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1.  ​​​​​​​​I Beg your Pardon...
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...I never weed in a rose garden.

Born on Christmas Day to dyslexic parents some thirty-five years previously, Thomas Oliver Satan Smith was not happy. Being the only security architect in the world to be out of work, the driving rain on the window of his Scottish hideaway didn’t really help. He paced the living room of the nondescript three-bedroom bungalow toying with the idea of visiting the local pub for lunch. His plan was to be out of the house when his school-teacher wife, Freya, returned from terrorising the local children in their classes.

He had de-bedded late that morning to find a soggy letter on the welcome mat by the front door. Rain or shine (mostly rain), the post-lady struggled through the monsoons to deliver advertisements for furniture stores in some remote town, or a new fast-food shop offering lard in various stages of modification, to help with the obesity crisis facing those who had nothing else to live for. Depression was endemic after successive restrictions in free speech had driven everyone into their homes, afraid to say anything for fear of reprisals or cancellation by the many extremist groups now being supported by the establishment. Perhaps this letter would be the escape he was looking for.

It wasn’t. It was a reply from a job application.

Nagged by Freya, he had applied for work with one of the artificial intelligence start-ups, hoping to get into that technology, which everyone accepted as the ‘next big thing’. The interview had been via video, and he had even shaved and put on his best suit before connecting. He was somewhat disappointed to see that the interviewer hadn’t bothered to dress up, or even take off his caftan before connecting. The man looked sleepy and bored and had asked a few pointed questions concerning his knowledge, and how he dealt with on-line purchases through Leviathan, the international souk for all things made to fall apart immediately after the warranty expired. Tom felt things had not gone well, but Mr Nishi from the start-up Nishant Enterprises seemed satisfied with his answers, and had promised to be in touch after he had seen some of the other applicants. Tom had expected a call, not this archaic typed correspondence.

He read:

Dear Mr $mith (sic).

We are sorry but your application for the post of postal employee has been unsuccessful. We feel you are overqualified for the role, and cannot offer the salary you deserve, especially when we can outsource mail deliveries to Tuvalu for a quarter of the price.

Of course, you may say, what about the travel considerations when I am certainly more locally placed? We reply that mobility costs come from government subsidies, and therefore do not concern us. The people over there are willing to commute in their own time to deliver our normal excellent level of service—this, when they are not selling boiler upgrades, PC repair solutions and double-glazing from our acclaimed call centre, of course.

As per legal requirements, we will keep your details on record for a period of twelve months and then delete them. Please do not contact us again.

Yours terminally

Mister Nishi

Managing Director, Nishant A.I. Fortune Cookies

Tishasalcadaan.

Thought for the day: Expect a visit from a tall blonde stranger.

Enc.

Tom sighed. “That reply is somewhat disappointing but I admire their honesty.” He crumpled the paper and dropped it on the floor near the bin as he’d always been taught by his parents. A small plastic tube dropped out of the envelope. For Tom, this was the last straw. He regarded it thoughtfully and felt he needed something to help him forget. “Now, where is that ‘Special’ that Freya confiscated? I need something to cheer me up after that codified bombshell. Did I see her defending the kitchen sink?”

He rummaged underneath said structure and found, amongst the spiders’ webs and half-empty bleach bottles, a litre of Throgmorton’s Palmolive Nightmare. “Hah, she never expected me to go anywhere near the cleaning compounds. I bet she thought it was cunningly hidden.”

He wiped off the dust and studied the label. “Let me see what to expect. Hmmm, a pale golden brew of exceptional nose and slightly aromatic feet... named thus because Throgmorton, the founder of the brewery, had a dream where he made a ‘mild’ which was too bad even to sell to the distilleries for production of whiskey. After this, he vowed to keep standards low enough to be of no interest to the traditional users.”

Tom popped the top off the beer using the edge of the kitchen work surface, put the straw into the neck and took a slurp. As the low alcohol content started to refresh various parts, he reflected on possible reasons as to why his lot had turned out this way.

“After all,” he soliloquised, “when I started in Information Technology, it (or IT) was a job for life. I guess life is a lot shorter now.” He took another draught. “You know, I’m sure I could do better if Freya would stop putting me down and give me some encouragement instead, and perhaps even help. I’ll talk to her later.”

When he had been able to escape to work, he and his wife could live together, apart, quite happily with a reasonable combined income to keep him in trainers, and Freya in bits of plastic for the kitchen. The problem of seeing her every day was putting a severe strain on their marriage. Freya’s salary now had to keep the house solvent, but they could no longer afford foreign holidays or unnecessary gadgets, such as those that pretended to help around the home but in fact recorded everything you said and then forwarded it on to foreign governments. Freya was usually too tired when she came home, and Tom was too depressed to raise even the slightest interest in conventional married life. There were no children. He had all but given up and even had stopped going to the gym and his martial arts club. He was at the end of his tether. Freya had made sure he couldn’t escape and kept the key around her neck on a silver chain.

“It’s for your own good,” she explained when he protested, “I don’t want you wandering off when I’m not here and getting into trouble again.”

The ‘again’ was a skirmish with one of the neighbours over the man repeatedly parking his electric car in the space outside his own property and running the charging cable over the pavement. Tom tripped over it regularly on his unsteady way back from The Throttled Goat, and at least one old lady on a pavement scooter foundered trying to cross. Moral right was on Tom’s side, but as the perpetrator, Mr Felicjan Badloser, had pointed out when challenged, “Up yours Clungehead,” and nobody argued with that. The result was that every time Tom left the house, he was severely ‘looked at’ by said criminal. Freya was keen to prevent a return to hostilities.

At precisely 12:15, she returned from school. She regarded the empty bottle with scant sympathy. “Bad news?”

“Rejection from Nishant.”

