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1.  ​​​Parking the Issue
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Tom wrecks a Hynishota.

Nobody can tell the difference.

The party was still in full swing when the man left. The girl he wanted there did not want him now, and even consolation from the statuesque blonde had not been enough; he realised that she apparently had ‘consoled’ a lot of other people that evening. A bottle of fine Scotch had been removed from the celebrations and the man was now erratically piloting a sleek hover-car over the waves to where he expected to find an island. There was someone there who he hoped would be waiting for him. He set the transport to automatic and settled down to doze.

Barely an hour after he put to sea, a bank of mist loomed. With unnatural speed the vehicle was swallowed into damp darkness. He blinked awake, feeling the change in the air. The moon he was using for navigation had disappeared. He took the controls and the auto-pilot disengaged. “Keep going,” he muttered to himself groggily. “Mustn’t miss the island.”

The fog seemed to go on forever and he strained his eyes, trying to make out anything to confirm that he was still on his planned course. There was nothing; it was like a corridor to another world. He shuddered as he felt the vehicle passing through a curtain of rain, almost as though he was entering a different reality. He smiled. This is what he had been searching for, the threshold between his world and the Island of the Moon. The light-headedness from the alcohol dissipated instantly. Hangovers obviously could not pass through portals; something he thought must be useful in other circumstances.

Despite his new level of concentration, he was totally unprepared when something dark and solid loomed up in the headlights. He cut the engines but it was too late. There was a tortured screaming of metal and the car crumpled into what looked like a bulkhead of a ship. His head bounced forward off the emergency airbag. Power failed.

“Bugger, this isn’t the Island,” he muttered.

It was dark, but the odours from the crash site were not what he was expecting. He climbed shakily from the ruined vehicle and fished a star-shaped object from his belt. A blue glow leached outwards as he held it aloft. He was in a vast warehouse, some sort of storage facility, packed solidly with plants and trees; solid that was apart from the furrow he had ploughed with his car. It looked like he was on board a ship, but the silence made him wonder if it was moving at all. At sea, he would have expected some vibration or rolling with the swell of the ocean. There was nothing. He gazed around, bewildered.

“Oh for Phoist’s sake!” Realisation dawned. “I’ve got it wrong. That fogbank must’ve thrown me awry and I’ve hit this thing instead. I should have guessed that there was more than one possible destination from that portal.”

He leaned dizzily on the side of the car, ignoring the salt-water soaking into his shoes from a puddle draining off the vehicle. “The sodding thing’s dumped me somewhere else, but where?”

Almost as if directly in answer to his question, there was the sound of a large door hissing open, and then the sound of military boots on a metal floor, and then the sound of a pair of lethal blasters being unsheathed, and then he was staring into the helmeted face of a very attractive woman, a woman who looked strangely familiar. Unfortunately, she was backed up by an unfamiliar face with unfamiliar and unfriendly firearms.

“What the Phoist do you think you’re doing, parking in here?” The strangely familiar face used a strangely familiar voice, the tone of which sounded dangerously unfamiliar. “Don’t you realise that these plants are priceless?”

“But... where am I?” The man was trying to grasp what was happening; the ringing in his head from the impact on the airbag was not helping.

The strangely familiar voice continued. “You must know, you unforeseen hooligan. You broke in here and tried to destroy our cargo.”

“Broke in?” he retaliated haughtily. “Crashed more like. Look at the state of my car if you don’t believe me.”

“Your car? What, that thing?” The woman shone a powerful torch on it. “Sorry, I assumed it was one of those Executive Hynishota special star cruisers. They all look like that to me.” She walked closer and studied the wreck. “I can see it doesn’t have the Hynishota badge, but otherwise it’s identical.”

“It was quite different before it crashed.” The man relaxed slightly—perhaps the locals were a bit simple if they were having this much trouble identifying his car. Perhaps he could talk his way out of the situation. “What is this place?”

“I’m sure you know, but in case you’re either suffering from concussion or are a traffic warden, I shall remind you that you’re parked illegally on the star-ship, Small Business. We are on a mission for the planet, Skagos, to repair damage done by a criminal strip-mining operation. You’ve had the nerve to damage our stock. Who are you, before I give my man the command to fire?”

