...' she said. 'Well, give him another five minutes... He's almost there.'
 
   Hayes pulled up scans in his lens, layering all the data that was being accrued by his senses, that wasn't within the visible spectrum. A wash of lines and pulses hovered over his sight, spectroscopes and radiation detectors, metameters and analysis graphs. 
 
   Darvish looked back over his shoulder at Hayes, who was moving erratically, ten times faster than normal speed, then with the next step, twenty times faster. The time dilation was increasing every moment he got closer to the box. 
 
   Darvish could hear beeping from the device, it was intermittent, but increasing in pace. The blue and red flashes in unison with the tones, faster and faster, until the light and the tones were a solid hum of sound and colour. 
 
   “Shit.” he said, turning on his heel and running back towards the mouth of the alley. But it was too late. It had been activated. 
 
   A pillar of light burst forth from the device, but rather than tentacles of light forming for a jump, the light was sucked straight back in to the tear in reality. Hayes watched from outside the bubble as the light crawled out of the box, the machinery that lay inside beginning to launch itself across the alley. “What's happening?!” he asked, raising his gun again. 
 
   'I...' Kali watched the feed from Darvish's lens as the light encroached towards him, fingers arcing out from the box as its contents burst out. Then the light and components stopped moving in mid-air and started making their way back to their point of origin. 'It's...' She watched in horror. 
 
   Darvish slowly tilted his head down as the light was pulled back into itself. He looked to his hands, as they contorted against his will, stretching towards the light, pulled along as the blinding rays disappeared into their point of origin, revealing a rough rip in the fabric of reality. The edges of the tear waved as if each were flags in the wind, matter sucked deep into the meta. 
 
   'It's a singularity...' she said. 
 
   “How do we stop it?” Hayes asked, putting the gun back into the holster, standing impotently at the mouth of the alley behind the rippling surface of the breach. He felt a knot in his throat as he watched his colleague fight helplessly against the pull of the vortex. His fingers were already at the event horizon, bones of his hands ripped apart at the molecular level to dust, then smaller than dust. The skin tearing as his wrists and arms followed their digits, blood coalescing around him, painting the path the rest of his body would follow. “I said what can we fucking do, Kali!” Hayes shouted. 
 
   'I don't know... I... I've never see anything like this before...'
 
   The cobblestones and buildings surrounding the alley were beginning to be sucked into the mouth of the singularity, atom by atom. Tornadoes of brick particles dancing through the air from either side, to join the infinitely disseminating molecules of Darvish. When the brickwork was sucked through, the pipework was next, then the foundations. Hayes took a step back and looked at the buildings on either side. They were beginning to subside towards the rift.
 
   “Give me some fucking options! Now!” he shouted. 
 
   'Ok. Give me a second... this is fucking  unprecedented, so give me a fucking moment to process it.'
 
   “These buildings are going to collapse, people are about to fucking die, and more will fucking die if we don't close this thing.
 
   'Fine, fucking fine.' Kali shouted back. 'Shoot the fucker!'
 
   “For real?” Hayes asked, taken aback.
 
   'Explosive rounds. This thing wants energy, let's give it fucking energy. How many guns do you have?'
 
   Hayes glanced at the holsters, 'IV' marked on their chrome clips. “Four a piece.”
 
   'Everything you've got. All at once.'
 
   “If that's what the lady wants...” Hayes let a smile crawl up his cheek as he activated both holsters and pulled a gun from each. As he did so, he activated the functions in his lens to control the antigrav grips of the rest of the weapons held in the holsters' pocket dimensions. Raising the weapons in his grasp, six further guns pulled themselves out of the shimmer of the pocket dimension. Hayes targeted the hole in reality with his lens.
 
   “Centre mass?” he asked Kali, waiting for confirmation of the target.
 
   'Edges. We want to seal this thing up while we feed it.' 
 
   “You're the boss.” he said. Realigning the targets for each of the eight weapons at his disposal, and firing. 
 
   Fifteen raucous explosions rang out from each of the guns over the course of six seconds, a deafening blast surrounding Hayes, sending tinnitus through his head. The street sounds replaced by a silent, soft whine as he watched the rounds fly off towards the tear, slowing with every moment they neared. He took control of the antigrav grips, sending them back into the holster, followed by the two weapons in his hands. There was nothing more he could do but wait. 
 
   He watched the scans, field of vision littered with analysis, graphs and frequencies, monitoring every iota of data coming from the rippling bubble of spacetime ahead of him.
 
   “Come on... work, you fucker.” 
 
   Something crashed at his feet, another something smashing on his head. Hayes wiped the blood out of his eyes and sent the nanos to repair the damage as he looked up. The two buildings at either side of the alley were careening towards one another, their rooftops meeting as the singularity was pulling them inwards. Chimneys and roof tiles cascaded street-wards. He took a step back to avoid any further injury. 
 
   Zooming in his lens, he watched as the rounds continued their path towards the rift at a snail's pace. 
 
   “Come on, blow the fuck up already...” he said. 
 
   'Give it a second...' Kali said, watching from what was left of Darvish's feed. His rib cage was ahead of him, internal organs pirouetting around the bones, all being pulled apart as they careened towards oblivion. She could see the explosive rounds coming in to Darvish's field of view. 
 
   “We have impact!” said Hayes, watching the early glimmers of an explosion, as the first round met with the edge of the tear, then a second, a third. The initial explosions were just sucked into the hole, but as the remainders of the hundred and twenty rounds launched themselves at the fissure, it was slower to react, slower to absorb the energy.
 
   'I think it's working...' Kali said.
 
   “Think, or know?” Hayes asked, as he watched the explosions retain more force with each that burst out.
 
   Kali continued to monitor Darvish's feed as the rift began to close in on itself, fractures at the edges closing, time steadily getting faster and faster, coming closer and closer to normal speed. Darvish was finally free of its gravitational pull, the remnants of his body hung in the air for a few moments, before falling to the ground. Hayes stepped towards the rippling surface of the anomaly as it began to recede, pulling back in on itself to the centre of the alley.
 
   “I think we did it!” he said, staying a few feet back from the surface of the bubble, stepping closer and closer to the rift as the last of the explosions rang out, the sound almost travelling at normal speed. 
 
   'Oh no...' Kali said.
 
   “'Oh no'?” he said “Don't give me fucking 'oh no'!” he stopped following the bubble, filling his field of view with every possible scan, watching in horror at the undefined energy build up he was monitoring. He started stepping back out of the alleyway. It was gaining more and more power with every passing second. He turned to run, tried to shout at Kali to evacuate the nearby population. But it was too late. 
 
   A wave of energy burst out from the centre of the bubble. Hayes briefly glancing over his shoulder as it started ripping through the buildings on either side of the alley. The pulse was encroaching on him with every step, he could feel it on his heels. 
 
   The wind was knocked out of him from behind, kidneys pummelled to mush, back cracked and contorted at every vertebrae. He realised he was still trying to run, but there was no ground beneath his feet. 
 
   Hayes flew across the road, followed by remnants of the buildings that used to stand on either side of the alley that used to exist. He bounced off the pavement, leaving a trail of bone and blood that slowly crawled towards his body, as he crumpled in a lifeless heap.
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   15 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck?” Kali shouted, as she lost contact with Hayes. The last transmission that came through was a feed from his lens. She played it back, watching the explosion from the singularity, the image obscured by energy spikes, graphs reading levels higher than she had ever seen before. 
 
   “What the actual, genuine fuck?” she said, frantically gesturing at the screen, trying to find Hayes, trying to get a signal to or from him, trying to find the reality on the grid. 
 
   She felt a lump in her throat. Wondered if this was all her fault, if this was what the judges wanted Hayes unprepared for, if they knew this was going to happen. 
 
   Knowing it was unprecedented for an op to call a judge, her fingers were stiff, reluctant to do so, but she fought past the anxiety. She needed to know what the fuck was going on.
 
   “Kali.” Phillips said, reclining back in his chair, casually. 
 
   “Sir, Hayes has... Darvish is...” she couldn't put what she saw into words.
 
   “I've been monitoring the feeds.” Philips said. “I am aware of the situation.”
 
   “Is this part of the plan?” she stammered. “Is this what you wanted to happen to Hayes? Because I didn't sign up for this...” she could feel her heart pounding in her chest. 
 
   Kali knew she was speaking insolently to her superior, and if this was a glimpse of how he dealt with inconveniences, was starting to wonder how soon it was before he disposed of the rest of the evidence. On a whim, he could collapse her pocket dimension in around her, leaving her trapped in a void, for eternity.
 
   “Calm down.” he instructed. “This was... unexpected, but certainly not our doing.” his words didn't fill her with confidence. “What matters now is that we regain control of the situation. Find a way to make contact with Hayes. Do whatever it takes, whatever system you have to jerry-rig, whatever technology you need from wherever. You are one of the most skilled operators we have. I know you can do this.” 
 
   She stared at his old, grey face. His words were intended to boost moral and confidence, but there was something in his tone that didn't sit right. “Yes sir.” she said. “I'll get right on it.” 
 
    
 
   Kali hung up and pulled up the grid on her screen, a graphical representation of all the dimensions Jump Division had charted. The array was arranged in a three-dimensional cubed structure, 9999 tall, wide and deep. Each placement of each reality in the network gave its grid designation. 
 
   Traversing the framework, she came to 9415:5643:7543. Or at least where 7543 should have been. The designation was blank. The dimension was off the grid.
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   14 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   Hayes woke to find everything aching, his contorted back laid flat on a hard plastic surface, a screaming electronic wail echoing around him. He reached to his face and felt raw bone, blood coming away on his fingertips.
 
   “Don't try to move.” said a voice above him.
 
   He tried to look around, but his head was held in place by restraints. Soft foam at his neck restricting him from looking up or down, cold plastic hampering movement side to side. “What's our ETA?” 
 
   “Eight minutes.” said a second voice, muffled, talking through a window in another compartment. 
 
   Hayes's vision was obscured by the displays of scopes and meters, readings frozen and distorted. The lens wasn't responding to thought control. He tried to pull up nano functions. They were obviously working hard at healing his injuries, but he wanted a status update. The displays refused to obey his order. “Fucking thing...” he said, slamming his palm against his temple over and over, trying to regain control of the lens.
 
   “Restrain him!” said the voice above. Two sets of hands grabbed his arms and held them down.
 
   “Like fuck...” Hayes spat. Wrenching free of their grasp. He might not have been able to control the nanos, but had enough mods installed to give him greater strength than the mundanes that were attempting to keep him captive. He lifted himself from the surface they had laid him on, vertebrae cracking and clicking themselves into place one by one as he rolled his shoulders back, twisting at the waist to test that the spinal mods were doing their job.
 
   “You should really lie down...” one of his captors said, nervously.
 
   “You should really not try to keep a guy like me hostage...” Hayes shot back, throwing a fist at the blur of a man who stood beyond the displays hovering over his vision. The man crunched against metal, which flung open, his hazy body ricochetting off the tarmac, rolling and bouncing into the distance. A white blur of another vehicle swerved into the wrong lane to avoid the figure ricochetting off the road. There was a shunt, the vehicle holding Hayes stopped moving. He got to his feet as another blur grabbed him, and he threw his attacker into a wall with a reverberating clang. He stepped out from the transport in which he had been held hostage and inspected it. A light yellow vehicle, boxy, stripe of green and lemon checker-board running around the mid-section, 'AMBULANCE' emblazoned on the side.
 
   “Oops...” Hayes said, glancing between the unconscious EMT he had knocked out in the back, and his colleague that had kissed the road farther back. The driver came round the side of the vehicle to investigate, jaw dropping as he saw Hayes standing, having had a broken back only minutes earlier. “I'm really sorry about this...” Hayes said, as he threw a fist into the driver's face, knocking him against the side the the van into blissful unconsciousness. 
 
   Hayes looked around. Tried to work out where he was, peering through the distractions of the readouts. “Kali, do you have my position?” He waited for a response, but none came. “Kali?” Are you there? Fucking answer me...” another pause as he tried to make out the buildings that lay beyond the lens display. They looked familiar, insomuch as they all looked the same, but he took that as a sign he had been there before, or at least been to a street that looked like the one he was standing in. He ripped the foam collar from his neck and dropped it to the floor, pivoting his head around, neck cracking as he did so. 
 
   “Fucking mundy worlds...” he muttered. “Why don't they make the streets look fucking different?”
 
   His question wasn't to be answered, as he heard a squeal of tyres behind him, a thumping of footsteps and crackle of electricity charging through his side. The lens readout fucked up even more, glitches across his vision, as his legs gave in, and he fell to the ground. Hayes tried to look up at his attacker, and was rewarded with a fist to the face, andanother prod of voltage. His hands pulled behind his back, restrained with a strip of plastic that made a ziiiiip as the loose ends were locked in on themselves. Then a bag was thrown over his head, obscuring vision yet further.
 
   The abductors lifted him from the street. Hayes tried to woozily keep track of where he was being dragged, as he was thrown in the back of another vehicle. The one trailing the ambulance, he reckoned, there was no time for another one to pull up, he would have heard it. The van's engine grumbled to life, and they were on the move, swerving wildly in the street as they U-turned into the opposite lane, and picked up speed.
 
   “You're not from here.” a voice said, European inflection, tone cold and direct.
 
   “Fucking understatement...” Hayes mumbled, sat uncomfortably on his knees in front of the speaker. He attempted tugging his wrists apart, and smiled to himself as he realised how weak the plastic restraints were, when compared to his mods.  
 
   “Then you do not side with the enders of days, the harbingers of death?” asked the man sitting beyond the bag.
 
   “Ain't got a horse in this race, don't know or give a shit about any of you fucks...” he said, shifting on the floor of the van, testing how far he could move his arms whilst keeping the restraints in-tact.
 
   “Then you have no business interfering with what is to come.” the European said.
 
   “Sure, whatever.” Hayes grunted. “Just want to get healed and get on outta here.”
 
   “That, I'm afraid, is not an option.” the European said. “You have technology that might aid our cause, might save countless lives, and for that, you are precious.”
 
   “Nobody's ever called me precious before.” Hayes scoffed, realising he could reach to his weapons, but he'd have to be smart about it. “Listen, I don't know who you are, or why you think electrocuting a guy is a nice way to make an introduction,” he said, stalling as he slowly manoeuvred his hands to the holster clipped at his right hip. “But I'm all for saving lives, it's kinda my thing, y'know?” He brushed his right thumb against the biometric sensor.
 
   “You wish to join our crusade?” the European asked. “To end the enders?”
 
   “That's a real stupid way of putting it,” Hayes said, shifting in place, activating the holster to his left. “But sure, what have I got to lose?
 
   “How do we know we can trust you?” the man asked.
 
   “Now that,” Hayes said, with a smile. “Is the wrong question to ask...” 
 
   He wrenched his hands apart, ripping the cuffs open and reached into the holsters, pulling guns from both pocket dimensions, firing indiscriminatingly at wherever he heard sounds of his captors. He knelt down, still firing as the van careened wildly, and braced himself for a mod-assisted leap. Throwing himself backwards with all his strength, he continued shooting at the occupants of the van as he flew through the air. The metal doors crunched as he burst through them, the vehicle howling as it lost its footing on the road. Hayes landed on the tarmac with a thud that reverberated through his entire body, and ripped the bag off his head just in time to watch the van lurching onto the pavement at speed, ploughing into a lampost with a metallic grunt. A pool of diesel started lapping out of the perforated tank, soaking into the road beneath the wreck. Hayes got to his feet and grinned as it caught alight, turning on his heels, and hobbled away. 
 
   He always enjoyed walking away from an explosion, even though he was currently adopting more of an injured shuffle, than a walk. After a minute of walking he stopped and turned around, the fire still lapping at the van, no signs of a blast. He hobbled some more, glancing over his shoulder for the eruption, any evidence that a detonation was coming. It was starting to seem like wasn't happening. He was finding this reality's lack of exploding vehicles very disappointing. 
 
   Left in yet another familiar looking street that was actually unfamiliar, he grumbled to himself about the dimension's lack of architectural variety. But there was something up ahead that he recognised. A giant dome in the distance. The looming peak of the Royal Albert Hall. He knew exactly where he needed to go.
 
   Vision still buried behind the display, Hayes headed towards the monolithic building, finding his way round to Kensington Gore, to the cream building they had visited earlier that morning. His palm slammed against the door over and over, resonating deep through the hallways. At the click of the latch, his hand fell to his side. The meek bespectacled brunette staring at him with horror. He had forgotten that his face was still in tatters from the blast and bloody landing.
 
   “I need to see your boss.” he said, barging past her.
 
   “Are... are you ok?” she stammered, frozen in position.
 
   “Will be.” he said, already making his way up the stairs.
 
   Arriving at the fourth floor, Hayes pushed the double doors open with all his strength. They squealed in surprise at the force, launching round on their hinges with a howl, bouncing off the walls and whimpering back to slam shut, sealing Hayes in with the professor.
 