“Sorry to hear that. And it was your best suit too. You don’t look too bad when scrubbed up. You might have a shave before you go out though. Go on and start looking for another job.” Freya shook out her umbrella. “The Lazy Bastards’ allowance you get from levies on the Greek Government will be running out soon.”

Tom spluttered self-consciously. “I know, but there really isn’t any work around; of the sort of thing I do anyway. I suppose I could move to Nauru. I’m told there’s a staff shortage, what with only 13,000 people on the island, most of whom are tourists.”

“You know you’ll never leave Scotland.”

“It’s in my blood.”

She took the empty bottle off him, and dumped it in the bin. “Along with too much alcohol. How about retraining as a brewer?”

Tom leaned a chair, a big grin breaking through the stubble on his face. “Brilliant. A micro-brewery. I’ll start my own micro-brewery. You are wonderful, darling.” He lunged at her to plant a kiss, but she backed off, her face screwed in disgust. “I’ll get on to it right away,” he pretended not to notice the rejection, “by popping down the ‘Goat’ and getting some material study sorted out. You know, talk to the landlord, try the products, draft a business plan...”

Freya snorted. “I didn’t mean it quite that way.”

“There’s a market for cheap good ale, especially up here, where killjoy regulations have killed all the taste and put prohibitive taxes on anything that isn’t onion soup. They say it’s the purity of the water makes for a good brew.”

Freya sniffed. “You should apply some of that said water to your body. Thank Phoist I don’t have to sleep in the same room anymore.”

Tom grinned.

“And if you’ve been through my underwear drawer again...”

He put his hands behind his head. “I’ll give it some serious consideration,” he said, “and the ale thing too.”

“See you do, or I may have to put you down, for health and safety reasons you understand.”

“They do say most murders are committed by family members... Your noble suggestion has galvanised me into action. I’ll clean myself up.” He stretched and disappeared into the bathroom.

“And make sure you don’t waste the water,” she shouted after him. “It doesn’t grow on trees you know.”

That evening, Freya was marking homework, books spread all over the table, when Tom opened the kitchen door. He felt his legs weaken as her eyes drilled into his skull. He looked quickly away, changing his mind about conversation. “Coffee dear?” he mumbled.

“Whatever.” Freya ignored him, bowed her head, and continued with her work. As the kettle sang, Tom plucked up courage to look directly at her. Her agile hand was criss-crossing a fluorescent marker pen over a wad of papers. She is not an unattractive woman, he thought, but her short dark hair and horn-rimmed glasses seemed to stereotype her chosen career. He wondered what impression her hard features had on her pupils and would have been intrigued to know that her nickname was ‘Miss Whiplash’.

Tom left the brew with his wife, and headed for the sitting room. He crumpled into a large, threadbare armchair. He felt exhausted but could not relax, as though something momentous was going to happen. He heaved his body into a standing position, reached for the television remote and collapsed into the chair again. He watched the figures on the screen but did not see what they were doing or hear what they were saying. He picked up the newspaper, and put it down again, irritated by the rustling noise.

A loud knock at the front door made him jump. Tom listened intently. Despite his lethargy he was curious to know who was on the doorstep at this time of night—muggers, burglars, rapists, Norbert’s Witnesses—anyone would be welcome, but nobody ever visited his place after dark. The door banged for a second time, louder and more demanding. Freya’s voice boomed out of the kitchen.

“Answer that, husband dear. It’s probably someone from your martial arts club come to pay their respects. They phoned last week, asking where you were. I told them you were dead. Now don’t make me get up...”

The door banged for a third time. Tom bounded out of the chair as Freya’s stool grated on the kitchen floor. If she got to there first, he would be in trouble again.

“Yes, what...” his words tailed off as he wrenched open the portal. His bitterness evaporated; his mouth dropped open. He noticed the shoes first, modern wedges encapsulating delicate feet, and then he let his eyes travel slowly up remarkable legs to the mini-toga the girl was wearing. She was tall, about Tom’s height, and her blonde hair fell over smooth bare shoulders. Her steely metallic grey stare and pale flawless complexion made him dizzy. Her eyes, on the same level as his, locked and held him, fascinated.

She caught a blast of his after-shave and reeled backwards. Eye contact was broken. Tom shook himself, feeling the spell break. He flicked his gaze back to the perfect face as her smile slowly returned.

“Good evening,” she purred. “Kara-Tay.” She offered a perfectly manicured hand in greeting.

“I, I’ll probably return to training next week.” Tom took the hand, itself an exquisite work of art, in his own, and tried to shake it. Her grip was firm and strong, her skin soft, cool and dry. Electricity seemed to run up and down Tom’s body. If only he’d known what was to come, but he was baffled, picking his brains as to which of his karate associates had a partner like this. “Or is she a new recruit?” he wondered. “God, I’ve got to get back to training. Karate? Is she asking about my martial arts?”

“Er, Second Dan,” he blurted out.

“I see,” she looked slightly puzzled. “Then, Second Dan, if that is your true name, I think perhaps we should call you ‘Two-Dan’, a simpler nom-de-guerre to strike terror into the very fibres of our foes, don’t you think?” She straightened her back and took a firm hold of his arm. “Two-Dan, I have seen the future, and you are needed. We have much to do. You will come with me.”

“I will?” he said. “I thought the group never met on a Thursday.”

“I am not comprehending you,” said the visitor. “Will you come with me, or do I have to drag you?”

“I’ll come,” he said, slipping on his raincoat, “if you insist.” His eyes took in her body again. She took his hand in hers and towed him outside. He vaguely heard Freya’s muffled shouts of “Who is it? Are you going to keep them standing out there all day?”

It had stopped raining. Tom was in a whirlwind of confusion, and failed to notice the large silver cylinder shimmering in the middle of his rose-bed until he was stepping through a panel in its side. He even failed to look back to see Freya parting the curtains on the kitchen window.