“I’m Tom $mith (sic), sometimes known as Two-Dan.” He extended his hand. She regarded it with disdain. “I’m just a guy looking for true love,” he continued hopefully, “and going down in flames.” He indicated the car, which was starting to exude smoke.

“Aren’t we all?” The strangely familiar face looked wistful. She turned to her trooper, who was scanning Tom with a hand-held device. “Is he armed?”

“Apparently not, Captain.”

“Good, this helmet’s buggering up my hair.” She pulled off the offending article and shook her head. A mass of golden ringlets cascaded round a very familiar face. “Captain Suzanne Chips,” she said. “I would be at your service if I wasn’t so angry and you weren’t an eco-vandal.”

“Suzy! My love, my reason to live!” In his confused state, Tom staggered forwards to take her in his arms. She fended him off with the butt of her firearm.

“Do I know you?” she challenged. “I really don’t think so. Pretending to recognise me will not save you, even if you think it could help you gate-crash a party. You’ve committed a criminal offence as a stowaway,” she regarded the smouldering car, “pyromaniac and trespasser. In Deep Space I’m sure you know that this specific combination of crimes is punishable by death.” She snapped an order at the trooper. “Take him out and shoot him.”

“Look,” Tom shouted back as he was being ‘taken away’, “Can you give me some time? I might be able to help.”

“Of course,” said Suzanne kindly. “Hold there, man.”

“Thank you,” said Tom, much relieved.

“Yes,” continued Suzanne. “Get him to put the fire out first, and then shoot him.”

“We need to talk about this,” Tom pleaded as he attempted to smother the crashed hover-car.

“You destroyed my cargo!”

“Only a little bit. Plus the fact I’ve let more light into your jungle to enable the remaining plants to grow more strongly. Please reconsider. You were never an unreasonable woman.”

Suzanne made a show of reconsidering. “That’s true,” she conceded eventually. “I shouldn’t be unkind.”

“Thank you.”

She addressed the guard, who was idly kicking bits of dirt around the floor. “Shoot him first, and then throw him out of the airlock.”

“That wasn’t what I had in mind,” protested Tom. “How about I tell you some stories instead?”

“Not anecdotes about sport, I hope, or gripes about how the youth of today use swear words instead of punctuation?”

“I haven’t met the youth of today. I met the youth of three weeks ago, if that helps.”

Suzanne frowned. “I could do with some stimulating company I suppose. The guys I work with are okay but I have things growing in my washing machine tray with more intelligence... no offence.”

“None taken, ma’am.” The soldier was now poking a stick down the barrel of his gun.

“What are you doing with your weapon?”

“I think a weevil went down there.”

“You can clear it out by firing the weapon... but stop looking down the barrel. It might go off and improve your IQ by a factor of ten.”

“I’ll need to fill in a chit to get some ammo, I guess.”

“I suppose we should have loaded them before we came down here.” Suzanne swept her yellow eyes back on to Tom. “Stories you say, man?”

“I could tell you tales of the Skagan knights. They are extremely stimulating.”

“Nah, can you shag?”

Tom thought back to his recent trysts with Tanda. “I know a few things,” he said modestly.

“I don’t need a few.” Suzanne snorted. “I need lots. It’s a long journey. I’ll keep you alive until I get bored, and then I’ll throw you out of the airlock.”

“I thought you said you were going to shoot me?”

“Don’t push it, boy.”

It really was a long journey. Suzanne wasn’t lying, except when she came off duty. Tom performed every evening before she had her bedtime cocoa—as the song goes, ‘a hundred and one nights he shagged to satisfy his queen’—but eventually he was utterly exhausted and had to admit that even he had run out of invention.

“I’m sorry, Tom,” Suzanne said as she brushed her wild hair into shape, “it could happen to anyone who has been at it non-stop for the last hundred and one nights. Unfortunately, I am going to have to throw you off the ship. I’ll lose the respect of my crew if I go back on my directive.”

Tom eyed her wearily from the crumpled bedsheets. “I understand. Once an executive decision is made, it has to be followed blindly, even if it’s going to be a total disaster. That’s how business works. Fear not, I will die happy and exhausted. You aren’t my original Suzanne, but I love you all the same.”