   “My God!” said the old man, turning to Hayes. “Are you ok?”
 
   “Why is that always everyone's first question when I get been blown up?”
 
   “What... should the first question be..?” the professor inquired.
 
   “Do you want a drink.” Hayes said, smiling with what was left of his lips.
 
   “Of course, one moment...” The professor pulled himself up from the seat at his workstation and entered an adjacent room. Hayes heard him pottering around, clinking and jangling, until returning with a bottle of whisky and a glass. He poured a healthy measure into the glass and presented it to Hayes, who looked at him incredulously until the old man filled the glass to the brim. 
 
   Hayes knocked it back, the whisky burning the raw meat that used to be his mouth. “Thank you.” he said. The professor didn't reply, watching in awe as the torn blood vessels around Hayes's mouth started repairing themselves, muscle stitching itself back together, skin slowly rebuilding around the edges of the wounds.
 
   “Amazing.” rasped the old man.
 
   “Yeah. It's a fucking miracle.” Hayes said, rolling his eyes. “Listen, you work with nanotech, right?”
 
   The professor didn't respond, hypnotised by the accelerated healing process.
 
   “Doc?” Hayes clicked his fingers in front of the professor's face. “Need you with me on this...”
 
   “Right, yes.” Parry sputtered, his eyes still transfixed. “What is... Is that what...” 
 
   “I'm gonna level with you, kay? I'm not from round here.”
 
   “You're... an alien?!” the professor squeaked, his stare diverting from the wounds to Hayes's eyes.
 
   “What? No. Aliens aren't real. I'm from a alternate dimension.” said Hayes.
 
   “Parallel realities are... real?”
 
   “Alternate, not parallel.” Hayes corrected. “Parallels are near-identical and fucking boring, alternates are way-different, and generally not as fucking mundane as this one.”
 
   “Right, yes, of course.” said the old man, scrambling for a pad and pen to note Hayes's statements down.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?” Hayes asked.
 
   “I'm, well, you're providing insight into --”
 
   “I'm not here to provide insight.” Hayes interjected. “I'm here because I need your help.”
 
   “Oh...” Parry said, confused. “My help? But surely, you have advanced technology. Nanotechnology! What could I possibly do..?”
 
   “Something's fucked up. My lens is screwing about, I need --”
 
   “Lens?” the professor inquired. 
 
   “Eye implant, gives me thought control over, well, everything.” Hayes explained. “But it's fucked, I need you to talk to my nanos, get them working on fixing it. They'll do the physical stuff on autopilot, but the lens is tech, that's not their job, unless someone makes it their job.”
 
   “Right...” Parry said, still wrapping his head around the concept.
 
   “You know nanotech, right?”
 
   “Well... our nanotechnology isn't as... advanced.” 
 
   “How not-advanced...?” Hayes asked, sceptically.
 
   “Very?” said Parry, almost embarrassed at having to say so. “Very basic, that is. Nothing along these lines.”
 
   “Fucking great.” Hayes spat. 
 
   “But...” the professor started.
 
   “But? I like a but, what have you got?”
 
   “How does your... do your 'nanos', as you call them, do they understand, or might they make use of implants?”
 
   “Like mods?” Hayes asked. “Yeah. I have mods all over the place.” 
 
   “And these 'mods', are they built to communicate with the nanos, do they function on their own, or do the nanos interact with them, symbiotically?” 
 
   “Both, maybe? I don't fucking know, I'm not a tech.” Hayes grunted. “My job is mostly to shoot bad people and make sure they get shot a second or third time.”
 
   “Right...” said the professor, feeling uneasy, his eyes darting around Hayes's body for a weapon.
 
   “You're not a 'bad people', Doc. I'm not here to shoot you.” Hayes sighed, trying to be reassuring.
 
    
 
   Marcus Hayes had never quite been able to master the concept of 'reassurance'. Whereas the majority of human beings were wired for empathy, his empathetic circuits had been conflated by the action movie cliches that were stitched into the fibre of his very being. He was built more for walking away from explosions than telling someone their kitten had died of cancer after a car hit it with feline immunodeficiency virus.
 
    
 
   “Of course.” Parry said, shuffling to a workstation at the other side of the room. 
 
   “What are you thinking?” Hayes asked.
 
   “Well. It's just a theory, but, I wonder if your 'techs' built in a redundancy system, in case of such an occasion.” the old man said, pulling out a draw and searching through it clumsily.
 
   “What kind of redundancy?” Hayes asked.
 
   “Ah ha!” the professor declared, returning to the counter near Hayes and laying out a scalpel and a handful of tiny metal cylinders, two millimetres wide by one tall. “Now, this eye implant of yours, is it running an operating system?”
 
   “I guess?” Hayes said.
 
   “Menu based, or is it something more, specialized?” 
 
   “Menu, sort of. It's controlled by thought, but there are menus, sure.” 
 
   “Would you place your right wrist on the counter?” the professor asked, taking the scalpel in his hand as Hayes rested his arm as instructed, facing his palm upwards.
 
   “What are you planning on doing with that?” Hayes asked.
 
   “It's just a theory...” the professor said, taking a stiff grasp of Hayes's ring finger. “But I hypothesize that your technicians have made the system menu-based in case of an incident such as this. I'm going to insert these neodymium magnets under your skin, and if you nanos are smart enough, and if this contingency scenario is in their programming, perhaps they will route them through to the lens controls.”
 
    
 
   All of the professor's assumptions were more or less correct. However, Hayes had spent his career making sure that he remained obstinately ignorant of why and how any of his technological accoutrements worked. Whilst the majority of Jump Division agents would have been able to answer Parry's questions with little effort, Hayes preferred to keep those parts of his brain full of information that he deemed more useful, such as how to shoot people in the face and make the biggest, prettiest splatters on the walls behind them.
 
    
 
   “Did you notice your sentence was mostly comprised of 'ifs'?” Hayes asked, as the professor dug the scalpel six millimetres into the right side of the top of his finger. “Fucking ow!” Hayes squawked. “A warning or painkiller would have been nice.” 
 
   “I have none of the latter, and the former seemed unnecessary, given that I am holding a scalpel, and your finger.” Parry shot back, acerbically.  
 
   Hayes reached over for the whisky and knocked back a long gulp to wash down the pain, as the professor inserted one of the magnets into the hole he had carved, the nanos already starting to close the wound. 
 
   “Remarkable!” said the professor, as he pulled the scalpel out, and made another incision a centimetre below the first, and inserted another magnet. 
 
   As that healed, he moved to Hayes's thumb and sliced at the fleshy centre mass, inserting a third magnet. Parry then placed the scalpel on the workstation and watched the healing in fascination.
 
   “That it?” Hayes asked, knocking back another glug of whisky 
 
   “Hopefully.” 
 
   “Great. How long's this gonna take?” he asked.
 
   “However long your nanotechnology takes to work out what we're trying to do... assuming they're actually programmed to...” he trailed off as his eyes slowly panned to movement in his periphery. The blood left on the scalpel was slowly crawling from the blade across the counter towards Hayes. 
 
   “It does that.” Hayes said. “You get used to it...” he gestured his healing thumb towards the blood, and it sped towards him, crawling back inside his body. “Security mechanism.” he explained. “Decreases the risk of advanced tech being left in a mundy world if I start bleeding everywhere.”
 
   “Do you bleed 'everywhere' often?” Parry asked.
 
   “More often than I'd like...” Hayes replied, knocking back the whisky.
 
    
 
   They say patience is a virtue. Hayes had once noted that In 3281, patience is also a currency of sorts. The population waited indefinite periods of time for sustenance, breeding privileges, and would lie down as they sensed rain was to come. 
 
   It should probably be mentioned that 3281 is the world in which the dominant species is the cow.
 
    
 
   Hayes however,  did not have the virtue of patience, and the professor bore the brunt of his boredom for over an hour, tapping at the magnets lying under his ring finger with his thumb in frustration until something finally happened.
 
   “Wait, something happened...” Hayes said.
 
   “Can you control the lens?” 
 
   “I don't know...” Hayes said. “But I feel something, waves of energy pulsating around my fingers....”
 
   “Ahh, a side-effect of the neodymium.” the professor explained. “It often gives one magnetoreception.” he observed a blank expression on Hayes's face, and realised that he had to explain further. “The... Well, it's the ability to sense magnetic fields.”
 
   “Great. Real helpful skill.” Hayes sighed.
 
   “But that means your body is adapting to the magnets!” Parry said, ignoring the sarcasm. “And at a remarkable rate! Try swiping your thumb against your finger again, think of it like a touchpad.”
 
   “What the fuck is a touchpad?” Hayes asked, which led Parry to pull a laptop out from his office and demonstrate how a touchpad worked. “That's fucking idiotic.” said Hayes. “Can't you just think or gesture?” 
 
   “Not with a degree of accuracy, at our current level of technology...” Parry murmured. He was beginning to get tired of being thought of as a Neanderthal.
 
   “Of course...” Hayes scoffed, with a roll of his eyes. He swiped along the magnets in his finger with the one in his thumb, and a menu in his lens became highlighted. “You're fucking kidding me...” he said.
 
   “Is it working?”
 
   “Yeah it's fucking working!” Hayes said, tapping his thumb against his finger, closing all the displays that were obscuring his view. “About fucking time!”
 
   “Congratulations are in order!” the professor said, reaching for the whisky, to discover the bottle was empty. He glared at Hayes.
 
   “Almost back to my normal damn self...” Hayes said, walking around the lab, catching sight of his reflection in a metal cabinet, his face almost completely healed. He began cycling through the menu in the lens and tried to get in touch with Kali. “Still no comms...” he said to himself, trying to work out how to attempt alternate channels of communication, swiping and tapping at his finger. 
 
   He quickly gave up, distracted. The magnetic fields were stronger at the wall than they were at the workstation. He felt the air around him, as if somewhere nearby was the source of the pulses. He followed the signal around the outskirts of the room, trying to find its origin.
 
   “Everything ok?” the professor asked, shuffling over towards him.
 
   “Yeah...” said Hayes, rubbing his finger and thumb together. “Just trying to make sense of this...” alongside the magnetic fields he was sensing, his fingers were tingling, a pressure building under the surface. He looked down at his hand and could swear ripples were forming across his palm, nanos crawling under the skin at a rapid pace. The pressure continued to grow, as if a bubble of energy was growing in his grasp. He continued to walk around the room, the fields getting stronger and stronger. He stopped, as he felt a pinch in his back, turning to see the doctor standing behind him. 
 
   Following the old man's body down, he glimpsed a frail hand clutching a syringe that was piercing his skin. Hayes tried to speak, but the words weren't forming, his lungs refusing to push the air to his vocal chords. A clumsy left hand tried to find the holster at his hip, thumb ineptly searching for the biometric scanner, meeting it briefly enough to activate the pocket dimension. He delved in with fingers that barely operated and managed to loop one around the trigger of a gun, wrenching it out of the holster as his shoulders slumped, losing complete control of his arms. 
 
   His knees grew heavy, and were forced to the floor by the call of gravity. Hayes tried to grasp the grip of the gun, take hold of it and pull the trigger, but his left hand was useless. As his eyelids grew heavy, he became acutely aware that he was still holding on to the pressure in his right hand, clutching it, the neodymium magnets clasping his fingers around it.
 
   As he felt his chest give in, the weight pulling him to the gleaming vinyl floor, he used his last ounce of strength to pull the magnets locking his fingers apart. There was a gasp, a rush of movement, a flurry of blurred white coat, and the thud of old bones cracking against a wall. 
 
   Then once again, and much to his dismay, Hayes was unconscious.
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   9 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   Kali had spent a total of two hours arguing with the techs, in fifteen minute bursts, spread out across a further three hours wasted waiting behind the counter. Given that Hayes was off-world for the foreseeable future, they were punishing her for him walking off with the holsters and nanomesh armour. 
 
   As the sixth hour of a day wasted in Tech Ops began ticking away, the tech Hayes had referred to as 'Johnson' came to the counter.
 
   “It's off the grid.” he said.
 
   Kali tried very hard not to punch him in his stupid face. “I know it's off the grid...” she said, forcing the words through gritted teeth. “What can we do about that..?”
 
   “You'd need to reconnect it.” he said, as if entirely unaware he was making her angrier.
 
   “You're incredibly astute.” she said, clenching her fists, her arms rigid by her sides for fear that they might fire off when she least expect it.
 
   “Gonna need a push from the other side though. Maybe your guys in-world can spend the next five years or so building a jump room, spend a further year teaching them how to sync it with the room here....”
 
   “Guy. Singular. One of them was ripped to shreds at the molecular level.” she said, trying, and succeeding poorly, at hiding her resentment. 
 
   “Was it Hayes?” asked not-Johnson, almost appearing eager at the thought of his demise. 
 
   “The other one.” Kali said with a sigh, realising she was as disappointed as the tech. “Is there anything you guys have for communication off the grid?”
 
   “We don't have a reason to communicate with anything off the grid...” the tech said. “If something's not on the grid it's, well, it's not a reality we can access, is it?”
 
   “But one of you geniuses has got to be experimenting with... I don't know, meta-communication or something, right?” she asked, pulling a pair of words out of her arse and gluing them together with spit and hope. 
 
   “Oh, yeah!” said the tech, a glimmer of excitement in his eyes. “Yeah, we've been trying something, It's a new algorithm for stronger comm signals that goes sub-meta rather than along the grid. We haven't beta tested it, but --”
 
   “Gimmie!” Kali instructed.
 
   “But, it might, y'know, fry your console.” he said, anxiously. “Might fry all the consoles... We test these new things on airgapped machines before pushing them out through the network...”
 
   “I'll air gap. Give it.” she said.
 
   “But, you need the network to operate --”
 
   “Give. It.” she said again, with a glare that not-Johnson knew meant she was going to do him harm if he failed to obey.
 
   “Yes miss.” he said, shuffling off to the adjacent room.
 
   Kali watched through the window as he scuttered around, going from workstation to workstation, talking to his colleagues, and finally started to transfer the algorithm for her. She didn't like that it felt like she was responsible for Darvish's death. That she was responsible for kicking 7543 off the grid. And worst of all, she had no idea what kind of trouble Hayes was going to get himself into whilst left alone to his own devices in a mundane world. 
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   7 hours to the end of the world. 
 
    
 
   The air was thick, sterile, with a metallic odour. Hayes took it in, listened to the sounds of the room. A detached silence, emptiness, with an undercurrent of magnetic hums reverberating above. Power conduits, he reckoned. He didn't move, didn't want to let them know he was awake. Whoever had grabbed him, whoever coerced or ordered the professor to knock him out, was probably watching. Hayes was going to make sure he had the advantage. He had been knocked out and hit in the head too many times this mission, and was looking forward to doing some damage to his captors. 
 
   His thumb slowly swiped against his ring finger. The menu in his lens became highlighted. They hadn't ripped the magnets out. Either the professor hadn't mentioned the new mods, or whoever was holding him wanted him to be able to make use of them. 
 
    
 
   Hayes had heard tales of Division agents that were captured by mundane realities, taken apart by crude surgical teams. Rinsed of their advanced technology. Jump Division didn't take kindly to their agents being turned into pin cushions, especially by backward worlds. 
 
   There was no official mandate or directive that prohibited interference with the internal development of dimensions. They just preferred to be asked nicely, rather than lose an asset to the clumsy blade of a banal society's scientists. 
 
    
 
   Hayes used his nanos to build a map of the cell based on sensory information gathered. The nanos were smart, could approximate a sonar map based on how sound travelled around a room. They could tell that he was being held in a metal box, fifteen feet wide by ten deep and high. They pulled data from his other senses, estimated the table his head was resting on to be four feet tall, metal, mostly steel. The chair he was sitting on was stronger, an iron-aluminium alloy. His wrists were restrained behind his back by cuffs, hands kept half a foot apart by a solid bar of the same material. If he were able to bleed, the nanos could chew up the metal. But they had prepared for that, it seemed. The bracelets were lined with some kind of padding  that emanated a silent frequency. The nanos were compelled to retreat from it, a signal warning them away. And the drug that knocked him out, it had managed to avoid being picked up. A smart drug. In a world that still suffered from a myriad diseases. Hayes was starting to think this world wasn't as mundane as he was led to believe.
 
   Digging through the menu in his lens, Hayes tried to check comms, but there was still no signal from Kali. Whatever he was going to do to get out of this mess, he was going to have to do on his own. 
 
   He stirred in the chair, feigned movement in sleep, trying in vain to reach a thumb to a holster. Both were out of reach. But he had had a gun in his hand, could hazily remember trying to fire off a round before before succumbing to the drug. That gun was still out there, somewhere. Cycling through the menu, he found the weapon controls. The same controls he had used to fire eight firearms simultaneously at the singularity. They couldn't activate the holsters, which were biolocked and outside the system, but if one gun was somewhere out there, he could take control of it. 
 