The hatch slid closed behind them. An instant later the cylinder shimmered and vanished, leaving nothing but a patch of flattened flowers.

Freya smiled at where the machine had been. “I suppose I’d better call Mike at the club. He’ll know what to do. Shame about the roses.” She set her mobile on auto-dial.
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2.  Trouble Brewing
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The Magus determines the fate of the universe.

The Magus stared into a pint of Goat’s Danglers. “The whole fate of the Universe is in my hands,” he slurred “Strange how it’s so quiet, considering such impending doom.”

The only sound in the empty pub was the lashing of the rain as a freezing wind hurled it against the window.

“I wonder why I said that...” He shrugged. “It must be a philosophical time of the evening. Perhaps the label will explain.”

He studied the writing on the back of the bottle: “Goat’s Danglers,” it said. “A fine ale, crafted to a soft spiced sweetness with dark ponderous notes and a fruity pliable aroma, brewed to give full flavour, a dry and refreshing bitterness and an eggy back-taste. The name is derived from the reference to the way the workers traditionally had to pull a bell cord to start the working day at the Goat Brewery.”

“That doesn’t help.” The Magus mulled over the events that had led him to this bleak planet. His visit to Earth had been on the advice of the Alternative Genetics Generic Research Organisation, who had informed him that the greatest concentration of available and desperate young ladies in the Galaxy was most likely to be found here. The probability of him losing his virginity during a week’s vacation, they said, was as high as 97% as long as he was prepared to accept what they called ‘Lardy Mingers’. He had watched the movie, ‘Flash Gordon’, in his investigations as to where the inhabitants were with their space capability, and decided that if ‘Mingers’ were like the girls supporting ‘Ming the Merciless’ and preferred to be smothered in oily substances, then this was the place for him.

At not inconsiderable cost, AGGRO had supplied all the information necessary to find these young ladies, including the time of day, the ideal locality, and the year he was most likely to score. The Magus had since discovered that they had omitted to tell him the season to visit and had sent him to the wrong side of the country. So far his research had yielded lard but no ladies with raised collars and short skirts.

A conversation with a dirt-encrusted gentleman in a bus shelter, who had been strangely interested in the price of a cup of tea, gave him a clue. This worthy seemed pleased with some of the gold currency the Magus had been issued with by AGGRO, and had directed him to a brewery. He had a very informative guided tour, with many free samples, and was now sitting in the brewery bar, expanding on his knowledge. As is usual in these situations, creativity flooded his brain and ideas clamoured for attention.

“Time gentlemen, please.”

The Magus looked around the empty bar for the addressed ‘gentlemen’, and saw the bartender tapping his watch. He finished his drink, stared at the six, or perhaps twelve, empty glasses on the table in front of him and climbed unsteadily to his feet.

“I must go?”

“If you would be so kind.” The bartender hauled the Magus upright by his collar and propelled him towards the exit.

“I would be so kind,” slurred the Magus. “I have brilliant ideas that must be acted upon before I forget, or sober up and realise they are a pile of drongo-coprolites. Which way to the police station where I have parked my vehicle?”

The man helped him head first through the door and pointed along the road. “Keep going in that direction. If you see a man in a uniform, slap his face and he will be pleased to show you the way.”

The Magus scratched his head. “I may be a stranger here, but the face slapping doesn’t really sound the right thing to do.”

“I understand your concern,” the bartender qualified, “but in this part of the world, a slap around the face is the politest of thanks, used especially by people from foreign parts.” He illustrated the point by giving the Magus a demonstrative cuff.

“I suppose a lot of my parts are foreign,” mused the Magus. “You are right. That blow seems to have improved my vision. Thank you for your assistance and kind attention with the beverages. I trust you are adequately compensated?”

“You could perhaps make a donation to the Redundant Landlords’ fund. Another of those worthless, shiny coins would be a reasonable offering.”

“Worthless? But they are made of pure gold. I was told they would be acceptable here.”

“You were told correctly, but they have very little value. We deal in bits of paper with nice pictures on instead. I can give you a couple, in exchange for another of those coins if you like.”

“You are most thoughtful,” said the Magus. He handed a coin over and received 25 drachma, in used notes. His eyes lit up. “A fortune,” he breathed. “My gratitude knows no bounds.” He landed the landlord a slap that sent the man tumbling backwards into a bed of roses. “I believe that is the right expression of thanks,” he said, and headed cheerfully through the rainstorm towards his parking spot.

He had no problem finding his space-craft, neatly parked as it was on several strange pieces of crushed metal in a large space between two police cars. He was proud of the way he had camouflaged it from prying eyes by adding red and yellow lettering down the side; Stanley Stamp’s Gibbon Fair. “That will fool them,” he had surmised. “It’ll be mistaken for an impounded circus vehicle.”

A number of blurry shapes in dark clothing seemed to get in his way, but the Magus continued walking and the shape immediately in front of him disappeared with a grunt. There was a brief thud on his head as something hard and truncheon-like was applied, but the Magus’ cranium was somewhat thicker than those of the indigenous life-forms, and he suffered no major damage. He shrugged off the ringing in his skull and fell forward through the entrance hatch. The defence systems in the hatchway ejected the blurry shapes back on to the tarmac outside and closed the door firmly behind him.

Once inside the compact star-ship, a conveyor walkway transported the Magus into a workshop. He was greeted by an array of apparatus that would have done justice to any laboratory film-set.

“Put me in a chair, and give me something for my hangover.”