“I’m not anybody’s Suzanne,” she snorted.

She called the guard.

There was a strange smile on Suzanne’s face as her trooper locked Tom in the airlock. “Leave it to me,” she said. “It is the duty of the captain to carry out orders like this. I wouldn’t want the execution on anyone else’s conscience.”

“Very kind of you, Ma’am.” The guard had a tear in his eye.

As Suzanne reached for the ejection control, Tom gave her a little wave, blew her a kiss and tiredly turned to face the outer door.
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2.  ​Thinking Outside the Box
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In which the Magus talks to a cow.

A small man walked with a spring in his step, his detective’s fedora set at a jaunty angle. The world was a good place to be. The familiar fragrances of his home planet, Glenforbis, assailed his nose. “There’s nowhere in the cosmos that smells like this,” he thought. “Some people don’t like it, but for me and my beloved lady, Rannie, it’s home, aromatic home.”

He thought back to when he first brought his woman to see the massive estate he had purchased with the cash from a particularly lucrative class-action lawsuit—one that had been straightforward, building evidence to enable the removal of an honorary title from a businessman who had nearly brought the galactic dung markets to the brink of ruination by being a complete knob-end. The payment would have only bought a small family car on other planets of course, but property on Glenforbis was excellent value. Rannie had commented about the bracing atmosphere but when she saw the ‘surprisingly spacious’ house with its ‘many features, character and charm, in exceptional decorative order’, the ‘Olympic sized’ swimming-pool and the ‘extensive’ grounds’, even the doku, the large hairy four-horned cattle busily fertilising the fields around the estate went largely unnoticed.

Admittedly, his later clientele were picked up via word of mouth or through filter masks, and engaged through the Spot-a-Crook app and it meant he had to travel further and more often than he had hoped, but after that successful investigation, his notoriety meant that he could now choose the easier and better paying jobs: galactic benefit fraud, cheating spouses, sex android piracy and the illegal flying of miniature spacecraft by underage life-forms inside school hours.

The business was comfortably successful. Rannie did the books for him and ensured that the correct taxes were paid after the usual three red reminders. And of course, he always had her waiting for him with open arms when he returned. He knew she loved him without reservation—she had insisted on the Native Forbians camped on his land being displaced into anti-social housing near the capital. He was concerned about leaving her alone for long periods, but she seemed quite content, saying that she had plenty of on-planet activities such as the Local Women’s Gilding Society, where they thought up ingenious ways of persuading tourists that their world was one which really had to be visited—See Glenforbis and choke, was one of their favourites, although they did issue warnings about getting too close to the wild Doku.

“I hope she’ll be in,” he thought. He was slightly concerned that she had not replied to his call when he landed. She usually met him at the spaceport, but this time his flight had been delayed by industrial inaction from the baggage bandits, and travellers had been forced to deliberately lose their own luggage for a change, so he did not expect her to wait. “I expect she’s in the shower. She always seems to be in the shower—can’t think why.”

His security gate was open. He stopped and regarded the mechanism. It appeared to have been forced. Now he was worried. He broke into a run, and then remembered the technique he originally used for getting himself out of tight corners. It had been a while, but back in the old days when people spent considerable effort attempting to kill him, he had perfected a way of teleporting himself short distances. He called it MUPPET for reasons and acronyms lost in previous annals. The type of life-form he was (actually, he was the only one he had ever met), although it looked like a normal human, seemed to have the ability to take its molecules apart and transfer them to anywhere he could see or remember, subsequently reassembling them, usually, into an identical shape. He suspected that he could change himself into different forms if he tried, but that seemed to involve a knowledge of anatomy that he was currently lacking, and could have resulted in a number of embarrassing mistakes. Like riding a crocodile, though, the skill was something that once mastered, he could not possibly lose.

He teleported himself directly to the front door of his mansion, cannoning off the doorpost. His hat flew away into the potted meat-bush under the ‘Master Reception Room’ window. “Bugger, accuracy was never one of my strong points,” he remembered.