   He sent out a signal to activate the gun camera. Whoever found it, whoever took it, would have thought it an odd-shaped pistol, but was unlikely to notice the pinprick indent under the barrel, in which the camera was hidden. 
 
   A display flickered to life in the corner of the lens. A darkly lit room, the weapon on its side. He activated the antigrav grip and instructed the gun to pivot in place, showing him the rest of the room in which it was located. Metal shelving units went deep into the distance, other weaponry, advanced contraband, all stored for some reason. Experimentation and investigation, he assumed. Reverse-engineering. Based on the sheer amount of illicit items, this mundy world had somehow been getting their hands on tech from across the grid. 
 
   Hayes made the gun stand up straight onto its grip, rotate again to make sure there was no sign of life, then ordered it to levitate from the shelf, hovering up to the ceiling, in search of a way out. The shelving units went on for what seemed like a hundred metres to the tiny eye of the camera, but there were rays of light coming from the far end. The gun sped towards it along the ceiling, and stopped in front of the door. Inspected it. Solid metal, with a small glass window at the centre. A maglock keeping it shut, biometric sensor above the handle. 
 
   In his faux-unconscious state, Hayes let out a grumble as the magazine read as being out of high explosive rounds. 'Probably for the best', he imagined Kali saying, sarcastically. A stealthy exit was what he needed. The gun pulled back deeper into the storage room, Hayes targeting the window, and instructing the weapon to fly at full speed towards it. The handgun whipped through the air at the glass, and bounced off the reinforced porthole.
 
   “Fuck it...” Hayes murmured, cycling the magazine to hollow points and activating silent mode. An extendable suppressor emerged from the barrel silently, pushing out three inches ahead of the sleek black curves. Nanos danced on the inner circumference, ready to suck in the sound and restrict light from the rounds' superheated gas. The shot lined up, Hayes fired at the glass, the weapon exhaling a short sharp breath as the trigger pulled itself. 
 
   The window cracked, but didn't shatter. “For fuck's sake...” he grumbled, firing off another two rounds. The glass took the rounds with a obstinate crunch. Hayes was getting fed up, and once again had the weapon fling itself at the window, this time bursting through with an unsatisfyingly soft crash. Shards tinkled to the floor as the weapon retreated upwards, lying on its side against the ceiling, in hope in might be concealed in plain sight, should anyone investigate. Hayes didn't let it hang around too long to find out, manoeuvring it through the corridors, trying to map the pathways and find where the hell he was being held captive. 
 
   The halls were a labyrinth. Even with the lens mapping every twist and turn, Hayes wondered how the hell he was meant to find his cell. The weapon finally came to an elevator and after a rotation to check nobody was in visible range, hit the call button. The gun navigated into the elevator and investigated the options. Twelve floors, marked by negative numbers rather than name, apart from the one at the very top marked as 'EDC'. 
 
   Hayes tried to think about it from their point of view, whoever his captors were. Would they keep a prisoner in a basement, or in whatever the floor was that had a name. 'C' could be 'cells'. It could also be 'central', 'core' or 'control'. If it were 'cells' then that was where he was. If it were any of the other options, perhaps they'd want him close to hand to their main hub, to interrogate him and use whatever intel he might have straight away. He nudged the 'EDC' button with the suppressor, and once again rose the weapon to the ceiling as the doors wheezed themselves closed and the elevator began its journey. The mechanical groans ceased as they came to the EDC floor. A soft shunt and robotic exhale as the doors murmured open. 
 
   Hayes waited a moment before letting the weapon move out of the metal box, the hall ahead busy with activity. When the coast was clear, he swiftly navigated the weapon to the ceiling and once again began mapping out the path, his stomach taking an uneasy turn as he saw just how many people were present in the facility. He had figured whoever took him was a small operation, but there were hundreds of people here, all sizes and shapes, races and languages. Some looked military, wearing black padded body armour. Others looked like scientists, in lab coats with pocket protectors. Then there were people who looked like they stepped out of a long forgotten past, or were on their way to live action roleplay, wearing dark hooded cloaks with pointy tips, others with sigils tattooed on their flesh. He had never seen anything like it. No covert agency he had been introduced to had this wide an array of costumed characters. 
 
   After a half-hour of building the map, he backtracked his way through to a corridor sealed by a doorway of steel bars. The gun slipped through a gap between the bars and made its way down the hall, turning at the doors on either side. Each of them looked identical. He manoeuvred the weapon to tap on the first door. No response. Then the second, which resulted in a cry of “Fuck off.” from the inhabitant. The third was silent, as was the fourth. As he tapped on the fifth, his nano-sonar rippled in response. He had found his cell. 
 
   Once again, there was a small glass window, which three rounds and a little bit of force easily shattered. As the gun floated towards him, he pulled his head from the table and greeted it with a smile. His beaming face displayed in the corner of his own vision. The weapon moved behind him, lining itself up with the bar between the cuffs. 
 
   'Oh Jesus fuck, what the hell do you think you're doing?' Kali asked, her words reverberating through his head with a tingle, a feeling that Hayes hadn't realised how much he missed. 
 
   “So you finally join the party, huh?” he said. 
 
   'Don't you dare shoot those cuffs. You're gonna blow your own fucking hands off.'
 
   The gasps from the barrel punctuated her sentence, four rounds tearing through the bar, fragments of the bullets ripping into Hayes's hands. 
 
   “Sorry, did you say something?” he asked, grabbing the weapon from mid-air as the nanos did their best to find the fragments and absorb them or spit them back out of the wounds before sealing up the holes in his hands.  
 
   'Fucking idiot.' Kali exclaimed.
 
   “Maybe don't leave me to my own devices next time?” Hayes said, as he made his way to the door.
 
   'You're off the fucking grid, idiot.' she yelled. 'I had to waste all Goddamn day with techs, and yet more of a fucking day reprogramming the fucking console to be able to get comms back online.'
 
   “Oh, yeah, because my day's been a fucking picnic...” he said, putting his left thumb to his mouth and digging an incisor deep into its fleshy mass.
 
   'There's easier ways to do that...' Kali said, watching through his lens as he placed the bloody thumb on the biometric scanner, nanos convincing it that the print was recognised.
 
   “You know what?” Hayes said, pulling the door open as the blood returned to the hole in his thumb, sealing itself in. “I'm doing remarkably well on my own so far. Got any intel I can actually use?”
 
   'Been a little busy...' she said, watching him poke the weapon out of the hallway in both directions, its camera registering no sign of hostiles. 'Did you hear me? I said you're off the grid. You should be more fucking concerned.'
 
   “I'll be concerned about that when I'm done being concerned about being held captive.” he said, making his way to the door of steel bars at the end of the corridor. 
 
   'Doesn't look like you're being held particularly securely.' Kali said, looking at a further biometric sensor on the door. 'Don't bite your thumb open again, like a fucking animal.' she added, pulling up analysis of the sensor. 
 
   “Don't need to...” he said, placing his thumb on the sensor. It read his biometric profile and the door unlocked.
 
   'Snuck your profile on to their system?' Kali asked.
 
   “Of course, have some fucking faith..” he said, peeking round the corner at the end of the hallway with the gun camera. “I'm not gonna bleed over something for no good reason.”
 
   Hayes edged along the corridor, letting go of the weapon, which levitated over to his left hand, whilst he felt around the air with his right. 
 
   Kali thought it looked like he was groping the air for invisible breasts. 'The fuck are you doing?' she asked.
 
   “Doc gave me dumb-plants,” he said. “They're picking up EM frequencies.” 
 
   Kali started analysing the metal embedded in his fingers, the nanos swimming around them and interacting as though they were any other, smarter mod. 'Neodymium?' she said. 
 
   “Yeah, that was it,” Hayes said, continuing down the corridor, following the path of the increasing magnetic fields. “Neodumbdedumb. Know anything about it?”
 
   'It's an alloy,' she said, pulling up information on her screen. 'Used in a ton of mundane tech. No idea why it's reacting like it is.' she pulled a visualisation over his lens of the magnetic fields he was tracing in the air. 'You don't need to feel around like an idiot. Nanos are treating it like they do sonar.'
 
   He withdrew his hand from the air with a huff, and pulled another gun from the holster at his hip. “I'll shoot twice as many fuckers then.” he said, his tone cantankerous and mulish, after being mocked by his op.
 
   'I do rather wish you wouldn't.' said a voice in his head. Not Kali's. A man, his voice dry and oaken, words acute and enunciated with an upper class British inflection. Tone calm, in control.
 
   “Who the fuck are you?” Hayes asked.
 
   'What?' Kali said.
 
   'My name is Theodore Campbell, Mister Hayes, and you are in my facility.'
 
   “Well, Ted, why don't you come out and say hello?”
 
   'Who the fuck are you talking to?' Kali asked.
 
   “Shut up Kali, men are talking.” he said, resulting in feedback whining across the inside of his skull.
 
   'Tell me what the fuck is happening.' she insisted.
 
   “'Nother voice in my head.” he explained. “Senior Asshat of this shithole, who's soon to have an unfortunately brief embrace with a bullet.”
 
   'Maybe ask him what the fuck is going on before you shoot him...' Kali said.
 
   “Yeah, let me just write that down in case I forget.” he shot back.
 
   'If you're quite done talking to yourself,' Campbell said. 'Do please be so kind as to take a left up ahead.'
 
   Hayes pulled up the map and looked at the path he was being led down. It was away from the source of the magnetic fields.
 
   “Oh, sure.” said Hayes. “Just gimme a second to run some errands, and I'll head right back over for your ambush...” he took a right at the end of the corridor, following the fields, rather than the instructions.
 
   'Mister Hayes, I assure you there is no ambush waiting for you. Have you not noticed the corridors have been cleared?' Hayes had noticed, and it was making him wonder how much of his escape had been orchestrated.
 
   “All the better to riddle some poor fuck with holes without other casualties.” Hayes said, turning another corner, the fields gaining in strength with every further step forward.
 
   'I did this in an attempt to discourage you from shooting any of my staff. And the two weapons you  you appear to have ahead of you, tell me I made the correct call.'
 
   “I ain't gonna shoot no-one who don't shoot first.”
 
   'Was that a double or triple negative?' Kali asked, feeling like an observer at this moment, rather than operator.
 
   “Triple.” Hayes said.
 
   'So, you are going to shoot someone if they don't shoot at you?'
 
   Hayes stopped at a set of double doors that appeared to be the source of the magnetic fields, and thought about what she said. Then he thought about what he said, and tried to make sense of his original statement. “Shut up.” he blurted, reaching for the biometric scanner at the door. It refused him access.
 
   'Mister Hayes,' Campbell interjected. 'If you'd be so kind as to turn around and follow my instructions?'
 
   “Ain't gonna happen.” Hayes said. “I'm not the best at being told what to do.”
 
   'Fucking understatement...' Kali said, watching as he tried to gain access to the room again, the scanner still rejecting his biometric profile. 'It's not working, Hayes, let me have a go.'
 
   “Knock yourself out.” he said, as she gestured at the screen, sending new orders through to his nanos. “It'd be a nice change, someone else being knocked out...” he grumbled.
 
   'Let go of the guns and put a hand to each door.' she instructed. He relinquished grip of the weapons and they hung in the air, flanking him from the sides as he placed his palms on the doors. 'Redirect strength, turn your mods to eleven, I'm estimating this is going to require at least twenty-five pounds per square inch to do some damage.'
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Enough talk, let's do this.”
 
   She concentrated the nanos in his extremities, encouraging them to build magnetic fields to lock his hands to the doors and feet to the floor. 'Now.' she instructed. Hayes wrenched his hands apart, a crack forming between the doors as he heaved them apart an inch, then two. 'Keep going...' she said. 
 
   “You... keep fucking... going.” he spat, through gritted teeth and heavy breaths as he put every ounce of strength into pulling the doors apart. Three inches, then four. 
 
   'Pulling nanos from your right foot.' she said, freeing his foot, so he could place it in the gap of the door. Five inches, then six. 'Almost there...' she said, as the door was pulled seven inches apart, then eight. 'Left foot.' she said, as he shoved his other foot in the path of the door, balancing precariously with his feet ahead of him. The door's lock buckled under the pressure he was exerting, and gave in to the force, his fingers coming free of the surface as they slid into the walls. Hayes caught his balance and his breath, then lost the latter almost instantly.
 
   “What the fuck?” he said. The sentiment was mirrored by Kali. Ahead of them was a small cylindrical room with a domed ceiling and concave floor. 
 
   'Is that a jump bay?' she asked, as he inspected it. 
 
   “A rudimentary one...” he said. “No room for more than maybe five or so at a time...”
 
   'That's fucking impossible.' Kali said.
 
   'Mister Hayes.' said Campbell. 'If you're quite done breaking and entering, and damaging my property, would you please be so kind as to turn back down the corridor?' 
 
   “Damn right.” said Hayes, backing out of the room, grabbing his weapons from mid-air and settling into a strut back on Campbell's path. “You got a lot of fucking questions to answer.”
 
   'And I will do my best to answer them, I assure you.' Campbell said. 'Take a right up ahead, please.'
 
   Hayes followed the instructions and came to a set of double doors, twice as wide as those for the jump bay, each emblazoned with a seal. Two concentric circles, the inner circle split five ways by a pointed star, a symbol at the centre of each segment. The door opened of its own accord before Hayes had a chance to read the words engraved in-between the two circles. 
 
   The room inside was taller than the corridor. Three storeys taller, and full of activity. At either side of the room, wrought iron spiral staircases went up three floors of ancient looking steel walkways. Each packed full of people at workstations, doors leading off to adjacent glass boxes that seemed to function as offices or briefing rooms. Larger, less populated workstations littered the ground floor of the hub. At the far wall, opposite the door, giant screens illuminated the room, monitoring cameras secreted in the corridors. At the centre, a large image of a feed of Hayes's back at the door. They had been watching him this whole time. Above the screens hung a wide LED panel, a timer ticking down the seconds, with just over six hours left to go.
 
   “Mister Hayes.” said a voice to his side. He turned, weapons finding a target in their sights. A tall, thin man in his sixties looked down at him. Greyscale hair sitting neatly in a side parting, darker undulations of grey giving the impression that the greys might once have been black. Clear, bright green eyes shone out from deep, withered sockets of a face etched and desaturated by time.  “I'd like to welcome to ENDAYS.” he said, with a warm smile. “Now if you don't mind putting those remarkable weapons of yours away, I believe we have a lot to talk about.”
 
   Hayes looked Campbell up and down with suspicion. He had been captured before. Tortured, held hostage, and worse. But he had sure as hell never been allowed to roam free around an enemy compound, let alone be welcomed in such a fashion. “Fucking understatement of the year.”
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   6 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   Hayes had been sitting opposite Campbell for five minutes in complete silence. The room was a cube of glass to the far right of the hub, the large red LEDs of the clock ticking down were reflected across all the walls. Built to be certain that the countdown was visible from every angle inside. Campbell sat on the other side of a metal desk, a screen hanging in the air between the two, hovering inches above a foot-thick maglev strip that allowed it to be turned, swivelled, pushed back and forth. Hayes sat with his weapons drawn, held steadfastly in his lap, Campbell targeted, locked, should there be a reason to paint the walls of the cube as a Pollock of brain, blood and bone fragments.
 
   'Don't be an arse.' Kali instructed, knowing he was probably about to be an arse.
 
   “Nice place y'got here.” Hayes said, his tone thick with rancour and wry intent. “Security could do with an upgrade...”
 
   Campbell smiled coldly, measuring up the man who sat across from him. “So I gather.” he said. “Or, perhaps we left your toy within reach, and allowed you to roam freely, as a test?” the older man queried, his eyebrows raising, furrowing ripples of skin towards his hairline.
 
   “A test, huh?” Hayes asked, smile still lingering on his lips. “So what, I'm a prisoner? A lab rat running round your little maze?”
 
   “Oh, not at all.”
 
   “So, you won't mind if I just up and leave...” he said, rising to his feet.
 
   “Actually, I would.” Campbell said, waiting a moment to gauge Hayes's reaction, then motioning with his eyes for him to return to his seat before continuing. “You are by no means a prisoner, but I cannot allow you back onto the streets at this present moment.”
 
   “Kinda sounds like I'm a prisoner.” Hayes shot back. He thought for a moment, as the silence rose once again, then realised something was very wrong. “How do you know my name?” he asked.
 
   “We overheard you and your colleague speaking to one another.” Campbell said.
 
   “That's a really boring answer.” Hayes said. “I was hoping for something a little more, y'know, technical or espionagey.”
 
   “Alas, some truths are more mundane than others.” 
 
   “Speaking of which...” Hayes said, quickly being interrupted by Kali.
 