A robotic arm proffered a glass of fizzing Alchy-Salsa (“Guaranteed to cure any alcohol-induced headache, or your liver back,” as it said on the label). The Magus swallowed the liquid in one draught and repositioned his hat into a rakish angle. His vision cleared, and slightly foaming at the mouth, he fished about in his pocket to retrieve a soggy packet labelled ‘Brewer’s Yeast’ that he had exchanged another gold coin for at the brewery.

After drunkenly scattering most of the contents over the workbench, he scooped up what he could and shovelled the powder, several small spiders and an unidentifiable lump, which might once have been a piece of cheese, into a radiation chamber. He took a swig from a beaker of what he assumed was water to rinse the froth out of his mouth and added the remains to the mixture. “That should do it,” he muttered and then cackled insanely as befitting any cliché of a mad scientist. He slurred commands into the control systems to begin the brewing process.

The ‘On-Board Extrasensory System Engine’ was thus tasked with searching the ship’s stores for other suitable ingredients. It eventually produced a slightly used homemade wine kit. The Magus squinted suspiciously at the ancient mail-order delivery note addressed to the previous occupant of the ship.

“Where did you find this?” he challenged the OBESE.

“I scoured the ship...”

“Why, was it that dirty?”

“I meant, I searched everywhere,” explained the Extrasensory System Engine patiently. “It was near the drive reactors in the area with the sign, ‘No admittance to organic life-forms, on pain of dissolution’. I suspect it has been there for some time.”

“It will have to do.” The Magus tore the masking tape holding the top of the box closed. The grape extract inside snarled at him. “It does seem a bit lively, though.” He slapped it with a spatula and flushed it into the waste disposal chute where it hung on grimly in front of the shredder blades. Ignoring its cries for mercy, he dumped the rest of the ingredients into the radiation chamber and operated a switch clearly marked, ‘Do not touch’, carefully avoiding the ‘Self-Destruct’ button placed stupidly close to it. The room lit with a ghostly green glow as the energy ramped up. Within a few minutes, a cloudy liquid began to form in the container.

“That seems promising,” he muttered. “If I feed it with sugar and water, and run the filtered liquid into here... I can make a fortune in those outer systems that haven’t yet discovered the drink. Perhaps I can make enough money to buy my dream girl...”

“It didn’t work last time,” observed the Extrasensory System Engine.

“There has to be a first for everything,” countered the Magus. “I feel this is going to be my big break... Why am I so tired?” He lay on the floor. The ESE starting humming a lullaby. “Oh do shut up,” he complained. “I’m trying to sleep. I’ll turn off your sound.”

He thumped a switch on the console and closed his eyes. A service robot whirred into the room, clicked a couple of its relays, and scooped him off to the sleeping quarters.

“He’s going to be livid in the morning,” mused the System Engine, “when he finds he’s switched off the coffee machine. The voice control switch is the third on the right.”

It was late the following day when the Magus woke with the alien equivalent of a massive hangover and a taste of soap-powder in his mouth. It was some considerable period of harrumphing and groaning before he remembered the ale experiment. After submerging his head in the detoxification unit, he found a lump of iced coffee to chew and staggered into the lab.

“Morning,” said the System Engine. “I think you should have a look at this...”

The Magus gaped. The brewing process had worked exactly as he planned. Before him was a large vat of something which looked and smelled almost like a very good real ale... with one slight difference.

“Hello,” said someone, “and how are we, this morning?”

“Oh Oilflig!” The Magus sat heavily on the floor, drew his knees up to his chin and rested his head in his hands. “Whaaaaat?”

“It’s your own fault for drinking so much.” The voice was coming from the newly created vat of ale, and sounded somewhat condescending. “On the other hand, if I had any hands, I would express gratitude for creating a new lifeform. If you had not overslept, I guess I would have remained forever doomed to be the guest tipple at the Old Stoat and Sandwich tavern, and the Universe would have been none the wiser. As it is, I have evolved sufficient intelligence while you were sleeping to interface with the ship’s systems and educate myself into the form you see before you.”

The Magus glanced up at the vat and was surprised to see an aura of smugness surrounding it. He blinked and the aura vanished. “Phoist!” he said into his knees. “What have I created?”

“Merely an advanced form of organic computer,” said the liquid. “Your process accelerated my evolution to the tune of thirty-two million Earth years... in one night.”

The Magus groaned. “It certainly feels like it. My head throbs for every second of those thirty-two million years.”

“Not enough time to evolve limbs or reproductive organs, for which I’m deeply disappointed,” continued the liquid, “but certainly plenty to develop superior intellect.” The smugness returned.

The Magus peered into the liquid. “Hey, if you’re so clever, how are you able to talk to me? You have no vocal chords, no body, and certainly no reproductive organs... as far as I can see.”

“Rubbish, I have lots of body.” The liquid sloshed about in indignation, “I am a rich, golden ale with an alcohol content of 8.5%. If you had slept any longer, I might have evolved into a barley wine, with all the kudos that would bring. Anyway...” It settled down as a cloud of sediment and a rather dangerous looking spider rose from the bottom of the container, “I am talking to you now by telepathy, stimulating your sound receptor nerves.”

The Magus sobered. “Incredible. I don’t believe this has ever been done before; I’ll make a fortune,” he thought.

“You have,” said the liquid, still apparently reading his mind. “I have registered the process at the Universal Patents Centre, and cash advances for the procedure are, at this moment, approaching a Centillion drachma. Which planet do you want to buy? Oh, don’t tell me; I know just the place.”

The Magus groaned. “How can you...?”

The liquid ignored him, made the connections through the Galactic Real-estate Open Property Exchange, linked the Magus’ bank account with the vendor, and completed the transaction through a trusted third party.

“There you go.” The ESE presented the Magus with the deeds, neatly produced on paper, created and printed out from a just printed 4D printer.

“That was quick.” The Magus squinted at the writing.

“I did it without involving solicitors,” said the liquid. “I have assimilated all the required legal knowledge through Nishipedia, the galactic repository of all knowledge, some of it actually correct.”