The door came open to his touch. He paused. The house was silent. There was a strange smell not there. The scent of shower gel which always filled the house when Rannie was in. He picked up the baseball bat he kept in an imitation elephant’s foot inside the door (solving that ‘imitation elephant’ scam was one of his greater sleuthing achievements) and crept slowly towards his office, from where the scent was not emanating. He thought about teleporting inside the house, but there was no way of telling if Rannie had rearranged the furniture, and he certainly did not want to materialise inside a sofa.

He carefully poked the door open with the bat. The sight that met his eyes made his hearts sink. His criminal case processing equipment was scattered across the floor and smashed into pieces, the furniture was scattered across the floor and smashed into pieces, and his lady was lying on the floor and not looking very hearty at all. He rushed up to her nearly naked body. Blood oozed between her thighs and splattered the floor around her. Her clothing and skin were torn in many places by what looked like animal claws, and her neck was set at an unnatural angle. He gave a wail and bent down to take her head in his hands.

Her eyes flicked open. “Moggy, darling,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, I tried to stop them but... look out...” There was a crash on the back of his head, and before the investigator’s world went black, he remembered the first rule of being a private detective; never leave your hat off.

* * *
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AFTER WHAT SEEMED LIKE an age, the man opened his eyes. “I’ve gone blind,” he thought. “Ow, that hurts.” He gingerly felt a tender lump on the back of his head. “Someone hit me. Where am I?” He reached up and his hands touched something solid. He reached sideways and touched something solid... you get the idea. He was trapped inside a box, a wooden box. He pushed upwards. Nothing yielded. The air was heating up; his breathing became more laboured. He levered his arms against the lid of the container. There was a slight movement. He focused his strength and pushed. This time the cover moved, and a trickle of soft earth (smelling slightly of dung) joined him in his trap. Reality dawned. He was buried: buried alive—slightly better than being buried, dead, but really not the best place to be.

“How, why?” Thoughts rushed through his head. The terror of the situation gripped him. He pummelled the lid and succeeded in admitting more earth. He could feel the weight of the ground above him. “Calm, be calm. Save the air. I can get out of this. I can MUPPET out. Just got to find where I am, so I can work out where I’m going.”

His mind searched upwards. “Where is the air and the light? Why isn’t it there?” It was dark as far as his probing could detect. There was nothing he could do, except asphyxiate. He thought of Rannie, and then he thought of the people who had murdered her. The anger built. He breathed more heavily. The atmosphere thickened. He gasped and desperately imagined what it would be like to breathe fresh air; he thought of the scent of the open space that must be above him. Suddenly the box was full of that air. He took a deep breath and absorbed the unmistakeable sulphurous odours of the nocturnal fire beetles. That was why he couldn’t find the light; it was night-time. Perhaps he was not so deep in the earth as he imagined.

“How can I breathe?” he thought. “Maybe the panic of not being able to teleport out has teleported air into the box with me instead?” As he pondered, he began to pant. He tried concentrating on the air again, and managed to bring a few more breaths into the container. The effort was making him sweat. He thought of Rannie. Was she dead? Suppose she could be saved if he was free? Panic gripped him. The more he thought of her lying there, the more he felt the dread of her dying without him trying something. Dismay mixed with anger and the desire to revenge himself on the people who had done this. Lights flashed in front of his eyes as his rage built up. Negative emotions he thought he was incapable of spiralled round and round in his head. He let the whole force channel into a blast upwards. There was a massive explosion. He was staring at the stars. A column of broken wood and earth rocketed skywards. He was free.

“I guess that’s what you call, ‘thinking outside the box’,” he groaned, clawing his way out of the crater.

Soil and rocks rained down as he lay panting at the rim. The air misted with his breath, and then something wet and hot nuzzled the back of his neck. He rolled over, ready for a fight and stared up into the soft brown eyes and inquisitive face of a doku.

“Oh, just go away will you?” he slapped it gently on the muzzle. It backed off and looked over its shoulder at the other members of the herd. He could have sworn it shrugged. The other beasts gathered around him expectantly as he struggled to his feet. He pushed them aside and tried to build his strength to teleport back to the house. How long he had been unconscious he had no idea. He materialised by the door again. This time he took no chances, and barged into the office with the entire elephant’s foot raised over his head. He switched the lights on and reeled backwards. There was nothing out of place. The furniture was intact, the crime processing unit was in its usual position and even his collection of Humphrey Bogart movies was back on the shelf.