   'Don't you dare call them backward. Don't call them mundies, don't call them Neanderthals or hicks or... any other fucking name. You hear me?'
 
   “You're a mundane world, at least on paper.” he chuckled to himself. Paper was in frequent use by mundane worlds. “What's with, y'know, not being mundane.”
 
   “We maintain a tight grip on what technologies are allowed out for... public consumption.” Campbell said. “That might be why your superiors are assumedly under the impression that we are, how would you put it, 'backward mundy Neanderthal hicks'?” he said, quoting Kali.
 
   “The fuck?” Hayes said, Kali echoing the words back to him. 
 
   “Kali, is it?” Campbell asked, turning his head, gesturing for Hayes to observe an earpiece in his left ear.
 
   '… Yes..?' she said, nervously.
 
   “My name is Theodore Campbell, I gather you've been listening to our conversation thusfar?”
 
   'This is so fucking weird...' she said to herself, forgetting he could hear her. 'Yes sir, Mister Campbell, yes I have.' she sputtered, correcting course. 
 
   “I believe you have not had a chance to explain to Mister Hayes the gravity of our situation.”
 
   'I tried...' she said. 'But as you've probably gathered, he's a pig-headed ballbag, who doesn't pay attention half the time.'
 
   “Hey, I'm right here!” Hayes said, the words ignored by both Campbell and Kali.
 
   “Would you please reiterate to him the finer points, I doubt he will accept them coming from me.”
 
   'Sure, uh, ok.  Let me put this into simple terms...'
 
   “I am not a fucking pre-schooler, Kali.” Hayes shouted, his eyes darting upwards, as if she were actually standing nearby. “And you don't take orders from him!.
 
   'I don't take orders from you either, numbfuck.' she said, throwing waves of feedback reverberating under his skull. 'Shut up and listen. Ok?'
 
   He did as he was told, not audibly responding,  but giving a finger to himself. As she saw it in the lens, Kali rewarded him another burst of electric screams.
 
   'You're off the grid. Off. The fucking. Grid. Do you understand what that means?'
 
   “Yeah.” he said. 
 
   'Do you actually fucking understand the severity of the situation?' she repeated. 'There's no coming home. I had to jerry rig a fucking solution just to be able to talk to you. The reality you're living on is floating fuck knows where in the meta, spiralling parallels of its own off into the ether, billions of worlds disappearing into nothingness for every particle shifting in a different direction. Do. You. Fucking. Understand?'
 
   Hayes took a moment to take in everything that was said. His eyes roamed the room, darting around, focus lost in middle distance, trying to comprehend the scale of the situation.
 
   “No coming home?”
 
   'Did you stop listening at that point? Billions of people on parallels are ceasing to exist every millisecond that dimension stays wherever the fuck it is.'
 
   “How do we get back on the grid?”
 
   'That's the fucking problem.' she spat. 'Whatever happened... when we lost Darvish... that device turned the jump point into a singularity, and when it closed with a boom, that kicked you off. We need to know what the fuck it was, who fucking did it for fucking why, and then we can start working on a fix. You get me?'
 
   “Indeed.” said Campbell. “And given that I am certain you are in no way part of the incursion, I suggest a pact of cooperation between you and ourselves.”
 
   Hayes eyed him suspiciously. The suspicion gave way to confusion. “What the fuck is an incursion?”
 
   “Miss Kali, is he being wilfully stupid?”
 
   'This is one of his better days.' she said.
 
   Campbell sighed. “We're all going to die...” he said, under his breath, sucking in air with a swift inhale, trying to curb his anger. “Mister Hayes, may I be Frank?”
 
   'Don't say 'I thought you were Theodore'.' Kali said, beating Hayes to his own obvious joke. 
 
   “This world of ours is under siege.”
 
   “Ain't my business.” Hayes said. “I  just wanna go home.”
 
   Campbell gritted his teeth, continuing to attempt to hold back his frustration. “As you are well aware, that is not presently an option. We do however have the brightest minds of our world and beyond, not to mention your own operator working on a solution. But first things first.” Campbell pushed the resentment down, took another deep breath and continued. “Some days, a world is due to end.” he said, a stern expression carved into his face, warning Hayes from replying until he had finished. “Whether that be by technology or magic, alien, biological or interdimensional threat.”
 
   “Wait, Aliens? Magick!?” Hayes interjected, instantly warned to silence by Campbell's cold, sharp stare.
 
   “We are here to make certain that this reality perseveres.” he said, gesturing to the people hard at work in the depths of the hub.
 
   “End Days.” Hayes said, repeating the words Campbell had used when they first met.
 
   “The Establishment for the Neutralisation and Deterrent of Annihilation Yielding Scenarios.”
 
   “You missed out a 'D'.” Hayes said. “Also, that's a really shitty name.” his tone was once again wry, mocking.
 
   Campbell looked to the floor, as if almost embarrassed by the name. “We get that a lot.” he said, in a hushed tone, sucking at his teeth, before looking back up at Hayes. “Unfortunately, our founder was quite adamant about it.”
 
   “Kinda sounds like you end the days...” Hayes continued.
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “You could'a called yourselves the Day-Savers. World-Boom-Stoppers. The Don't-Die-Gang. Anything can be an acronym, y'know.”
 
   “Thank you.” Campbell said, steely. “I'll take that under advisement, and ignore those suggestions completely.”
 
   “Wow, you're kind of a dick...” Hayes said, resulting in a kick of feedback from Kali.
 
   'Play nice.' she instructed.
 
   “I thought this might go faster if I spoke your language...” Campbell said, a wry smile teasing at the corners of his lips.
 
   “Well, this is nice and all,” said Hayes. “But I'm gonna get on outta here and go back to the jump site, do some scans or something.”
 
   “Mister Hayes, you will do no such thing!” Campbell boomed, rising from his chair to tower over the agent. “The fate of this world is tied directly into your exile status. It might well be that your arrival into our dimension was the very thing that made this entire fuck up possible. Have you ever seen a world burn, Mister Hayes?”
 
   Hayes took a moment, he was taken aback by the passion and fervour of the man standing across from him. “I try to avoid stressful situations.” he said.
 
   “The clock is ticking, Mister Hayes!” Campbell spat, pointing at the LED panel, ticking ever closer towards the five hour mark. “When that clock hits zero, our world ends. Your life ends. Do you understand the severity of the situation? Think about it for a moment, a fast fucking moment, and then tell me, will you work with us?” he took a moment to catch his breath, staring unblinkingly at the musclebound moron sat in the chair before him, silent. 
 
   Hayes looked over his shoulder at the counter as it decreased with every second he wasted thinking about his decision.
 
   “Well...” said Hayes. “It's not like I've got anything better to be doing...” he scoffed as Campbell collapsed back in his chair, anger pulsating off him in waves. Hayes holstered his weapons, smiling to himself at once again for making a calm, collected man lose his shit. “So, we gonna get started, or what?”
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    5.5 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   The ENDAYS staff were suspicious of Hayes, eyeing him with distrust over their shoulders and across from their consoles, as he watched the large screens embedded in the wall. The rumours had started when they picked up his arrival, and since his capture, were circulating virulently. An infectious spread of conjecture about who he was, where he was from, what he could do, and whether he could be depended upon. The clock continued to tick down, now just under five and a half hours. Every second counted, and this temporary new addition to their ranks was making everyone uneasy. 
 
   “So, who's this big, bad threat y'can't handle yourself?” Hayes asked, as Campbell gestured for an analyst to put information on the screen.
 
   “Two days ago, three-T predicted an Endays level event, or E.D.E., as we call them.”
 
   “Three-T?” Hayes asked, already fearing yet another ridiculous acronym.
 
   “The Think Tank. A quantum computer that analyses everything in its grasp. From news sources, to satellite feeds, trans-dimensional ripples down to the smallest radio wave and least-read blog.”
 
   “What the fuck is a blog?” 
 
   “An explanation for another time...” Campbell said, as the analyst pulled up a satellite feed of Hayes's arrival. “The epicentre of the event was your arrival. Our clairvoyants advised monitoring your activity, certain that if you were not the original source of the E.D.E, you would at the very least be directly connected to it.”
 
   “Clairvoyants? Really?” Hayes scoffed, his scepticism met with an angry glare from Campbell.
 
   “Given the... events that followed, our analysts concluded that this was the work of a party we've been dealing with for some time.”
 
   “I do like parties...” Hayes said, another glare shot across his bow.
 
   “They call themselves 'Nth Degree'.”
 
   “Oh, I might have met those guys, shot them a little bit. What is it with you people and shitty names?”
 
   “I stress, that is what they call themselves. This is the fifth E.D.E in the last eight months that has a dimensional slant to it, and based on the loss of your partner, and our resulting ejection from the grid, this is their most successful attempt at our destruction to date.”
 
   “Enough exposition,” Hayes said, bored of the slide-show. “Tell me where to point and shoot, I'll turn these fucks into decorative pin cushions, and the beers'll be on you.”
 
   “That is the issue, Mister Hayes, we don't know where they are. They could be anywhere.”
 
   “Well that's stupid.” Hayes sighed. “Did you get feeds off the singularity?” Campbell nodded, and motioned for them to be sent to the main screen. “There'll be a jump sig when that clusterfuck started ramping up. A remote activation, or we would've seen someone else caught in the time dilation.”
 
   “We have already analysed the signature.” Campbell said, his tone tiresome. “It was not strong enough to be traced.”
 
   The scan appeared on the screen and Hayes looked it over, thin ripples of colours laid over the top of the alley as the device activated. A rainbow of contour lines charting invisible waves.
 
   “Kali, are you seeing what I'm seeing?” Hayes asked.
 
   'Yup.'
 
   “Fucking mundies...”
 
   'Be nice.' she instructed.
 
   “Your scans are for shit.” he said, resulting in feedback bouncing off around his skull, making him squeal like a pig that had been kicked in its pig nuts. Campbell waited impatiently for him to recover, narrowing his eyes at the insult. “You're looking at the wrong frequencies, waves and shit.”
 
   'You literally have no idea what you're talking about...' Kali said. 
 
   “Shut up.” he muttered. “There's going to be a  residual jump sig on the scene, right Kali?”
 
   'Didn't you want me to shut up?'
 
   “Then, not now.”
 
   'You should be more specific.'
 
   “You should answer the question. World at peril here!”
 
   'Whose fault is that?'
 
   “What, this is all my fault?”
 
   The analysts and agents on the floor of the Endays hub had ceased working as Hayes stood before them, appearing to argue with himself. Campbell glared at them in turn as he waited for Hayes to finish bickering.
 
   “Ok,” Hayes said, “We've got a plan. I need to get out to the site.”
 
   “Fine...” Campbell said, motioning for an agent to join him from a glass room on the other side of the hub. “Carmichael here will accompany you.”
 
   “Really not necessary...” Hayes said.
 
   “Nice to meet you.” Carmichael said, holding out a hand that Hayes looked at curiously.
 
   “What are you, a concierge waiting for my fucking bags?”
 
   “It's... a handshake...” Carmichael said, awkwardly.
 
   “I'm fucking with you, Carmike.” Hayes said, turning to Campbell. “Don't need a babysitter.”
 
   “Carmichael is not your babysitter, he is a decorated Endays agent, and will be your partner.”
 
   “Hey, did you see what happened to my last partner?” Hayes shot over his shoulder to Carmichael. “Don't need one.” he said to Campbell.
 
   “You are to follow his instructions to the letter, do you understand?”
 
   “Are those letters 'F' and 'U'? Because I'm not great at orders...” Hayes said. 
 
   Campbell stared at him in stony silence until he left the hub, following Carmichael through the corridors, leaving an inaudible trail of grumbles behind him.
 
    
 
   Marcus Hayes had never been trusted out in the field on his own, and his partners rarely lasted long enough to file for reassignment. However, the fate of Cassidy Darvish was, for all intents and purpose, the messiest breakup between Hayes and a partner. 
 
   There was Mariska Travers, once the Division's highest rated shooter, who after a disagreement with Hayes's interpretation of 'boundaries' proceeded to shoot each of his fingers from his hands. She also caught the tip of his penis with a full metal round that would have had more devastating and lasting effects, were she not tackled to the ground in the midst of that shot. 
 
   Arnold Pierce was a rookie, left under Hayes's wing for what should have been a simple mission, to observe and eavesdrop on the scientific activities in a dimension that seemed close to discovering the existence of the multiverse. Hayes introduced him to a beautiful blonde named Theresa, and encouraged Pierce to contravene Division rules by taking part in an intimate encounter with Theresa. 
 
   What he failed to mention, was that forty percent of the population of the reality they were in had razor sharp genitals. First dates often started (and sometimes finished) after the question “Are you sixty or forty?”. Only a fairly small subsection of the sixty percent of the non-razor loined were willing to engage in congress with the forty percent whose loins could cause massive, terrifying lacerations. Pierce soon discovered that he was not part of that small subsection.
 
   And so on. There was a reason, or many reasons, why it was hard to find a partner who would take his bullshit. Something the agents of Endays had yet to experience for themselves.
 
    
 
   Hayes was led to the elevator, and watched Carmichael hold his finger to the solid metal above the EDC button. A hidden biometric scanner approved his request to go above-ground, and the doors closed. The elevator glided upwards, and Hayes took another look at his new partner. They were about the same height, same body type, but he reckoned Carmichael's muscle mass was all natural, no mods or nanos to increase strength beyond normal means. That meant if it came to it, he could take him, and the thought brought a smile to his face. The agent was clean shaven, his blonde hair short and neat, slicked back. Hayes scratched at his stubble on his jaw and wondered why anyone would ever bother going to the effort of remaining clean shaven, let alone putting effort into their hair. Looks, as far as he was concerned, didn't get the job done. 
 
   The elevator coughed as it arrived above ground, and the doors peeled open, revealing a solid sheet of metal that slid sideways into the adjoining wall. Hayes stepped out, and found himself back in the lab, an old man tinkering away at a workstation with a bandage around his head. The elevator was the source of the magnetic fields he had sensed earlier. Parry glanced up as Hayes surveyed the site of his abduction.
 
   “Mister Hayes!” the professor said, a nervous tremor in his voice.
 
   “You and I gotta exchange words, Doc.” Hayes said, narrowing his eyes at the old man. “Don't like being stuck with needles much...”
 
   “Yes, er, terribly sorry about that, old chap.” Parry said, withdrawing from his stool and shimmying deeper into the room, retreating from Hayes.
 
   “Not now, Hayes.” Carmichael barked. “We have a job to do.”
 
   Hayes turned back to his partner, barely holding back a grimace, then glanced back to Parry. “Soon as we're done, you and me, Doc.” Hayes said.
 
   “Oh, um, yes of course. Mister Hayes, yes.” Parry stuttered. “But, may I, for scientific curiosity,  perhaps we can speak of your kinesis... before you hit me, that is.”
 
   “My what?” Hayes asked, the babbling pensioner making literally no sense to him.
 
   “As you, ah, succumbed, shall we say? You essentially, uh, you released a kinetic field that, well, send me flying, as it were.” he said, motioning to his bandage.
 
   “Literally have no idea what you're talking about, Doc.” Hayes said, following Carmichael out of the room, stopping at the door to glance back at Parry. “But I will most definitely be back to take up that offer of socking you one.”
 
    
 
   Carmichael waited impatiently at the door as Hayes dawdled down the stairs. “Please don't actually hit one of our most esteemed scientific minds in his big and important head.” he pleaded.
 
   “Wouldn't dream of it...” Hayes said, with an expression that conveyed that he was almost definitely going to hit the scientist in his precious, clever head. 
 
   'Did he say 'kenisis'?' Kali asked. 'As in, telekenisis?'
 
   “What am I, his stenographer?” Hayes asked.
 
   'You don't have telekenisis.' Kali asserted.
 
   “Nope.”
 
   'Then what the fuck is he talking about?'
 
   “Kali, do I honestly look like I give a shit? I got people to shoot.” Hayes said, catching a glance from Carmichael that disapproved of his intent to shoot anyone this early in the mission.
 
    
 
   Carmichael hailed a cab, and the two of them were whisked through the London streets to the site of the singularity. The whole block had been cordoned off, blue and white police tape flapping in the wind, impotently trying to break free and whistle through the air, with lofty ambitions of wrapping around some cyclist's wheels, in turn sending them hurtling through the air into the windshield of a passing car, that would in turn crash into another vehicle, and so on. Hayes had it all mapped out in his head, a chain reaction of objects and people travelling through the air to meet with yet further objects and people. Carmichael regained his attention with a loud “ahem”, and lifted the tape up for him to duck under to inspect the scene. 
 
   Hayes pulled up the scans on his lens with reluctance, having had them fixed in his field of vision for so long after the incident. “You seeing what I'm seeing?” he asked Kali as he inspected the rubble that used to be the alley. The surfaces of what was left of the cobbles and bricks were rippling intermittently.
 