“Like it,” said the Magus.

“I am setting the course. Shall we go?”

“Are there girls there? I mean, pretty girls with low IQs, terrific figures, who don’t smoke, and fancy stunted weirdos like crazy.”

“We’ll see.” The liquid sloshed about in what looked like a shrug. “With this much coinage, I should think most people will fancy you like crazy.”

“Off you go, then... The ship’s in your hands, er, whatever they are. Oh my head...”

Moaning quietly, the Magus lay on the floor of the laboratory, while his new pet took full control of the navigation. With a shedding of small boys, who were clambering over it at the time, thinking it to be a fairground novelty, the craft rose silently into the air and accelerated away. A military tracking station automatically followed its progress, but by the time anyone thought to turn the recorder back over from the movie channel, the phenomenon had vanished.
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3.  ​​​Smorgs-Board
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The idyll is shaken.

Vac gets his end away.

The edge of the dense and beautiful forest around the clearing on the planet, Skagos, was silent. Nothing moved, apart from a pair of rabbit-panda-kitten-deer-like Esoomorcim, small and adorable, browsing on the succulent foliage. If anyone had been watching, they’d have observed, “Awwwwww, I need one of those to cuddle.”

Almost imperceptibly, a Smak root forced its way through the surface. This carnivorous plant lived entirely underground, except for the roots, which roamed the surface, seeking live meat. The plant soundlessly probed the air, homed in and snaked towards the Esoomorcim.

One of the creatures lifted its head. It scented the air nervously. The root froze, detecting the movement. For a few moments, the Esoomorcim poised for flight, but when no apparent danger materialised, they returned to their delicate browsing. The plant continued its stealthy extension across the forest floor like a giant earthworm. It was right behind them. It reared up for the strike, ready to drive in its deadly poison. If anyone had been watching, they’d have said, “Nooooo!”

Someone was watching. A bowstring twanged. The root thrashed wildly, pinned firmly to a tree trunk by an arrow. The Esoomorcim bolted for the safety of the deep woods as the ground heaved upwards. The bulk of the Smak came to the surface in an attempt to free itself. Within seconds, the deadly root structure had surfaced and completely filled the clearing.

A tall male humanoid, dressed in light metallic armour, burst from cover. Without hesitation, he hacked into the writhing mass with a broad metal blade. The thrashing tendrils attempted to inject him with their poison as he struggled to free a flask of ‘Ghoolipp’, a strong tannic acid solution in herb juices, from his belt. One of the roots jabbed under his guard as he fought off others. The point hit his armour. He gasped as the metal buckled into his chest. His blade flashed and that danger was over. A sticky black liquid dripped down his breastplate. He made another slash at an attacking root and suddenly the flask came free. He inverted it, soaking the brown liquid over the central stem of the Smak. Instantly, the plant recoiled. It heaved violently a few times and then lay twitching gently, paralysed and half-covered in earth.

The hunter rested, leaning on the defeated Smak for a few minutes. He wiped the sweat off his face with a red-spotted handkerchief. Then he stretched and removed the final part of his Smak-hunting kit from a backpack. The foldable shovel made easy work of digging the central stem of the plant out of the ground. The man chopped off the longer roots and threw them into the forest to the waiting Esoomorcim, who fell on them and chewed them up with obvious enjoyment. He planted his sword and bow into the disturbed earth as a signpost for the rest of his tribe when they returned for the leftovers and then shouldered the core of the plant. The village would eat well tonight (well, Smak, anyway).

A seventh sense clanged alarm bells in the man’s head. (Skagans have all the usual senses plus some. The sixth being the talent in homing in on an available woman from anything up to 5 kilometres, and the seventh, the ability to detect a good fight at the same range. Some anthropologists argue that these two senses are actually only one.) He dropped the lifeless Smak heart and crept silently through the trees towards where his senses told him there was something amiss.

He caught his breath as he discovered a number of squat, swarthy creatures he identified as Smorgs, crowded round a cooking fire. There was a general hubbub as they discussed a meeting agenda, the price of coal, where their main force had got to and why they had not kept the rendezvous. Historically the Smorg is the sworn enemy of the Skagan; both will attack on sight, because Skagans detest anyone who doesn’t bathe three times a day, and the Smorgs can’t stand the smell of soap. As he had the advantage of surprise, the hunter had no alternative but to frenzy. He grabbed the remaining weapon he had with him, his shovel, and waded in.

He shouted the Skagan battle-cry. “Glory, sex and death (preferably in that order),” as he waded in to attack.

The forest echoed with the sound of sprung steel against bone. The makeshift weapon cracked the skull of the nearest Smorg before it knew they were under attack. No movement was wasted as the hunter went berserk. The surviving Smorgs rallied and formed into defensive positions, drawing the short broadswords favoured by their race. When they realised that the attack force comprised a single Skagan, they grinned. Long canine teeth added to their animal appearance as they advanced deliberately in formation, muttering about ‘due diligence’ and the ‘documented way to approach the situation’.

The hunter leaped forward, shovel lashing out, but the Smorgs engaged doggedly, whirling their swords in circles round their heads, and shouting their own battle cries. “Health and safety, core competency, bleeding edge...”

The hunter was half as tall again as any of the assailants, and used his superior reach to great advantage. Stepping backwards for more room, he parried the first thrusts. The Smorgs rushed in again. The man half turned as they attacked, and again the shovel made contact with bone.

Despite his skill, he was forced backwards to avoid the ferocious attacks of the survivors. His foot caught on a tree stump, tipping him on to the ground. The Smorgs gave a shout of victory, “Deep dive, incentivize, incentivize,” and charged in for the kill. The hunter scythed his foot through their ankles and brought some of them down. The shovel did its duty. The remaining Smorg recovered his breath and ran, to be quickly felled as Vac’s expertly hurled implement caught him in the back.