“What the Phoist?” he said.

He ran from room to room, checking the rest of the house. It was exactly as normal, with the exception of the love of his life and shower gel. There was no sign of Rannie, no sign that she had ever been there. He switched on the intruder detection systems and scanned for life-forms of any species. Apart from the doku now clustering round the front door, there was nothing to see. He double-checked the house control unit for signs of a hacked entry; again nothing.

Back in the study, he examined the floor where Rannie had been lying. There was the white rug he had picked up in Tishasalcadaan (his ship had been diverted by a flock of bison-geese blocking the shipping lanes on their annual migration towards the tropical warmth of the Scottish Highlands—apparently the weather had improved considerably since Scotland gained independence from the English). Or was it his rug? Where was the damage from that spilled pint of ‘Woodlouse-Slayer’ after the all-nighter with his mates from the dung mines? He picked it up and sniffed. The unmistakable smell of no ale was conspicuous by its presence. Someone had cleaned the carpet, and rather thoroughly too, he thought. (The house washing-machine had been unable to completely remove the stain, despite the application of different cleaning agents which were all very good at removing beetroot, red wine, bodily fluids and chocolate, especially when applied together, but were stumped by a slick of his home-made beer. He had even tried the chemicals all at the same time and only succeeded in turning his washing red.)

He shrugged. “Enough of those thoughts. Something’s amiss. I’m not sure how long ago; oh, two days by the now undamaged clock that was lying in pieces last time I saw it.” He sat down and put his head in his hands. “Think. What can I do? Where do I start?” His mind was blank, but then cleared as he stood and headed for the kitchen. “Ale is required,” he muttered, following the advice of the Master Investigators Association fridge magnet, “When in doubt, guzzle.”

* * *
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THE INVESTIGATOR HAD retrieved his hat, which was now set at that special angle reserved for dealing with a client first interview. He was sitting in ‘Reception Room Two’, behind the sturdy oak desk he used for intimidating clients, and began the conversation.

“Good morning, Magus, and how can I help you?”

He walked around the desk and sat in the clients’ chair. “It’s a mystery.” He outlined the details as he had experienced them, and then returned to the investigator’s chair.

“Hmmm.” He steepled his hawkshaw’s fingers. “This could be costly... but you have me intrigued. I’ll do it at cut price for you.”

“And keep the expenses to an absolute minimum,” added himself from the other chair.

“Of course. Travel and ale only.”

“And you won’t buy your pints in London or tourist hotspots at extortionate prices?”

“You can rely on me.”

* * *
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THE DETECTIVE, SUITABLY loaded with alcohol, and freshly showered, was ready to begin. He sat in his office and ran a bio-scan on the area to try to locate Rannie’s body. It turned up nothing; either she was buried very deeply underground, or she had been vaporised and her remains scattered into space... or his detector was broken. He gave it a shake and some small screws and a spring dropped out on his carpet, never to be seen again.

He called the local hospitals, cemeteries, bars and the Gas Board, and this too yielded nothing. He realised he had to expand his search area. Somebody must have seen something. He started phoning random people in desperation, but he was out of breath after all the excitement and most of them hung up on him, although one did offer to fix his computer if he would download some special software. Apart from this, he turned up nothing in the way of clues. This surely had to mean that the murderers were strangers on the planet. The obvious answer was to check the spaceport records for recent arrivals, and departures possibly with excess luggage on the way out.

The decision made, he collected his small suitcase and his detective’s kit: gun in his shoulder holster, gun in his back pocket, mini hadron collider strapped to his leg, the throwing knife in his sock and the other throwing knife in his other sock that wasn’t there. He was about to depart when he thought he should double-check the estate. After all, his defence screens had been down when he returned. Anything could be lurking in the bushes. “Better make sure before I go over to the port. Don’t want to get another crack on the skull.”