   'Residual energy still embedded in the structure.' she said. 'Feedback loop, just like we thought... Local jump by my reckoning.'
 
   “Yeah.” Hayes said, kicking at a brick, that turned to dust as it bounced off his boot. “Vibrations fucked all this shit up. These guys know fuck all about containing energy from the meta.”
 
   'Or maybe they do know, and they're damn good at using that knowledge to fuck things up.'
 
   “Don't know which is worse...” Hayes said, looking up at Carmichael, who was holding back at what was once the mouth to the alley. His face etching an expression somewhere between bewilderment and frustration, both emotions of a man who would only hear half a conversation. 
 
   “So, what have we got?” he asked.
 
   “Fuckers are local, in-world.” Hayes said, eyes drifting skywards. “Kali, you getting a trace.”
 
   'I'm not in the clouds, idiot.'
 
   “Yes or no?”
 
   'Yes.' she said. 'Well, kinda. Your lens sucks for this, I need to jack in to something that isn't made of millions of computers swimming around a moron.'
 
   “Carmike.” Hayes said, walking over to him.  “Tell your boss we need access to his... network, or whatever.”
 
   'Piped into your lens, assuming they can...' Kali added.
 
   Hayes repeated her request, and then repeated the technical details of how such a thing could be accomplished, as Carmichael repeated it word-for-word to Campbell, who repeated it a third time to his techs. 
 
   “I never want to have to use any of those words ever again...” Hayes said, his tongue tired from have wrapped itself around too many four, five and six syllable words.
 
   'You won't have to, I think we've got it... using their sat feeds to scan for the signal.'
 
   “Great.” he said.
 
   “We got something?” Carmichael asked.
 
   “Patience, boy scout.” Hayes said, with the pretence of wisdom. “These things take time.
 
   'Got it.' 
 
   “Not that much time, apparently.” he said. “What we got?”
 
   'I don't get it... ' Kali said, confounded by the readings. 'There are seven signals... as if there were seven jump bays active at the same time, each jumping to the same point... or from the same point.' 
 
   “That doesn't make any sense.” Hayes said.
 
   “What doesn't?” Carmichael asked.
 
   “Let's just say, we're gonna need a bigger boat...”
 
   'No idea what the fuck you mean, but there's a signal active right now... not one of the seven, a new one... it's intermittent, looks like it's cycling every twenty-three seconds.'
 
   “That about enough time to do an in-world jump?”
 
   “What is?!” Carmichael asked, feeling completely useless and out the loop.
 
   'More than...'
 
   “Carmike,” Hayes barked. “We need a jump, right fucking now.”
 
   “Where to?” Carmichael whimpered. “Wait, into the hostile's base? I'm not equipped for combat!”
 
   “Nobody's ever equipped for combat,” Hayes said, proudly, as if reciting rhetoric. “But combat is more than equipped for you.”
 
   “I mean I literally don't have any weapons, no body armour, we need to get back to Division to suit up.”
 
   “For fuck's sake, really?” Hayes sighed, following Carmichael as he strut off to hail a cab back to the EDC. “Who goes out into the field without armour and weapons?”
 
   'Normal people. You're literally the only person I know who gets out of bed hoping they're going to get shot at.'
 
   “I prefer it when I do the shooting...” Hayes said, as Carmichael held the taxi door open for him.
 
   “We really need to do something about these one-sided conversations...” Carmichael muttered to himself as the cab took them back to South Kensington.
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   4 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   When they returned to the EDC, Carmichael was happy to be told that his wish was to come true, as he was given a modified comms device that allowed him to interact with Kali. Campbell briefed the two of them, and three additional agents, on the new parameters of their mission. It was to follow the source of the jump activity, and as Campbell stressed to Hayes, was for recon only. He continued to stare at Hayes intently, as he stressed that they were not, under any circumstances, to engage with the suspects. Hayes rolled his eyes whenever Campbell's gaze averted from him, which Campbell was seemingly well aware of, addressing him specifically and directly as he continued his briefing, reiterating the status of the mission as “Recon only.” 
 
   As soon as the briefing concluded, Carmichael introduced the three agents to Hayes. Each had a name, but before they could be announced, he insisted on referring to them as 'Redshirt One', 'Redshirt Two' and 'Girl Redshirt', despite each asserting that they refused to be called as such. 
 
   “Enough chatter, time is ticking.” Campbell snarled, getting very bored of Hayes's attitude. “Get yourself to Jump Division to suit up. Spinning up in ten.”
 
   The four agents headed for the door, leaving Hayes staring at Campbell with a furrow on his brow. “Did you say 'Jump Division'?” 
 
   “Is there a problem?” Campbell asked, with an exhausted huff.
 
   “I work for a 'Jump Division'...” he said.
 
   “I am well aware of that, Mister Hayes.”
 
   “Pretty weird you'd call your jump unit the same thing, isn't it?”
 
   “What name might you give a division that is responsible for jumping?” Campbell asked, rhetorically. “In your travels you must by now be aware that there is more than one of everything. We have a Jump Division, you have Jump Division, much like we have hats and you have hats, we listen to orders and fucking follow them and you...” he trailed off and began to stomp back to his office.
 
   “I what?” Hayes asked, as he watched Campbell walk into his office and stare back at him angrily. “I what?!” he shouted. Campbell turned his back to Hayes, who looked over to a nearby analyst. “That was rude. He's very rude, isn't he?” the analyst glanced at him briefly and cocked an eyebrow, before staring straight back at their screen.
 
   “Spit spot, Hayes!” Carmichael shouted from the door. “Haven't got all day!”
 
   Hayes looked over to him “Fuck you, 'spit spot'...” he muttered, as he followed them out.
 
    
 
   Girl Redshirt did not appreciate Hayes's stares as he watched her change in the Division's co-ed locker room, but she got her revenge with some help from Kali, who temporarily blinded him as the team finished getting their gear. 
 
   After walking into several walls and doors, his sight was returned, at which point he found himself heading down the familiar corridor towards the jump bay.
 
   “Sure you don't want some body armour?” Redshirt One asked him.
 
   “More than happy with what I got...” he said, pulling up his sweatshirt to reveal the nanomesh.
 
   “Doesn't look like it can stop a ball bearing, let alone a bullet...” Redshirt Two said. 
 
   “Might surprise you... Hayes said, swiping his thumb against the sensor on his right holster and pulling a weapon. He threw it, and it stopped in mid-air, turning to face him.
 
   'Don't be an idiot...' Kali said, as she watched him target his own chest and shoot himself.
 
   Hayes coughed out a lungful of air with a beaming smile as the round punched at his chest, the four agents staring at him with wide eyes, faces frozen with alarm. He grunted, then walked over to the weapon, grabbing it from mid-air and returning it to the pocket dimension, glancing back at the four as he continued his strut towards the jump bay.
 
   One by one, they thawed, and caught up with him. “How? What the fuck? How?” Redshirt One asked.
 
   “Nanomesh.” Hayes said, boastfully. “Talks to my nanos, who see a bullet coming, concentrate themselves into the estimated impact zone, chew up the bullet on impact and distribute the pressure throughout my body.”
 
   “How many times can you get shot?” the agent asked, voice quivering with schoolgirlish glee. “At the same time, I mean!”
 
   “Eight, maybe twelve.” Hayes said. “Depending on the round and concentration.”
 
   “What if they shoot you in the head?” Girl Redshirt asked. “Or in the cock...”
 
   Hayes took a moment to think about it, and upon absent-mindedly recalling images of the last time his penis had an encounter with a bullet, decided to ignore the question. 
 
    
 
   The jump bay took twenty-three seconds to cycle up to full power. Twenty-three seconds of Hayes standing behind Girl Redshirt, staring at her behind, whilst her hand rested on her weapon, and she considered introducing his face to the butt of her gun. Kali watched as light consumed Hayes's lens, the signal dropping out as the in-world jump took him through the meta to their destination.
 
   When the lens cleared, he appeared to be in a warehouse, all five of them standing behind stacks of crates. His breath hung in the air in front of him, and he was already grumbling about the cold.
 
   “Seriously, haven't you people heard of warming your fucking globe?” he said, in a hushed tone.
 
   “We're doing it every fucking day,” Girl Redshirt said. “And it's killing the planet.”
 
   “Well, you're doing it wrong.” Hayes spat back, pulling a gun from the holster and peeking the muzzle out from behind the crates to take a look at the scene.
 
   “What do you see?” Carmichael asked.
 
   “Nothing, coast is clear...” Hayes said, loosening his grasp of the weapon. “Give me a second...”
 
   Swiping ring finger against thumb, Hayes's gun levitated from his hand and floated skywards, shifting through corridors of crates and shelving units, in search of signs of life.
 
   “Anything?” Carmichael asked.
 
   “Do you think, for a fucking moment, that I wouldn't tell you if I saw something?” Hayes said, concentrating on guiding the weapon through the air. The warehouse was empty. “Looks like we were too late...” Hayes said. 
 
   'Unless they're as smart as Endays...' Kali said. 
 
   “Well, obviously.” Hayes said. “I was just about to say that.” 
 
   'Sure you were.'
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Carmichael watched Hayes argue with Kali, and realised he was actually happier when he could only hear one side of the conversation.
 
   As the team made their way through the warehouse, Redshirt Two found a rusted old elevator hidden behind a shelving unit, and alerted the others to its presence. Hayes used his mod-enhanced strength to wrench the rusted gate open, and cautiously, they entered. 
 
   The elevator whined and screamed louder than any of them would have liked, announcing their presence all too effectively. As it came to the basement, shots rang out from outside the gate, punching multiple inch-wide fists into its exhausted metal. Bullets whistled through the gaps above and below the gate. Several of them ploughed deep into Redshirt One and Two's shoulders and faces with elegance, minimal splashback, like professional high divers plunging into a pool. Their emergence from the agents was less refined, bursting out of the backs of their heads and bodies with the grace of a stripper emerging from a birthday cake, spattering fluids on the others.
 
   Girl Redshirt dropped to the floor and fired off rounds at the shooters' feet, exploding one of their calves across the concrete, which was enough to encourage the remaining shooters to scatter and take cover. Hayes kicked the gate open, weapons materialising in his hands as he walked out into the fray, looking forward to making some fuckers good and dead. 
 
   Stepping over the crying, bleeding body of the man shot by Girl Redshirt, he saw muzzles peeking out from behind crates, popping and clapping with bursts of explosive light. He shook off the impacts to his chest.
 
   “My turn...” he said, raising his guns and firing twelve hollow points into the crates in front of the shooters, blowing splinters of wood and liquidised entrails across the darkly lit room. “Any more?” he asked, looking around for another target, his lens catching sight of a shadow quivering behind another crate.
 
   “Excuse me?” Hayes said, as he calmly walked over to the shadow. “Hello? Mister hiding man?” 
 
   The man hiding behind the crate stammered an incomprehensible response and peeked out, resulting in three rounds taking the back of his head off and redistributing its contents in aerosol form.
 
   “Try not to kill everyone, Hayes!” Carmichael instructed, as he started cuffing the shooter Girl Redshirt hit in the leg, whilst she began applying a field dressing to stop him from bleeding out. “We need intel from these fucks.”
 
   “Watch your language,” Hayes said, with faux-shock. “There are ladies present!” he added, motioning to Girl Redshirt, who strutted over to him, lifted her weapon close to the side of his head, and fired off a round directly next to his ear.
 
   “I think she likes me!” Hayes shouted back to Carmichael, through the resounding ringing of tinnitus, as he watched Girl Redshirt return to dressing the wound.
 
   “Hold up!” Carmichael shouted, but Hayes was already gone. 
 
   Half-deafened, Hayes sneaked into the adjoining room, not aware just how loudly he was 'sneaking'. The light of another jump burst out from the far side. And the few men that were left, were ready for him, firing at his centre mass as if he had a target painted on his chest that read 'no please, shoot right here'. He auto-targetted them in his lens and with a swipe of his arms, the rounds found themselves nice warm heads to burrow into. 
 
   'Need some of these fucks alive, idiot.' Kali shouted in his head.
 
   “Carmike and the Girl have one that's alive... What do you make of all this?” he said, as he started investigating the tech that the shooters had been using. There was a panel that Kali recognised as being a rough version of her own console, albeit much simpler, with a mess of open processor units and RAM sticks, rather than a quantum computer. She deemed it suitable for only in-world travel, and even then, wasn't sure how they were getting the power to run jumps. He ventured into another adjoining room, where he found a man waiting impatiently under a crudely constructed metal dome. At the sight of Hayes, the man put a bullet in his own head before Hayes had a chance to do it himself. 
 
   “Spoilsport...” he mumbled as he left the room, finding Carmichael and Girl Redshirt staring at him, their prisoner in hand, all three indignant at the bloodbath he had been responsible for.
 
   “What took you so long?” he asked.
 
   “Somebody needs to teach you restraint...” Carmichael grunted, as he walked back out with the limping prisoner.
 
   “Girl Redshirt, how do you feel teaching me all about restraints...?” Hayes asked, with a wink.
 
   She smiled at him, and proceeded to shoot him in the foot. “The name's Shay, asshole.”
 
   “I knew a Shay once... Hayes said, as he cradled his foot, encouraging the blood on the floor and pieces of his toes to rejoin the rest of their friends, in what was left of his shoe. “The two of you have a lot in common...”
 
   'Apart from the other Shay being dead...' Kali said.
 
   “Well, obviously apart from that.” 
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   3 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   “When do I get a go?” Hayes asked, as he, Campbell and Shay watched a live feed of Carmichael's interrogation of the surviving shooter.
 
   “You don't 'get a go', Mister Hayes. Carmichael is an excellent interrogator.” Campbell spat back. 
 
   “It's been, what, half an hour?” Hayes asked, eyeing the LED panel that was steadily ticking down past the three hour mark. “Shouldn't take half a fucking hour to get a shitbag to squeal. He's not even hitting the guy, this is a waste of time...”
 
   “Mister Hayes, do please shut the fuck up whilst Carmichael does his fucking job.”
 
    
 
   “Can I make you more comfortable?” Carmichael asked the prisoner, his voice calm and cool, tone warm and polite.
 
   The prisoner was sat on a metal chair at a metal table, arms cuffed behind his back, as Hayes had been restrained earlier.
 
   “I'll be comfortable when you and your fellow murderers have your atoms dissipated in the void between worlds.” the prisoner said, his face contorting into a cruel smile. 
 
   “I don't think that's truly necessary.” Carmichael said. “As you might have noticed, we have treated you with nothing but kindness since your capture.”
 
   “Real kind, killing all my friends.” the prisoner spat back verbally, before spitting literally in Carmichael's face. 
 
   The agent pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the phlegm from his cheek, containing his aggravation with practised restraint. “The death of your friends was... unfortunate.” Carmichael said, turning to a camera secreted in the corner of the room and shooting it a glare meant for Hayes. “An oversight, and accident, I assure you.”
 
   “Well, maybe your entire reality coursing into the abyss, never to be seen or heard from again is my accident and oversight.” the prisoner said, his words coated with a bitter chuckle.
 
    
 
   “Waste of fucking time...” Hayes said again, resulting in Campbell taking hold of his arm in a scolderly fashion, and physically pushing him out of the glass cube. He placed his palm against the door, resulting in a metallic clunk resounding out from the frame.
 
   “That's very rude!” Hayes said, trying to open the door, discovering it was maglocked shut. Hayes turned to a nearby analyst. “Is he always this rude to new people?” he asked, the analyst ignoring him completely. “Kali, get me a feed on the interrogation.”
 
   'Turn around, idiot.' she said, watching through his lens as he did so, the interrogation displayed on the large screens at the front of the room.
 
    
 
   “Now come on, this doesn't have to be like this.” Carmichael said, maintaining eye contact with their captive.
 
   “You can't stop us.” The man growled. “You can't stop any of this. We will go however far, do whatever it takes, to the Nth degree.”
 
   “I've heard that before...” Carmichael said. “From one of your number the last time we encountered you, and the time before that, and the time before... this is, what, the fifteenth time in the last two years you've tried to destroy our world?”
 
   “And if we fail now, there will be fifteen more times, and fifteen times after that!”
 
   “That's not a very positive way of thinking.” Carmichael said. “Surely you can't plan that many incursions ahead of schedule, shouldn't all your focus be on the present threat to our safety?”
 
   “All our focus is on destroying you!” the prisoner barked.
 
   “But if not this time, fifteen or thirty more tries from now. Don't you ever get tired of terrorism? Don't you feel like sitting down and having a nice chat to explain your grievances?” 
 
   “Grievances!? My fucking grievances!” the captive shouted, fighting against the handcuffs to break free and throttle Carmichael.
 
   “You seem stressed.” Carmichael said. “Would you like a nice, relaxing mint tea?”
 
    
 
   “This guy doesn't seem to realise time is a factor...” Hayes said, as he surveilled the feed. “Too busy playing good cop... well, there's just the one cop... These assholes need a bad cop, real bad.”
 