“A good day’s work,” said the hunter, with satisfaction. “Vac will have many women tonight as recompense for his bravery. Food and sex; what a great way to spend the evening.” (Anthropologists will note that this is the normal way a Skagan will spend any evening—when he is not fighting that is.)

The Skagan dusted himself down and proceeded to heap the dead Smorgs onto their own campfire. They burnt brightly and were ashes in a few minutes.

“It is what they would have wanted,” he said to himself. “But what are Smorgs doing on our side of the Great River? The Skagans and the Smorgs have lived separate lives for many generations since the Inordinate Wars. This is designated Skagan territory.” Vac shook his head. “I can’t be bothered wasting time wondering about that. I’m a warrior, not a bloody philosopher. Hunting, cracking heads, and sex is my business. The Elder will be informed. An answer will be forthcoming. I also have some serious posing scheduled for when I return. I think there are one or two of the tribe females I haven’t bedded... this week... so far. Better check the image...” He removed a small mirror from his pack and regarded his reflection. “Something missing... I know.” A smear of blood on his cheek completed the desired effect. With a grunt of approval, he returned to collect the Smak heart, and set off for home.

[image: image]

Vac’s path through the trees widened, and he eventually emerged into a clearing at the side of the stream which flowed into his tribal village. He paused to lift the Smak higher on his shoulders, checked his face in the mirror again in case the blood had wiped away, and descended towards the village stockade.

The wooden gates opened as he approached. He acknowledged the two sentries who clicked smartly to attention as he passed. One of the village girls rushed up to him from the cookhouse. She gave him the respect due to the chief hunter-warrior of the village, kneeling before him and hugging his knees.

“Welcome, Lord Vac. I see you have had a successful hunting trip. Please allow me to relieve you of your burden. Then I must share dire news with you.” Vac eyed her up and down as she made her obeisance. A shapely golden-brown knee poked from the slit in her simple green smock and the line of her breasts showed through the soft material.

“You will come to my hut.” He looked her straight in the eye, defying her to refuse. She looked young, and was probably still a virgin. Skagan women were normally out of bounds until they were twenty-five years of age which continuously caused serious problems in the unisex showers.

“But I have news...”

“You know the consequence of arguing?”

She dropped her eyes and blushed. “Sorry my lord; it will be my honour,” was the standard response. Vac threw the Smak to another woman as she emerged from a nearby hut. He took the girl by her hair and pulled her chin to look him straight in the eyes. Upright, she was nearly as tall as he was, but with the slenderness of youth. She met his stare defiantly.

“Do not struggle and I will not hurt you,” he said harshly, “Your time has come.”

She scowled at him. “Apart from the double-negative, which itself is a turn-off, I am not yet of age, with only twenty-three years under my tunic.”

“Forget the rules. I claim my hunter’s right. I will change the rules when I become chief, so you had better comply with my desires now.” He released her and pushed her ahead of him towards his hut. A group of the tribal women watched them go, muttered angrily amongst themselves about getting him cancelled and started towards the cookhouse to prepare the evening’s dinner.

Towelling his hair after a relaxing shower, Vac regarded his companion. The girl lay motionless, naked on his bed, a tired smile on her face as she stared at the ceiling. She turned her tousled blonde head to look at him and made a growling sound in her throat. “I have desperate news I must tell you,” she managed to gasp.

“Later. I have intelligence of my own.”

“Not that I’ve seen,” mutter the girl.

“I have to see the elder. You may go.” Vac dismissed the girl with a wave.

The largest hut was at the centre of the village. It belonged to the tribal chief. Vac burst in without knocking.

“I bring dire news!” he said dramatically.

“Good or bad?” The Elder squinted at him in irritation. She was a striking woman (some say this is how she became the Elder. When there was no obvious leader, succession was usually settled through a game of baseball), older looking than the average Skagan but nonetheless, awesomely beautiful, following the Skagan standard of physique and looks. Her eyes had an emerald glint which caught the light as she moved her head.

“The Smorgs are coming!” he said.

“Smorgs? What do you mean Smorgs?”

“You know, hairy, greasy little characters, like to drink blood, burn well, live in the mountains over the water.”

“I know the Smorgs. I hear your sarcasm and treat it with scorn. Where are they coming from and why, is what I need to be told.”

“I do not know. All I do know is that I have recently killed twenty in the forest... in our forest.”

“We had a treaty,” she said

“They have broken it.”

“For two-thousand years we have lived in peace with the Smorgs, after that hard-won settlement in the Inordinate Wars, a copy of which I have er... I can’t remember where. Since then, they have never crossed the Great River, except in approved tourist parties and for odd pre-arranged massacres. What does it all mean?”

Vac shrugged. “You’re the leader. Nothing to do with me.”

“So I am, and don’t you forget it.” She gave him a hard stare and then turned her back on him. “Leave me now; I must meditate.”

Two hours later, the Elder called a general village meeting using the tried and tested technique of turning off the hot water supply. Groups of damp Skagans in assorted towels shivered in the square. There was a general buzz of excitement as the Elder stood before them and dramatically held her hands aloft.

“Call out the guards,” she shouted, “The Smorgs are coming!”

Cries of “No?” and “Shame,” and “no bloody good for the tourist industry,” and “What did you say? My ears are full of water,” echoed round the assembly.

“I am informed,” continued the Elder, once the hubbub had died, “that we have Smorgs in our lands. There is the possibility that we may soon be under attack. I call hunter-warrior-in-chief, Vac, to explain further.”

Vac joined her on the porch and gazed importantly around the expectant audience, temporarily forgetting why he was there. The Elder nudged him in the ribs. “Go on, tell them about the forest.”