Again, he inspected the area surrounding his house, and again nothing scanned except the doku. He put on his best sleuthing coat—a long gabardine number that was fractionally too big for him but had been a bargain in the last Friday of Colour from the galactic souk, Leviathan—squared his shoulder and rounded his back and confident in his total security and safety, shouldered his way through the milling animals still at the doorway.

“Stop where you are, Magus.” The voice seemed to come from inside the herd itself. The investigator whirled to face it. “Put the gun down,” said one of the doku. “You are covered. Don’t try anything stupid.”

“What, like hang-gliding in a litter bin?”

“That’s enough of that, drop the gun. Yes, the one in your coat.” The Magus gingerly extracted his weapon and released it. “And the one in your shoulder holster” continued the doku. “One false move...”

“What, like ‘Pope to Queen’s Elf Seven’?”

“Are you taking the piss?”

“It’s hard to concentrate when you’re being menaced by what’s basically a big soft old cow.”

“Sorry about that. Have you dropped all your weapons?”

“As you instructed.”

“I’ll come out.” A man stepped from behind one of the animals. He was short and stocky, and reminded the Magus of a gangster in a Bogart movie. That was where the similarity ended. The man was dressed in a nicely cut hairy animal skin and he held a vintage projectile weapon, loosely pointed in the Magus’s direction. The Magus did not move. At this range the gun could knock a sizeable hole in him, the house behind, and part of the mountain range behind that (it was a good one).

“I don’t understand why I couldn’t see you on the scanner?”

“I hid behind a doku. Oh, and the throwing knife in your sock...”

“What throwing knife?”

“What, no knife? You private penises always have a throwing knife...”

“Private dicks if you don’t mind.”

“Dicks, nobs, penises, I thought it was all the same...”

“You’re not from round here, are you?” The Magus’ hunch about ‘outsiders’ had been correct.

“How can you tell? Actually, I don’t care. I was asked to hang around for a bit to make sure you were completely dead. You don’t look dead to me. I thought you’d been bludgeoned and buried. But then, they said you had an annoying habit of reappearing even after all that sort of thing.”

“They? Who are they? Why do ‘they’ want me dead?” The Magus stalled for time. “Can we come to some arrangement? I am rather rich, you know.”

“As I’ve been led to believe, but there’s more to job satisfaction than money.”

“Pardon? Are you sure? You’re not a chartered sadist are you? Anyway, what is there more important than the money?”

The doku-man counted on his fingers. “The pleasure of the kill, the status, the knowledge of a job properly done, the way people treat you with respect, the outfit...”

“The outfit?” The Magus stalled while he tried to think of a way out. “You look like, well, a doku. How do you pull girls with clothes and an aroma like that?”

The man patted one of the beasts. “I never have any trouble.” The animal turned its head towards him and the Magus could have sworn it looked bashful. “Sorry,” the assassin continued, and dropped his disguise on the ground, “I do have to kill you now. There are no witnesses within miles as you know from your scans, so don’t think about shouting for help. I’ll just get out my NishiPad to film it for my employers... if you could bear with me for a moment while I work out how to switch it on. Don’t think about making a break for it.”

The Magus dropped his chocolate wafer biscuit and glanced towards the safety of his house. There was nowhere to run. He leaned gently backwards and reached for the small firearm wedged into the back of his belt that wasn’t there. It wasn’t there. He cursed under his breath for the oversight. The doku-man set his pad on a tripod and levelled the museum piece. The Magus closed his eyes.
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3.  ​Drop Dead Date
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In which Tom dies and is reborn.

The wheelchair seemed to want to go in five directions at once. The old man struggling with it was grunting with the effort of forcing its small wheels up the incline toward the vantage point over the valley. He glanced down at the faded script on the handle, ‘Morrisburyways’, and shrugged; at least it was easier than carrying his burden bodily to the top of the hill.

“Are you okay, beautiful?”

The lady in the trolley sighed. “I’m fine,” she replied in a weak voice he could hardly hear. “You don’t have to do this, you know. I can die at home just as peacefully.”

A tear rolled down the old man’s cheek. “I don’t want you to go.”

“I don’t want to leave you either, but you know my time is coming. You’d better hurry.”