   'And of course, you're volunteering.' 
 
   “Just wanna do my bit. Serve and protect.”
 
   'And injure or maim someone in the process.'
 
   “Well yeah, I'm not going to protect him. That's just stupid. You're being stupid, Kali.”
 
   Kali considered sending feedback bouncing back and forth across his skull, but thought better of it. She had a question that needed answering. 'What the professor said, about kenises...' she started.
 
   “No idea what the fuck he was babbling about. It's not important right now.”
 
   'Have you been monitoring your nanos?' she asked, knowing he probably wasn't. 'Every time you use those implants, the dumb-plants, the nanos circulating around your hands at the time go... well... they go crazy.'
 
   “I'm sure you go crazy too, when you're touched in just the right way...” Hayes said, eyes fixed on the interrogation. 
 
   Kali restrained herself from punishing him for his response. The data that had come in from the nanos was making her head spin. 'Do me a favour.' she said. 'Humour me.'
 
   “Guy walks into a brothel.” Hayes said, not missing a beat. “Asks the Madame what he can fuck for five bucks.”
 
   'Not what I meant, and you know it...'
 
   “She puts a duck on the counter, he takes the duck upstairs, fucks it, comes back down and pays his five bucks.”
 
   'That's not how brothels work, and still not what I meant.'
 
   “Goes back the next week, says he wants the duck,”
 
   'Just rub your fingers together.'
 
   “He goes upstairs, fucks it.”
 
   'Those magnets are doing something to the nanos...'
 
   “Comes back down, hands the Madame five bucks, she gives him four back.”
 
   'There's a build-up of kenetic energy every time you use them...'
 
   “'Why's this duck fuck only cost a buck, when the last one was five?' he asks.”
 
   'Dissipates if you're moving your fingers slowly, but if you move fast...'
 
   “She turns to him and says 'That first duck didn't have AIDS!'” Hayes said, pulling the magnets between his ring finger and thumb apart, a pulse of kenetic energy bursting from his hand, flinging an analyst and their desk across the room, clanging and crunching as they bounced across the floor of the hub. 
 
   The entire room came to a shunting halt as eyes from every floor watched the desk's journey come to a crescendo with a squeal, and the few unbroken limbs of the analyst attempted to usher for assistance. 
 
   “See, I was listening...” he said.
 
   'That's incredible...'
 
   “What the fuck is going on?!” Campbell shouted, bursting out of the glass room with a face full of ire and disdain. “Why is one of my men battered and bruised? Why is his workstation half-way across the room?” He walked right up to Hayes, pushing his face up against his temporary recruit's. Campbell's eyes were bulging under arced, angry eyebrows. Veins in his head pounding, as if each one was attempting to leap from beneath the skin to punch Hayes in the face.
 
   “Kali and I were doing a test.” Hayes said, calmly. “I think I passed...”
 
   “Can I not trust you for a single fucking second, without you destroying something or breaking somebody?” Campbell screamed.
 
   “Apparently not... Maybe you should send me into that interrogation, then at least I'll only be breaking the bad guy.”
 
   Campbell stared at Hayes, trying to restrain himself, pull his seething rage back into the proper, prim British box it tended to reside. A glance to the clock, they were dangerously close to two hours. “If  Carmichael doesn't have anything in ten minutes, you'll go in. Agreed?”
 
   “Great!” Hayes said, beaming at the thought of an interrogation. “I'll need a cup of black coffee, a blood transfusion kit, and a Danish”
 
   “Do I even want to know...” Campbell muttered, as he returned to the glass box.
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   2 hours to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   Carmichael's 'good cop' interrogation having been deemed fruitless, it was Hayes's turn to break the prisoner. He entered the cell with the blood transfusion kit secreted in his pocket, Danish balanced on top of a mug of coffee, becoming increasingly soggy with ever waft of steam that permeated its soft, sweet, layers.
 
   “You want anything?” he asked the prisoner, as he sat opposite him, placing the coffee on the table, removing its pastry lid and noisily chowing down on it.
 
   'Do you have to eat so loudly?' Kali asked, turning the volume down on her console.
 
   “Y'know,” Hayes said. “I've never been to a world that makes bad Danish. Ain't that curious?”
 
   The prisoner stared at him with disdain.
 
   “Don't like these fucks much, right?” Hayes inquired. “Know the feeling,” he said, with a scoff. “Ain't from around here neither. I was just passing through when you guys blew up my ride outta here.”
 
   “But you work with them now,” the prisoner said. “So you will die with them.”
 
   “That's just rude.” Hayes said, chomping down on the last of the Danish. “Whereabouts you from? Nearby? Your world as mundy as here?”
 
   “My world is gone.” the man growled.
 
   “Feel for you, truly.” Hayes said, with a sigh. “Can't see why that's any fault of these dumb fucks. Do you know they can barely escape their own gravity? How are they going to destroy a world?”
 
    “They are the harbinger of death, the enders of days!”
 
   “Yeah, I heard that before,” Hayes grumbled. “They're just really fucking bad at naming things.” he picked up the coffee and inhaled its aroma.
 
   “Your lies won't stop what is already in motion!” the detainee said, as Hayes sipped at the coffee.
 
   “Fuck it!” he shouted. “This coffee is too hot!” he flung the boiling black arabica into the prisoner's face, resulting in screams as his skin seared with pink welts, eyes blistering on contact with the scorching beverage. “Meltyface, may I call you Meltyface?” Hayes asked, pulling his chair closer to the captive and taking the blood transfusion kit from his pocket. “You and me are gonna have a chat with our mouths, whilst the robots in my blood are going to have their own conversation with your bones...” He inserted a needle into his arm, blood waiting for the command to wind its way down the tube. At the other end of the 'donor module' of the two-part transfusion kit, was a collection bag. He hastily ripped it from the tube, replacing the bag with the needle from the 'recipient module' part of the kit, jabbing it into the back of his captive's neck. Meltyface screamed as the needle tore into his flesh.
 
   “Oh shut up,” Hayes said, with a slap across the prisoner's face. “It's barely a scratch.”
 
   The order was given to his nanos to ride the blood along the tube, loop-de-looping acrobatically through the plastic maze, entering the prisoner's body.
 
   “The fuck are you doing?” Meltyface stammered. “That's not sanitary!”
 
   “Really? You're trying to destroy a reality whilst you're in it, and you're worried about hygiene?” Hayes scoffed. “Your priorities are not in order.” He waited a minute for the nanos to circulate through his victim's bloodstream, smiling at him with unfettered glee.
 
   “What the fuck is wrong with you?” the prisoner asked.
 
   “Do you really want to know?” Hayes asked, testily. “Let's start with; I can't go home because of you fucks. You sucked my friend into a singularity,” he stopped himself for a second. “Well, he wasn't my friend, but he was a guy I knew, whatever. Then you blew me up, trapped me here, and now you want to blow me up all over a-fucking-gain.” Hayes slapped him upside the head. “I'm fed up of people fucking with me today! Now you're going to tell me what the fuck your people are up to, ok?”
 
   Meltyface recovered from the bitchslap and turned to him, vitriol in his eyes. “You can't stop us. You can't stop any of this. We will go however far, do whatever it takes, to the Nth degree.”
 
   “Yeah, heard all that.” Hayes muttered, motioning to the camera. “Let's try this again without your shoulder blades...” he said, as he commanded the nanos coursing around his prisoner's body to saturate at his scapula, eating away at the molecular structure of the bone, turning it into dust. Meltyface's arms slumped, humeruses hanging loosely under the fallow cavity of skin and musculature that used to be connected to the rest of his skeleton.
 
   “What the fuck!?” he said, trying to move his arms and discovering they were detached from the rest of his body.
 
   “Maybe we should see how this feels without the sheer fucking agony being gated?” he asked, instructing the nanos to stop interfering with the peripheral nervous system, allowing the pain signals to be sent to Meltyface's brain.
 
   It took microseconds for the message to travel up the prisoner's spinal column, resulting in an almighty scream. Hayes recoiled at the volume of the shrieks, sitting much closer than anyone should when such a tremendous wail is released. He re-gated the pain, in order to carry on his interrogation.
 
   “Do you enjoy having a ribcage?” Hayes asked, with a wry smile. “Alternatively, I can probably put your shoulders back together. If you ask nicely, that is.”
 
   “Endays are the harbingers of death, destroyers of worlds.”  Meltyface grunted.
 
   “There you go with that repetition again...” Hayes sighed, shifting his chair further back from his captive's mouth before letting the pain run through his system again for a further minute.
 
   “Have you ever destroyed a reality before? Successfully, I mean.” Hayes asked, condescendingly. “First of all, it's a lot of fucking effort to destroy an entire reality, second of all...” he trailed off, as their plan started to make some sort of sense to him. “There's repercussions for the rest of the grid...”
 
   'Which is why they took you off the grid...' Kali said, finishing his sentence.
 
   “Used my entry point, the residual jump energy to fire up your bullshit DIY jump bays, seven of them, each pulling the reality at my point of arrival in a different direction...” he sent another pain signal through Meltyface's body, just for the fuck of it. “You were waiting, however long you've been here, for a trans-dimensional jump. When I got here, I set the clock ticking...”
 
   “And soon,” the captive gasped. “This world will end, as it has ended so many others.” 
 
   “You keep saying that,” Hayes said, sending another pain signal through. “And I keep telling you, you're an idiot, and they suck at names.”
 
   “You have no reason to protect them. And soon, you will have nothing to protect!”
 
   “It's less about protecting them, as it is keeping myself alive long enough to get home.” Hayes said, punctuating his sentence with another jolt of pain. “Remember what I was saying about your rib cage?” he asked, instructing the nanos to begin chewing away at it. 
 
   “You will die with the rest of them! We will stop you by any means! To the Nth degree!”
 
   “Said that already...” Hayes said, ungating the pain. “You people are all sunshine and fucking rainbows aren't you.” he sighed, whistling over the top of the screams. The nanos obeyed his command, and withdrew from Meltyface's body, siphoning themselves back along the tube, loop-de-looping back into Hayes's body.
 
   He left the Nth Degree agent bawling and shrieking, eyes wild. as he looked down as his organs flopping and floating awkwardly in the skin sack that was once his torso.
 
    
 
   “Thinking what I'm thinking?” Hayes asked Kali, as he returned to the EDC. 
 
   'Pretty much.' she said.
 
   “Well that was fucking pointless.” Campbell barked, as Hayes entered. “And what use is a fucking prisoner who cannot answer questions because he is constantly screaming, due to someone removing his shoulders and rib cage?!”
 
   “They'll grow back..” Hayes said, rolling his eyes. He caught a disapproving shake of the head from Shay. “They won't?” he asked, forgetting how normal human physiology works. “I'll put him back together when we don't have ninety minutes left on the clock... we got more pressing matters.”
 
   “Such as...?” Campbell asked, reluctantly, with a heavy breath.
 
   “You got a leak.” he said.
 
   “We have what?”
 
   “A leak. Y'know, a hole with liquid, or in this case, information, pouring out. How else would they have known to jump out just as we got on the scene.”
 
   “They were already jumping out, given the activity picked up before we set off...” Carmichael said.
 
   “Exactly the type of thing a leak would say!” Hayes said, grabbing Carmichael by his neck, hoisting him into the air like a ragdoll, slamming his body down on Campbell's desk.
 
   “Mister Hayes!” Campbell exclaimed. “You have no evidence that Carmichael is a mole!”
 
   “What the fuck is a mole?!” Hayes shouted.
 
   'A blind, ground-dwelling, burrowing mammal...' Kali said.
 
   “Right.” Hayes said. “Well, let's see if Carmichael's been digging any tunnels...” he snarled, as he bit through the tip of his left thumb and began bleeding on Carmichael's face.
 
   “Stop that right this instant!” Campbell instructed.
 
   “This is preposterous!”  Carmichael gargled, coughing the words through syrupy slurps of blood, his bones turning to mush at Hayes's instruction. “I didn't do anything!” he yelped, looking around the room, and out to the hub for someone, anyone to intervene. “I've always been loyal to Endays!” he squealed. “Always and always! I love my home, I don't want my world to end!!”
 
   'He's not out guy...' Kali said. 
 
   “I could have fucking told you that!” Campbell muttered, angrily. 
 
   “Well, y'should have spoken up...” Hayes said, picking Carmichael off the desk as the nanos undid their damage, dribbling out his nose and back into Hayes's thumb hole. 
 
   “Sorry about that...” Hayes said, reaching over to neaten Carmichael's hair, that had been put somewhat out of place amidst his manhandling. 
 
   “Quite all right...” Carmichael said coldly, ever the gentleman. 
 
   'We're almost coming down to an hour...' Kali said, eyeing a clock on her console that was synced to the banner above the EDC screens. 'Might want to bring the troops together for an epitaph.'
 
   “Indeed.” Campbell said, stomping out of the door without a look at Hayes.
 
   “What?” Hayes asked the others. “Was it something I said?”
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   1 hour to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   Campbell stood in front of the screens on the ground floor of the EDC. Agents and analysts from every department filled the floor, lined up along the rails of the three floors flanking him on either side. The speech he had assembled them for was unprecedented. Even with only an hour left on the clock, never had the head of Endays brought his entire staff together for last words. Each of them still had fight, believed that until the clock hit zero there was still a chance of averting disaster. But for once, their fearless, stony leader seemed to think there was no hope for survival.
 
   “This is a dark time.” Campbell said, his words ringing out from speakers in the walls around the room. “It is always a dark time, within these walls. That's our job, that's why each of you are here. We have dedicated our lives to bearing the burden of those dark times, doing whatever it takes, through the most impossible of situations, to ensure our reality survives. That our loved ones survive. That our friends survive, our families, our neighbours. It has been our purpose to give every man, woman and child a chance, one more day, then another day, and another. Because one more day can be like a lifetime, if it is truly appreciated. And whilst our efforts go unnoticed by the general population. Whilst we hide in the shadows, work behind the scenes tirelessly to give them those extra days, those scant moments add to a lifetime. In your time here, in all our time here, we have seen the population of the world rise. We have enabled over seven billion souls to live those extra days, never knowing how often, nor how close they have come to annihilation.” 
 
   The crowd murmured. Nobody present could have ever imagined hearing this speech, the speech that declared they had failed, that their world was truly about to end.
 
   “We have had more than a good run.” Campbell continued, his eyes scanning the crowd. “In the centuries this organization has been in existence, we have staved off hundreds of cataclysmic events, given the world decades upon decades of extra time. Allowed lives to be lived, friendship and love to persevere, assured that none of those billions of innocent people knew that destruction was only footsteps from our door.” He took a moment, a breath, eyes falling to the floor. 
 
   “But annihilation is once more knocking. And this time, I fear, it will not turn from our door, will not be delayed or deposed.” his gaze panned to Hayes, muttering to himself in the glass box across the room, then back to the crowd. Campbell's eyes wandered the sea of faces, being certain to address each one of his people as he spoke, making sure each of them knew they were appreciated.
 
   “You have been the finest men and women I have had the pleasure of serving alongside. Do not take these last minutes as a failure. Do not live your final moments shouldering the burden. As the clock ticks ever closer to the end of our days, live them to the utmost. Hold your loved ones close, relish the world we have kept alive well beyond its due date. If our history has taught us anything, this reality was by no means meant to survive this long. We have been on borrowed time ever since the first Endays event was averted by our founder, hundreds of years that should not have been.”
 
   His eyes averted back to Hayes, still mumbling to himself, certainly not paying attention to the speech. Campbell gritted his teeth, narrowed his eyes, took a breath and returned to his speech.
 
   “As we come to the end of our world, be proud of yourselves, be proud of each and every day you have lived, each and every crisis you have averted. We have, in all this time, worked together to secure a future for our world that should not have been, and our successes are down to each and every one of you. Every victory is shared by us all.”
 
   He turned to the clock above him, ticking down to fifty minutes, sighed, and looked back over his staff.
 
   “I am proud of each and every one of you. Proud of the tireless agents and analysts you have been within these walls, and the dedicated, loving incredible human beings you have been outside them.”
 
   The crowd began to stir, glances back and forth amongst them. Murmurs of queries cycling as to whether anyone had actually seen or interacted with Campbell outside of the EDC. 
 
   “You are the finest people I know. And I thank you for your service, for your sacrifices, for your –“
 
   A scream rang out from somewhere in the crowd. Campbell's eyes darted around to find the source.”About fucking time...” he said, as he pushed his way through the crowd on the floor of the hub to find an analyst bent over, cradling their head. 
 
   “Make it stop! Make it stop!” the analyst whined, cradling the back of his head in agony as Shay and Carmichael pulled him to his feet.
 
   “Everyone get back to work!” Campbell barked. “We've got a world to save.”
 