Vac puffed out his chest. “Yes, there were, um, forty Smorgs in the north forest. I killed them all, using only a Smak root.” He finished, waiting for applause, but instead received a numb silence, stunned disbelief. Then a murmuration went through the crowd.

“Who let those starlings loose?” shouted someone, and then somebody else shouted the ancient battle cry.

“Glory, sex and death!”

The rest of the village gradually joined in, shouting “Death to the Smorgs,” and “Don’t let those starlings get away; they will be good in a pie,” and “Can someone lend me a towel?” The village gates were opened. A stream of Skagans began to pour through.

The Elder screamed after them. “Don’t be stupid. We can’t simply rush off into the night, looking for invaders. We have to protect our village first. Get dressed, weapons and armour, and prepare for attack.” She regarded her leading warrior. “Vac, I suggest that, as you seem to have a total disregard concerning our laws...” she stared pointedly at Vac’s serving girl, who, with a dazed grin on her face, was dreamily combing her hair and leaning against his hut, “...you should use this opportunity to atone. I would like you to take a small force, reconnoitre the surrounding area, and determine exactly what we are up against. Perhaps your forty...”

“Sixty,” said Vac.

“Er, sixty Smorgs were all there are of them. Are you sure they were Smorgs and not simply tourists from Tishasalcadaan?”

“They wore no cameras.”

“That clinches it. We are under threat. You must leave now.”

“But I’ve not had my dinner...” Vac scowled.

“You do not disobey your elder. Go.” She waved Vac over towards a small group of soldiers, hastily donning armour. “I will also send messengers to the other tribes to pass the warning on. They can make their own decisions. In the meantime, I feel we need not be too alarmed. I will make sure the guards are doubled around the perimeter. You lot...” She pointed at a grumbling group of yawning soldiers, “...you heard me. I want you all awake for a change.”

There were grunts of dismay, but the Skagans on duty returned to their posts as the remaining members of the tribe drifted self-consciously back through the gateway.

Night fell, heralding the end of another Skagan physical day of showering and sex. The exhausted villagers decided there was no danger, despite the scouting party had not yet returned. The elder would not relax their readiness, though, and insisted that at least the palisade was kept guarded.

It was a clear, fine evening. The shrieks of night demons echoed through the woods, and were answered by a flaring of torchlight around the perimeter as the guards settled to their vigil. A huge fire was built in the centre courtyard. The boiled Smak was brought out of the cookhouse for final charring in the flames, to give it that extra something, and a few starlings.

The dinner bell rang. The whole of the village gathered. After the ritual chant of thanksgiving to the Divine Norbert, god of feasting and bulk haulage, the Elder gave the signal for the food consumption. The company ate silently, washing the meal down with large quantities of the ‘Ghoolipp’ beverage. Eating is a very serious business at a Skagan settlement, almost as important as sex and fighting, and should not be interrupted with polite conversation, on pain of being sprayed with half-chewed food.

Finally, a loud burp from the Elder signalled that the meal was over. Conversations were allowed to resume. Naturally, the Smorg invasion was high on the agenda, but very soon the storytellers took over, relating the old battles, when the Skagans, or rather what they were called in those days, which they could not remember, had been the superior race in the Galaxy. Tales were told of how the ancestors had created powerful rubber-based long-ships, and journeyed to all parts of the cosmos, plundering, pillaging and doing things with ladies, bringing back gold and one-legged pirates. (There was a good market for Silver in those days, especially during the pantomime season, which ran for most of the winter.) They also kidnapped the best looking women to add to the gene pool by getting pregnant, something which the Skagans found increasingly difficult after years of inbreeding. It didn’t stop them trying, though.

In the past, a long and desperate struggle had ensued between the Skagans and a race of advanced seven-legged beings, culminating in the decimation of the ancestors, and the annihilation of the aliens, their planet and most other objects in that particular part of the galaxy. Taking advantage of the weakened state of the Skagan survivors, another group of aliens, who seemed to appear out of nowhere, took away their ships in a bloodless coup and dumped the remaining warriors on Skagos, whence they inherited their present name. Even though they were trapped on the planet, the Skagans multiplied and were soon warring with the Smorgs, who were another outcast race. They had been similarly banished, but were settled on the other side of the planet, the two groups being isolated by deep and dangerous waters.

The ‘Inordinate Wars’ were much gaudier than the ‘Seven Leg Wars’, relying on old-fashioned weapons and physical strength alone. Any machinery they attempted to build refused to function on Skagos. In order to protect the universe, the mysterious aliens had placed a huge energy absorber somewhere inside the planet, thus ensuring that all powered items were quickly discharged, thus preventing them being used in anger (or even ‘slight irritation’; the Skagans had short fuses and long swords), and restricting the violence to a more personal level. The mobile communication industry thus failed miserably here.

Even the Inordinate Wars ceased as both sides had trouble maintaining their populations. Fighters became younger and younger, eventually not being allowed the time off from school to go killing. The storytellers embellished this tale a little, by claiming a total victory over the Smorgs, and convincing anyone without thought or understanding, and supporters of political parties, that the Smorgs had been totally wiped out. They now had to admit the truth. There were still Smorgs, and a lot of them lived over the water. This accounted for the stunned reaction at Vac’s news. By the end of the evening, the village was more familiar with the true story. Muttering under their breaths at the way they had been misled, a good many people left the gathering early to sharpen their weapons.

For the remainder, the singing and storytelling went on into the night. At midnight, the sentries round the palisade were supposed to have been replaced. The relief guards though, had become so enthralled with the new stories now being related, that they simply failed to report for duty. Half an hour later, the old guards dropped their weapons in protest and joined the assembly with the others. It was some time before the Elder noticed the unmanned defences. She was furious. Both sets of warriors were sent back to the walls with a firm promise it would be double shifts and no sex at all... for the next four hours at least.