   The staff looked around at one another, taking a moment to realise that the grand eulogy had been a ruse, and returned to their stations. 
 
   “What took you so long?” he asked Hayes.
 
   “Kali was having lady troubles.” he said, as feedback recoiled through his head.
 
   'Do you want to tie your own lens into a building's sensors, pull the scant fucking remains of a residual jump signal out of a crowd of people you've saturated with your bullshit background radiation, write an algorithm that targets the neural pathways of anyone with that signal and sends a feedback loop through to their craniocervical junction?' He didn't reply, still shaking off the digital screams in his head. 'I fucking thought not.'
 
   “Take him to an interrogation cell.” Campbell instructed.
 
   “Is it still my turn?” Hayes asked.
 
   “If you can get me some fucking results.” Campbell grunted.
 
    
 
   “What's your name?” Hayes asked as he took out another blood transfusion kit. The analyst quivered in his chair, hands cuffed behind his back.
 
   “I'll tell you anything you want!” the man said, looking on in terror.
 
   “What's your name...” Hayes asked, poking himself with a needle, attaching another needle to the end of the tube.
 
   “I've only been working for them a few months, they told me they'd look after my family, take us through to another world before... before they end this one.”
 
   “What's you name.” Hayes repeated.
 
   “I didn't want to do it, but they said they'd kill my family, make me watch, so it seemed like the only thing I could do... I didn't know what else I could do.”
 
   “You name!” Hayes spat, jabbing the analyst in the back of the neck with the second needle.
 
   “Ow!” he shrieked. “I can tell you what the plan is... They have seven more devices...”
 
   “What. Is. Your. Name.” Hayes repeated, sending his blood on the rollercoaster ride down the tube. 
 
   “Martin!” the analyst squealed. “They got me to steal Jump Division specs, smuggle bits of equipment out of storage, eight sets of the same things, so they must have seven devices left, I didn't want to hurt anyone! I just wanted my family to survive!”
 
   The blood hit Martin's veins and began cycling through his body.
 
   “Well, Martin, what's their plan?” Hayes asked.
 
   'Have you been listening to anything he's been saying?' Kali asked.
 
   “Not now, Kali. Grown ups are talking.”
 
   'I know where they are...' she said. 
 
   “What? Already?” Hayes said, scornfully. He glared down at Martin. “I'm coming back when this is all done to torture you good and proper, you hear?” he asked, withdrawing his blood back through the tube to his own body. “I never get to have any fun...” he muttered, leaving the interrogation room.
 
    
 
   Hayes returned to the EDC, to find Campbell assembling seven teams of five agents.
 
   “Good work, Mister Hayes. Kali has been filling us in with the location data.”
 
   “What the fuck? Kali, what about filling me in with the data? I'm your guy in the field....”
 
   'California, Glastonbury, Peru, Uluru Kata Australia, Sinai, Germany, Himalayas. You happy?'
 
   “No, you just named seven things, what the fuck?”
 
   'They're where the jump signals were coming from when the singularity opened. They're on ley lines across the planet. Pull on those hard enough, and you can tug the whole reality out into the meta.'
 
   “Right, so what's the plan?” Hayes asked Campbell.
 
   “A team to each location, neutralising the hostiles simultaneously and destroying the devices before they can be activated.” Campbell replied. “Suit up and head to the jump bay.” he instructed. 
 
   The teams let out a chorus of “Yessir!” and began making their way out the EDC.
 
   “What about me?” Hayes asked.
 
   “Mister Hayes, this is what we do on a fairly regular basis. Just sit back and let my people do their job.”
 
   “Fucking bullshit...” Hayes muttered, as he watched Campbell make his way back to his office. “Kali, you think these guys can actually do this?”
 
   'Little busy right now, got seven teams to op.'
 
   “You're working for them now?” he asked the ceiling. “What happened to loyalty, Kali? I thought we were a team!”
 
   'A team? Really?' she scoffed. 'You're an idiot  talking to the sky, and I'm your babysitter. Now let me get back to work...'
 
   Hayes glared at the ceiling. He didn't trust anyone doing a job he knew he could do better, plus he hadn't shot anyone for a while, and was getting an itchy trigger finger. He stormed out of the EDC and made his way down to the jump bay. He was going to save the day, whether they wanted his help or not.
 
    
 
   Boots stomping to a practised, angry beat, Hayes's strut told everyone to get the fuck out of his way. He rubbed his ring finger and thumb together as he stalked the corridor down to the jump operation room, and flung a burst of kenetic energy at the double doors, flinging them open ahead of him. The single jump operator turned with a start, her big, brown eyes owl-wide behind thick framed glasses. 
 
   “Who are you?” she shrieked, leaping from her chair at the console.
 
   “Hayes. I'm the new guy. You and me gonna have a little chat.”
 
   “Can it wait a moment?” she asked, shifting back to the console, nervously. “Just sending the last team out...”
 
   “Fine... hurry up.” Hayes grunted, as she took her seat and activated the jump. “You done?” he asked. She nodded. “Good. You know all about how this jump tech works?” he asked.
 
   “Yes... I guess?” she stammered. 
 
   “I got your network in my lens, sat feeds and whatever. Can you plug your jump tech into that?”
 
   “Yes?” she said, hesitantly. “Maybe, I'd need to know more about - - “
 
   “We haven't got time for maybe. Your agents are nice and all, but I'm more qualified for the job, y'get me?”
 
   “Maybe, I - -”
 
   “There's that word again.” he sighed. “I need to be on the ground. need to be jumping between seven places on a whim, need to save your damn world because you guys can't be trusted to do what I can do.”
 
   “Ok?” she said, still unsure of whether what he wanted could be done. She began typing at her console frantically.
 
   “Time's ticking...” he said. 
 
   “Shut the fuck up!” she screamed, eyes pasted to the screen ahead of her, fingers moving like lighting across the keyboard. “Your bullshit is slowing me the fuck down.”
 
   “The mouth on you, woman!” Hayes said, faux shock on his face. “What's your name, honey?”
 
   She picked up a stapler and threw it at his head. “Kali. Now shut the fuck up.”
 
   “I know a Kali...” Hayes mumbled. “You two have a lot in common.”
 
   “She doesn't put up with your bullshit either?” she shot back, reaching for the mug of coffee on her desk and flinging it at him. “I can do this, I think...” she said, going through the logs, observing how Kali jerry-rigged the Endays systems to run through his lens. “But there's a reason jump bays have operators... You need to know this is a terrible fucking idea.”
 
   Hayes smiled, a twinkle glimmering in his eyes. “That's why it's going to work...”
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   30 minutes to the end of the world.
 
    
 
   The seven Endays teams were at the seven sites Kali had pulled from the jump data, covertly surveilling the scenes. Each was in tight fitting helmets that covered and protected the majority of their heads and faces. Full body armour coated every scant area of flesh below the chin, head to toe reinforced with Kevlar, that was supposed to be five times stronger than steel. It made their clothes bullet resistant, but not bullet proof. Over each of their chests, a steel plate had been installed underneath the fabric, to double the protection for the internal organs. It made the armour heavy, unwieldy. They could aim and fire, run in semi-robotic motions, but it pulled tight at their chest if they were to attempt to get into the fray and initiate hand-to-hand combat. It was designed and perfected for long range defence, and if all went to plan, they wouldn't have to get within spitting distance of the enemy.
 
     The teams all reported back to the EDC with visual confirmation of the targets. At every site, groups of ten to fifteen Nth Degree insurgents were standing guard around devices, and the agents waited patiently for the order to engage. The clock was ticking, and they all knew it, but none of them would move a muscle until the order from Campbell came through.
 
   “Clock's ticking sir,” Carmichael whispered into his comm. “Ready when you are.”
 
    
 
   Campbell watched the feeds from their helmet cameras. Seven sites, seven groups of targets, all displayed on the large screens at the front of the EDC, with live satellite feeds correlating their positions. Each site a completely contrasting vista.
 
   The first team was at Mount Shasta, California. A perilous snow capped mountain peak. The team was in white camouflage, hiding behind an icy ridge, camera feeds peeking out to keep track of the targets as they prepared to initiate the Endays event.
 
    
 
   The second team was made up of five snipers in green and brown camouflage. They lay flat to the ground on a sun-kissed bank of grass around the coast of Isla de la Luna on the Peruvian-Bolivan border of Lake Titicaca. Surrounding them were Incan ruins, thirty foot high walls in three sections, each the colour of a latte. Constructed from misshapen stones that looked like crazy paving built vertically. At the centre of each section was an indent almost twenty feet tall, where an ancient cement-analogue was used to build doorways that were blocked by solid mountain. The snipers breath was slow and deep, as they watched the targets through their scopes on the bank of the nearby island of Isla del Sol. The scopes were smart, connected to one another, displays showing each of them which of the hostiles was targeted by their comrades.
 
    
 
   The third team was at Ayer's Rock, Australia, each in brown camouflage. They were hidden behind a deep outcrop, as the insurgents set up at the almost completely flat peak of the sandstone monolith. They daren't move from their position for fear of being spotted before the order to engage was called. Shay manoeuvred a flexible fibre optic camera from her position behind the rock, observing the enemy without having to give their position away. She observed chatter, movement, they seemed to be getting closer to initiating their devices.
 
   “What's the word, boss?” she whispered into her comm.
 
   Campbell watched on, shifting his gaze to the fourth team, at St Michael's Tower on Glastonbury Tor. 
 
    
 
   The green-clad agents were secreted behind a terraced slope of the hill, below the line of sight of the targets congregating under the arches of the roofless citadel. There was more chatter amongst them, more movement. 
 
   “Kali, can you intercept their comms?” Campbell asked. 
 
   'On it.' she said, fingers whittling away at her console. She was tapped into the Endays nerve centre, all of their satellites and surveillance feeds at her disposal. 
 
   “Team five, get me better eyes.” Campbell barked to his agents. 
 
    
 
   The fifth team were having trouble getting line of sight to their targets. The insurgents had taken control of a small blocky building on Mount Sinai, Egypt. A mosque built at the peak, a Greek Orthodox church flanking it, both surrounded by short, stocky walls. The hostiles had perfect view of every possible direction the team might take to strike. They crouched behind outcrops of rock, fibre optic camera giving them a view of the compound, but not of the movement beyond the walls.
 
   “We're waiting on you, team five, get it done.” Campbell instructed, knowing that a simultaneous assault was the only way this Endays event was going to be quashed successfully.
 
   The team signalled to one another, leader instructing them to make their way around the peak, find a vantage point to get better intel. The whole mission, the fate of the entire reality, was down to them.
 
   'I've got their comms.' Kali said, piping the feed through to the EDC. It was quiet, no chatter at the moment.
 
    
 
   Campbell's eyes drifted to the sixth team, who had jumped into the courtyard of Cochem Castle, high atop a hill above the Moselle River, Germany. They had already spent longer than Campbell would have liked scuttling through archways for cover, eyes scanning the many turrets and towers for sign of life, and had found the Nth Degree agitators gathered in a grand dining room. The team was spread out at the three doors into the room. Each had fibre optic cameras peeking in, showing the ten targets preparing themselves, they could hear chatter, another side of the communication observed by the teams at the other locations. “Three minutes and counting.”
 
   Campbell barked to the Sinai team to get eyes on the subjects. They were still behind the walls, view obscured by being cautious. 
 
   “This is no time to be cautious!” Campbell growled, two of the team climbing up from behind the rock to approach the wall.
 
    
 
   The seventh team, clad in grey, waited in breathless anticipation on the high banks of the Marshyangdi River. Scant clouds kissed the tops of the Himalayan mountains around them, but they weren't there for the sight seeing. The Nth Degree team they were surveilling were on a raised excrescence of land in the middle of shallow, wild waters rushing by.
 
   “Looks like they're getting ready to activate, sir.” the team leader said. “Waiting on your order...”
 
    
 
   Campbell's eyes flicked back and forth between the seven sites. The Sinai team were getting closer, but still didn't have eyes on their subjects. A light flashed in one of the Shasta team's cameras.
 
   “What was that?!” Campbell snarled.
 
   “Jump, sir.” said the leader of the first team. “Did you order reinforcements?”
 
   Campbell made out a husky American grunt over his agent's comm. “I'm no reinforcements, son. I'm the enforcements.”
 
   “What the fuck is Hayes doing there?!” Campbell shrieked.
 
   Hayes grabbed the agent's head and looked straight down the lens of the camera. “Here to save the day, grandpa.” he let go of the agent's head and surveilled the scene, grabbing positioning data of the insurgents and the device with the help from the Endays satellites, and jumped out. A blinding flash obscured the camera feed momentarily.
 
   “Who the fuck is jumping him?!” 
 
    
 
   A light shone out in the Titicaca team's scopes, on a ridge just above the targets. 
 
   “We've got a jump, sir.”
 
   “Get me Jump Operations, I want to know what the fuck is going on!” Campbell barked.
 
   Kali pulled up Hayes's feed as he once again tagged the location data of the devices and hostiles. She watched him pull up the data for the next jump, cycle through controls of the jump bay, and light consume his lens.
 
   “Oh, for fuck's sake...” she said.
 
    
 
   Hayes materialised on the top of Ayer's rock, the Nth Degree team bathed in the light of the tentacles bursting forth from the meta. They turned, trained their weapons on him as he tagged the positions with a sly grin, pulling a weapon from a holster and taking out two of them before disappearing back into the jump.
 
    
 
   'You're a fucking idiot!' Kali screamed, as he appeared at Glastonbury. She was picking up chatter across the Nth Degree comms, warning of his impending arrival. Bullets ploughed into his chest as he emerged from the jump. 
 
   “Takes one to...” three rounds hitting simultaneously punched the air from his lungs. “...know one.” he spat, targeting the devices, blowing the brains out of three insurgents, before being swallowed back up into the meta.
 
    
 
   'Do you understand how fucking stupid you are?' Kali barked, as she watched the light peel out of his lens. 'Not only are you fucking up a covert mission, but you're accelerating their timeline!'
 
   She piped the comm feed through to him, as the hostiles concurred to activate the devices ahead of schedule.
 
   Hayes took cover behind the Greek Orthodox church as round after round ploughed into the brickwork. He pulled up the live sat feed and targeted the hostiles, coming out from the safety of his position to fire a flurry of auto-targeted bullets into each of the targets that was out in the open.
 
   “Acceleration is what I do.” he said, strutting towards the mosque with a sneer, firing further rounds into two wounded hostiles, sending the contents of their skulls across the sun-scorched sand.
 
   'That literally doesn't mean anything...' Kali spat back. 
 
   Another hostile came to the entrance of the mosque, a barrage of machine gun fire absorbed into Hayes's nanomesh, before the assailant took a bullet to each eye and fell back into the building. As he collapsed on the dusty floor, the mountain started shaking.
 
   “Heavy guy...” Hayes scoffed.
 
   Kali watched in horror as the readings coming from the EDC populated her screen. 'Oh Jesus fuck!' she said, pulling up grid data. 'It's started...'
 
   Catching his balance, Hayes walked over the body and entered the mosque, blowing another insurgent's vital fluids across the walls as he approached the device. “Do you see an off switch?” he asked.
 
   'No I don't see a fucking off switch!' Kali shouted. 'Why do you always have to be the fucking hero? They had a plan!'
 
   “I got a plan too... A better plan.” Hayes said, pulling up the jump controls and sending an order through.
 
    
 
   The jump bay roared to life as it began its initiation sequence. The ceiling burst to life with light that cascaded down the walls, encasing the floor. The light shone and shone, until something formed at its centre. A dark mass. A void of light that grew and grew. The ceiling's light shifted hues, from bright white to purple, then blue, light that warped space around it, coalesced as if thick with matter. Darkness burst out from the ceiling, rippling down the walls of the bay, covering the floor. The jump bay was active, but completely devoid of matter.
 
   'What the fuck have you done?' Kali asked.
 
   A jump burst out at the entrance to the mosque. A jump unlike any other Kali had ever witnessed. 'No fucking way...' she said, as she watched the dark jump, the pure black of the meta consolidating in front of Hayes's lens. He grabbed the device from the centre of the room and flung it into the rift, sending the order through to the jump bay to close it up.
 
   'You're completely fucking insane!' Kali screamed. 
 
   “Ain't gonna do no harm in the meta...” Hayes said, struggling to keep his balance amidst the continuing earthquake, as he pulled up the coordinates for the next jump.
 
   'There's a reason we don't set off dark jumps. Do you understand what would happen if you couldn't control the breach?' 
 
   Hayes was ignoring her, already through to the next site, throwing his empty guns into the pocket dimension and replacing them with shiny new ones.
 
   “I was kinda hoping to do this nice and quiet...” Hayes said, as he took out the Nth Degree insurgents in the dining room of the Castle. Paintings were shaking off the walls, the chandelier swinging wildly from the ceiling. Stray rounds and mushy fluids destroying a thousand years worth of history in the process. “Just target the devices, the assholes, and fling them all in the meta...” he said, taking out the last of his attackers, dialling up another dark jump. “But these guys seem to want to be shot in the face.” 
 
   The rift burst to life, devoid of light, sucking at any matter that dared get too close. Hayes picked up the device and threw it into the meta, closing the fissure and dialling up the next location. 
 
   'This isn't working...' Kali said. 'Reality is being pulled apart!'
 
    
 
   “All teams converge!” Campbell barked, staring at the screens as they shook on the walls, shouting over the metallic clangs from the desks quivering around him. “Take out all enemy operatives and stop those fucking devices!”
 
   He growled as Hayes appeared in the camera at the Himalayas site, fluids flying across the outcrop of land in the river, painting the white waters red. The dark jump exploded into existence above the river, water leaping from its path into the abyss. Hayes kicked the device into the darkness and sealed the rift.
 
   'Hayes...' Kali stuttered. 'Do you see that...?'
 
   Hayes looked up at the sky. The clouds were dissipating, sky shifting hues, colour draining, desaturating with every passing second. He turned to the mountain peaks, the snow shifting, avalanches roaring downwards. Hayes tagged the Endays agents and jumped them out to safety, his direct connection to their consoles faster than a human operator. “See that, Carmichael?” Hayes scoffed on the comms. “I can be a boyscout too...” 
 
   But the avalanches weren't coming towards him any longer. Gravity's hold on the cascade of loose snow and ice was weak, it was lifting itself skyward, pulled towards the increasingly dark heavens.
 
   'Anyone else... think the air is a little thin..?' Carmichael said over the comms, between intermittent giggles. 
 
   'This is your fault, Hayes!' Kali screamed. 'Get the job fucking done!'
 
   He activated his next jump, as the Himalayas became shrouded by shadows darker than night.
 
    
 
   Hayes appeared at Mount Shasta in the midst of a firefight. Both sides giggling to themselves, guns heavy in their hands, accuracy way off, firing wildly in the vague direction of their enemy. 
 
   “What the fuck is going on?” Hayes asked, starting to feel light headed as he targeted the device and spun up the dark jump.
 
   'Oxygen depletion.' Kali said, exasperated as she monitored the EDC network. 'Worldwide mass oxygen depletion... the reality is teetering on the edge of the meta, being pushed deeper and deeper with every passing second, it's being ripped apart at the seams. Gravity is fluctuating, the forces of nature are fucking themselves in the arse, get this fucking done!'
 
   Hayes brought up the locations of the final three devices, and cycled up the dark jumps to suck them into oblivion one by one, hoping they hadn't been moved. He jumped himself to Glastonbury, seeing his comrades outnumbered on the sat feeds, and tore the insurgents to shreds with the last rounds of the guns he had to hand, dropping them into the holsters and pulling new ones. He confirmed the device was gone, and set off the jump to the final location, all too aware that the sky was now pitch black, devoid of stars, life, the endless onyx void of the meta that every Division agent knew lay beyond the thin walls between dimensions.
 
    
 
   Arriving at Isla Del Sol, Hayes discovered there was no fight in the Nth Degree rebels. They were on the ground, slow, shallow breaths, hands reaching ineffectively for the triggers of their weapons as he stood over them. 
 
   He checked his oxygen levels, told his nanos to make best use of what little air he had at his disposal. With heavy, laboured footsteps he walked through the bodies, finding the former position of the device, confirming it too had been sucked into the meta.
 
   “One more...” he gasped, “Must've missed it...” 
 
   The light of the jump consumed him.
 
    
 
   Hayes emerged from the jump at the top of Ayer's rock, falling to his knees, nanos doing their best to keep him moving with what little air he had left. He looked around at the bodies, there was no sign of the device.
 
   “It's... gone...” he stammered. “Why... isn't... the world... saved?” 
 
   Kali ploughed through the readings, confirming that all seven devices were indeed gone, as he said they were. 
 
   'We're too late...' she said. 'You're too far gone...'
 
   “It's never... too late!” Hayes shouted, lungs clawing for breath inside his chest. “I don't... lose!”
 
   He fell to the ground, knees impacting hard with the rock beneath him.
 
   “I don't... fucking... lose...”
 
   He gasped for air, but it was so thin, so ephemeral, his body barely bothered attempting to interact with it.  
 
    
 
   Kali watched, frozen in horror as his lens crashed towards the ground.
 
   “I've got a terrible fucking idea...” she said, clamouring around in the drawers beneath her console, pulling out a black jumpsuit, glimmering in light of the screens hovering in the darkness of her lair. She struggled to get the suit on over her clothes and reached for the console, altering the frequency of the pocket dimension she was inhabiting, as the jumpsuit started to tingle to life.
 
   “Just hold on a little longer...” she said over the comm. “All of you... just hold on.”
 
   The surface of the remote op suit woke up, nanos travelling across the surface, rippling and undulating as they interacted with the console, sending their data to Hayes's nanos. 
 
   She lay on the floor of the room and the nanos took control, contorting her body to match Hayes's position. In seconds, they were synced, and control was left with her. Kali took to her feet, and observed the view from Hayes's lens, as he too got to his feet, movements synced to hers. She leaned over to the console and dialled up a jump in his lens. Hayes tapped away at a console that didn't exist, barely conscious of his own movements, playing an invisible piano at the top of the sandstone monolith. The jump opened, and light consumed him. 
 
    
 
   Kali used the lens to guide herself, and Hayes's body, through the corridor from the jump bay to the operations room. There was a woman passed out at the console. Hayes swiped her out the way, knocking her to the floor.
 
   “Sorry about that...” Kali said, sitting Hayes down at the console, whilst she sat at her own console. 
 
   She stared through his lens at the controls in front of him. They were rudimentary, but essentially had the same functions. The words of the techs swum in her head as she began a jump sequence between her console and the one in-world. 
 
   “Gonna need a push from the other side” She cycled up the Endays jump bays, all ten of them, and took operational control of every available  jump bay from Division. Each of the in-world jump bays was small, fit for five or ten people at the most. But together, she theorised, they were able to pull enough energy from the meta to push the entire reality back into place. From her side, the jumps cycled up as she overrode the safety protocols and forced the bays to aim for the empty grid position of 9415:5643:7543. The energy of their continuous jump was to be the beacon, a magnet for the in-world bays to aim for.
 
   The jump bays screamed as they cycled to full power, light bursting out from each of them. She watched the feeds from the Endays teams around the world as the ground around them shimmered, black void above them starting to twinkle. Light coalescing in the darkness, spanning the world, appearing throughout the infinite expanses of space, mingling with every atom, grabbing hold of every molecule of that reality in a tight grasp. The glow permeated every cell in the dimension, a radiant phosphorescence that wrenched them from the abyss, the oblivion of the meta. 
 
   Kali could no longer see anything in-world, every camera, every feed was blinded by light. She watched her screens, eyes peeled to the grid, alarms blaring all around her as the jump bays continued to cycle, connected to the empty grid space.
 
   “This is going to work...” she said to herself. “This has to fucking work....”
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   Hayes woke to find his pounding head laying flat on a metal surface. He picked himself up and looked around, seeing in-world Kali groggily waking up on the floor.
 
   “Why the fuck was I unconscious again?” he asked, cycling through lens menus with his finger and thumb, checking comms with Kali.
 
   'Good morning...' she said.
 
   “This is bullshit.” he shouted. “I've spent the last fucking day getting knocked out more times than Harry fucking Potter.”
 
   'What is with you and these fucking pop culture references? When did you get time to catch up on an entire reality's worth of movies.'
 
   “Shut up.” he said, wrenching himself from the console.
 
    “You ok?” he asked in-world Kali.
 
   “Yeah...” she said, picking herself up.
 
   'Is that a me?' Kali asked, staring at her doppelgänger through his lens.
 
   “A much hotter you, yeah.” he said, leaving the operations room. “So what the fuck happened?”
 
   'Saved you arse.' she scoffed. 'You're welcome, by the way. Isn't every day an op saves their agent and puts an entire fucking reality back on the grid.'
 
   “We're back on the grid?!” he exclaimed. “Shit wouldn't have needed saving if you and Campbell had let me do my plan in the first place...”
 
   'Pretty sure it was your plan that fucked everything up...' she said. 
 
   “Potato, pa-go-fuck-yourself-to.” he said, gritting his teeth and wincing in preparation of a feedback loop through his skull that never came. He pulled up the EDC positioning data in his lens.
 
   'Don't be a lazy fuck...' Kali said, as he cycled up a jump. 'It's literally an elevator ride away!'
 
   The light consumed him, dissipating as he appeared in the EDC.
 
   “What the fuck?!” Campbell exclaimed as Hayes appeared in front of him.
 
   “Did ya' miss me?” Hayes asked, grin peeling up his face.
 
   “I most certainly did not, Mister Hayes.” Campbell said, turning on his heels and strutting away to his office.
 
   “Not even a little bit?” Hayes asked, making to follow, discovering he was being held in place, a shunt of metal behind him. He turned to find his coat fused to an analyst's desk. “What the fuck?” 
 
   'I fucking told you.' Kali barked in his head. 'There's a reason jumps are controlled by operators... if you miss-time your point of arrival, even by a fraction of an inch, you can find yourself fused to the matter around you.'
 
   “Now you fucking tell me?!” Hayes shrieked, trying in vain to pull his coat from the table, the matter fused at the molecular level. “What the fuck use is a coat-table?” he pulled the coat off and strutted towards Campbell's cube, pulling the door to discover it was locked. “Campbell, you owe me a new coat!”
 
   Campbell, motioned to his ears, shrugged, feigned being unable to hear him.
 
   “A new coat, Campbell, for saving your damn world. Techs are going to bitchslap me if I go back without their damn coat.”
 
   'What are you talking about?' Kali asked. 'You know you're still grounded, right?'
 
   “I just saved a whole reality!”
 
   'Think you'll find I saved it, but you're still grounded.'
 
   “I helped...” he grunted.
 
   'You fucked it up. Still. Grounded.'
 
   “This isn't fair!” he whined.
 
   'I'm sure it seems that way.'
 
   “But I'm a fucking hero!”
 
   'What about 'grounded' are you not getting?' she asked.
 
   “I'm going to write a letter.” he said.
 
   'You do that.'
 
   “It's going to have a lot of expletives, all about you.” 
 
   'I'm sure they'll love that.' she scoffed.
 
   “And exclamation points.”
 
   'Because that worked so well the last time.'
 
   “Congratulations Hayes!” Carmichael exclaimed, running over from the door and giving Hayes a hug. “A pleasure serving with you and Kali!”
 
   “Yeah...” Hayes said, confused about the hug. “Do we hug? Is that what people do here?”
 
   “It's a gesture of camaraderie, a celebratory farewell gesture, you're going home, are you not?”
 
   “Save it...” Hayes grunted. “Looks like I'm here for the foreseeable...” 
 
   Campbell poked his head of his office “What?!”  he shrieked. 
 
   “You're back on the grid, but I'm not going anywhere.” Hayes explained. “Seems we're stuck with each other... unless the world ends again... Frankly, I might just let it happen next time.” he made his way to the door.
 
   “We'll be sure to let you know the next time we could...” Campbell took a moment, grit his teeth. “...use your assistance.” he grumbled.
 
   “Eat a thousand dicks.” Hayes spat.
 
   “I most certainly will not!” Campbell barked back.
 
   “You don't know if you like it 'til you try it...” Hayes said, grabbing hold of Carmichael by the tie as he walked out of the EDC.
 
   Hayes turned to him as the elevator arrived, grabbing Carmichal's hand and swiping his thumb against the hidden button to the surface.“Where are you going now?” Carmichael asked, as Hayes pushed him back out of the elevator.
 
    “To see if this shitty world of yours has a bar...” 
 
    
 
   


  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Kali watched through Hayes's lens as Carmichael's face disappeared behind the closing elevator doors, and turned the comms off. A call was coming through. A call she very much didn't want to answer.
 
   Judge Phillips appeared on her screen, smiling wickedly from the inner sanctum of his darkly lit office. “I gather by the massive power surges that your continued assistance of Mister Hayes has proven fruitful?” he asked. 
 
   “A reality didn't disappear into the meta, so I'd call it a win...” she said, forcing a weak smile to her face.
 
   “Spectacular work,” the Judge said, eyes twinkling in the darkness. “And he's settling in... nicely?”
 
   “As well as an arsehole can fit in anywhere...” Kali said, swiftly following up her statement with an addendum. “Pardon my language, sir.” 
 
   “Quite alright, Kali. He is most definitely an arsehole.” he scoffed, and observed her polite smile as his fled from his face, a steely gaze remaining in its place. “And in regards to... the Establishment?” 
 
   Kali took a moment to reply, feeling a queasiness bubbling in her gut. She peered into his cold, intense stare and knew she only had one answer to give.
 
   “He's in.” she said. “They have no idea of his true objective.”
 
   “And neither does he...” the Judge said. “That's what makes this whole mission quite so scintillating, don't you think?” the smile returned to his face, and Kali mirrored it as best she could. She was beginning to feel that she might be in way over her head.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
    
 
   E.N.D.A.Y.S will continue in 2017
 
   


  
 

About ABAM.INFO
 
    
 
   ABAM, or 'A Book A Month', is a terrible experiment to see how long a former screenwriter can produce an original novella every month (along with companion audiobook) before he goes insane.
 
   Alternating between dramatic and comedic prose, the books will be released in print, audio and eBook on the first Monday of every month.
 
   If you've enjoyed this book in any capacity, do please review it on Amazon and Goodreads – I read them all and will no doubt veer towards writing more of what you like. 
 
   Please visit the links below for more information about forthcoming releases, and free stuff.
 
   Amazon.com/author/leeisserow 
 
   Facebook.com/ABAM.info
 
   http://ABAM.info
 
   

Thank you kindly for being an observer to my mental deterioration. 
 
   


  
 

About The Author
 
    
 
   Lee Isserow is an award-winning screenwriter and filmmaker, with over fifteen years spent trawling the back streets and dark alleys of the entertainment industry. 

He's pretty sure he has some traits of autism, because he's been constantly working and obscenely prolific for the entire duration, writing over a hundred screenplays, many of which he's adapting into forthcoming ABAMs, because very few people are willing to turn them into movies. For now.

He lives in Liverpool, England because he accidentally bought a house there. He's not quite sure how that happened – but assumes part of that is because he used to drink a lot. 

If you'd like to watch the pretty things he makes, you may find them at LeeIsserow.com.

You may also interact, call him names, and read his awful jokes and observations on Twitter; @Lee_Isserow.
 
   


  
 

Other Books By The Author
 
    
 
   
  
 

@
 
   At 21, Cassie’s life sucks. So on a whim, she starts farming her decisions out to Twitter.
Before she knows it, the lives of her family and friends hang in the balance, and she’s racing against the clock to discover who’s pulling her strings.
 
    
 
   Dead City
 
   Jon Gilligan is the only living man in a city of the undead. 
 
   He narrates his daily routine in the style of a noir detective, casting himself as a hero to all those around him.
When he stumbles on to a conspiracy, it's time for him to be a hero for real, break out of the city and his noir fantasy to save London's Dead City from itself.
 
    
 
   NLI-10
 
   Ten years ago, the company killed her parents, now Sarah is going to take them down from the inside.
She joins one of their clinical trials, certain that it will lead to uncovering evidence.
 
   But as the trial gets underway, she and the other subjects realise that it's changing them, programming them, installing false memories and taking away their emotions.
If they don't do something about it before their tenure ends, they might not be human much longer.
 
    
 
   I Hate Time Travellers
 
   Five years ago, everyone became a time traveller.  Everyone but Luke, who now lives in a world where practical jokes are up 60,000%, his roommate insists on having 12-self orgies in front of him, and every potential girlfriend has dumped him for stuff he hasn't done yet. 
Luke suddenly finds himself on the run from a government agency with the intention of slicing him up for experimentation. 
No wonder he hates time travellers...   
 
    
 
   Footage
 
   In a city of ten million, under glass eyes of six million cameras, one man evades their networked stares, and watches those who are watched.
 
   But he’s is starting to see more, and fate is bringing other observers into his life, teaching him how to push his skills further, see beyond the present. But he’s also hearing voices, thinks he’s being followed, surveilled, and has no idea how much – if any of it – is real.
All he knows, is that if he wants answers, he has to keep watching.
 
    
 
   Simon & Emily Are Going To Hell
 
   Simon & Emily are in love. They’re also damned to hell. 
It’s complicated, but trust me, as your narrator, I’ll walk you through the details. 
In this tome you’ll find Faustian deals, sex, expletives, comedy, tragedy, expletives, comedy, horror, comedy and expletives. And it’s funny, did I mention it’s funny? 
Also, the world ends and the heroes go to hell.* 
 
    
 
   *Spoiler alert.
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