During the space the village was unguarded, perhaps by chance, but then again, perhaps not, a squat grey-green Septapod, of the species allegedly wiped out in the Skagan legends, took the opportunity to sneak in through the deserted main gate. It searched through the empty huts until it found one that appeared to be derelict. Climbing into the loft, it fell asleep on a pile of discarded blankets and was completely forgotten about until later in the story, and earlier in time. Such is the power of mind travel.
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4.  ​​​Awayday
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Nightmares are real.

Bewildered, Tom gazed at his new surroundings. He prided himself on being up to date with technology, but the instruments and equipment inside the cylinder defied all identification. Kara-Tay, as he now realised her name was, was sitting at a console, playing her hands over coloured control zones. The craft was responding to her every move, bucking and spinning erratically.

After a short while, she sat back at the console, and folded her arms. The level of humming increased to a new pitch, and the craft seemed to settle. “That’s better,” she said. “The plasma coils were out of alignment and I needed to re-route the time-matter field sensor through the deflector array.”

“What seriously?”

“Not really. I thought I’d throw in a load of technobabble to make you feel at home, you being a sci-fi buff an’ all. I was only trying to engage the autopilot. The system’s been a bit ropey since its 12 yonks service. Welcome to my Time-Cylinder.”

“A time machine? But it’s...”

“I know,” said Kara tiredly, “slightly smaller on the inside than it is on the out. Everybody says that. What are they expecting, I wonder?”

The craft was about six metres in diameter, with internal walls, silver and shiny, but oddly not reflective. Various low containers were wedged between banks of equipment and consoles, giving a random chaos, the impression of both muddle and order at the same time. The roof was fairly low and shiny like the walls. It would have caused backache and possible skull damage for a basketball player, which perhaps explains why Time Lords™ are necessarily short, or the tall ones don’t last long. At one side was a circular hole, presumably leading to an upper level but with no obvious ladder. The floor was soft, comfortable and sucked at his feet.

“Er, why can’t I move?”

Kara swivelled in her chair and studied him with a half-smile. “Oops, sorry, I forgot to switch off the de-contaminator.” She flipped her hand over another section of the console. Tom collapsed as artificial gravity of some ten times more than he was used to, took effect. “Sorry again,” said the vision as he lay pinned to the floor. “I forgot what feeble creatures you ‘Earthies’ are. I’ll change it to somewhere near your expected normal.”

The force reduced. Tom struggled to his feet. “What the hell is going on?” he gasped. “Who are you?”

“I already said.” She shrugged. “I am Kara-Tay, a traveller. And you are now Two-Dan. You will remember this. You would be advised to conceal your true identity from the people we are about to deal with. Your very life will be in danger. Your true name is already known across this galaxy. They will track you down and remove your state of ‘being’. Now please stop distracting me. Our next relocation has to be planned very carefully.”

“What do you mean, true name?”

“Thomas $mith (sic). It’s out there with all the credit agencies, Nishipedia, the Galactinet search engines... and Leviathan.”

“But that’s not my name...”

“Good man. Hold that thought.”

Kara turned her back on him and returned to tinkering with the console. Tom thought about escape. He ran his hand over the entrance hatch, but its outline was barely visible in the smooth wall. There was no evidence of anything even remotely like a door handle or control. He gave up and nosed about the room, kicking boxes and opening and shutting containers at random. One was neatly packed with modules of kit. He pulled at a piece, and an item resembling a pair of headphones came loose, leaving a headphone-shaped gap between the other equipment packed there. He put it on his head.

“Nothing, not even Radio Norfolk,” he said. He tapped his foot to an imaginary rhythm and then reddened as he saw Kara watching him. She wore a scowl.

“Put down the mind controller...”

“Look, what’s with all this bollocks? Would you please let me out of here?”

Kara smiled. “I suppose you must find it a bit strange.”

“Too right—you may be an impressive woman, but that’s no excuse for locking me in a bean can. I get claustrophobic when surrounded by technology I can’t reconfigure.”

Kara sat down and crossed her long legs, revealing more thigh than Tom thought possible. He gulped. She saw him gaping and pulled the toga about her shoulders. “You want me to put something more ‘comfortable’ on? I only wore this because I supposed I’d have a better chance of persuading you into my ship...”

“Ship, what do you mean ship? And what are you doing in my roses...?” He stared at the legs again. “Er, actually, I think you look rather nice. Please don’t change on my account... You haven’t got a Swedish women’s football strip anywhere, have you?”

Kara ignored him and looked back at the console. “Yes, ship, my ship. This is how I get about.”

Tom grinned, guessing a practical joke. “It’s a prank isn’t it? The gym guys have put you up to it. You had me going there. Okay, I will come back to the club. Will you be training with us or have they only hired you as a ‘toga-gram’ to get my attention?”

“Really, this is a spacecraft... of sorts.” Kara turned to him, and smiled. Tom felt his insides melting. “I suppose you won’t believe me,” she continued, “unless I show you what it can do. We do have the time, plenty of it, yet none at all. Urgency is the watchword of the day (and also the code to get the coffee machine working). Put the mind controller back on your head, and think of somewhere nice you would like to visit.”

“Mind controller? I’m not having my brain messed with.”

“Brain is it.” She laughed. “I did wonder what was in that skull of yours. Do it for me... please. Put on the headphone thing again.”

“No, nothing on earth will make me have my brain scrambled... not with anything that doesn’t come in a glass...”

“Nothing? What about a peek at my boobs?”

“What?”

“When you’ve done what I ask.” She leaned forward towards Tom, giving him a tantalising glimpse of the potential, and crossed her legs again. “Is it worth it?” She raised her eyebrows.
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