“How can you be so sure about your exact time of death?” He turned the converted trolley around and dragged it backwards through a patch of thick grass.

“We know. My people always live for exactly this amount of time. If we didn’t, there would be a load of old folks cluttering up society, occupying the health service and complaining about the weather, oh, and hoarding money which could be better spent on the jobless, illegal immigrants, long-term work-shy and sacked dung-mining executives’ pensions.”

“But I can’t live without you, Suzy...” He clipped the side of a tree. The tears were starting to blind him.

The lady coughed. “Ouch. Watch where you’re going. You must continue; you haven’t finished writing your life story yet...”

“I can’t. I’m still alive... although I don’t want to be. What is there for me after you’ve gone?”

The lady shrugged. “I’m sorry, but you guys are normally supposed to die before us. I don’t know what to say. If it was me, I’d get over it, and then throw myself off a cliff. I can’t comfort you. Don’t overdo it though. Are you sure you don’t want to go back?”

“Of course not.” The man stopped for breath and stroked her hair. “Still that beautiful gold I fell in love with...”

She smiled.

“And you’re still as lovely as ever.”

“Rubbish. I’m older and look older, but I expect your eyesight has faded to suit. Now are you going to give up and leave me here?”

“I promised to take you to our spot,” he replied, “You said you could never tire of that view.”

She leaned her head back against his heaving chest. “It’s very sweet of you. I will die happy, gazing across our beautiful valley. Are you sure I’m not too heavy? You should take a break.”

“Not far now,” he panted. He forced the home-made chair through the last few bushes and the panorama opened up in front of them. A distant planet in both time and phase from the place of his birth, but it was his home now, with his lady. Soft green woodland flowed over gentle hills into the purple distance. Here and there were the clearings in the trees they had made to grow crops and allow the animals to graze, and the lake with the jetty and the waterfall that fed into it.

The old woman sighed. “So beautiful; and the sun, it feels good on my body. Thank you, Tom, my lifeblood,” she whispered. “You’re right, this is all I need, to spend my last few minutes with you and my country. It will be all yours now.” Tom slipped panting on the grass beside her. He rested his head on her knees. She tousled his grey hair. “I have loved every moment of the time we have been together; thank you for being with me.”

Tears gushed down Tom’s cheeks. “I love you so much, Suzy,” he sobbed. The woman sighed. Her hand slipped from his head. Tom gazed into her beautiful face. There was a smile on her dead lips.

His mind reached back fifty years to when he first met the Suzanne from this universe on the terraforming freighter. As you remember, he kept himself alive by providing essential services to the captain, but eventually his repertoire and his body were totally spent. Suzanne had to throw him off the ship to maintain credibility. He did wonder why she was smiling as she opened the airlock. What she had omitted to mention was that they had already landed on the planet, and the atmosphere machines had improved the environment to the extent that the original choking stench of ‘rotten eggs’ had been reduced to ‘next door’s bonfire’ and was rapidly progressing down to ‘locker room sock’. Tom thus stepped out to a virgin planet, the first man to do so for fifty years, and his impending suffocation was somewhat mitigated by a padded air-stair leading down to the ground, and an abundance of fresh air. The sentence had been carried out to the letter of the Law.

Tom subsequently made himself invaluable using his knowledge of Skagos from a different life, and helped to replant the land and start up a brewing industry, leaving the new colonists in green fields and excellent spirits. Suzanne’s contract had been concluded after this last mission. She was given the opportunity to take up a new agreement with a revised pension scheme, or terminate her bond. She chose the latter. She and Tom picked a distant part of Skagos to settle down on and lived blissfully in near isolation, but those halcyon times were now over.

He kissed her. “I want to die with you,” he murmured. “Please Suzy, let me die here, now, with you.” The pain in his chest rose. He gasped as darkness closed in on him and he collapsed slowly to the ground. “It seems like I am coming with you, darling,” he wheezed. A smile crossed his face as his breathing stopped. A cloud rolled over the sun and the forest birdsong paused as the shade engulfed them.

Out of the trees stepped a woman. She was tall, shapely and blonde: her face flawless and in perfect symmetry, her movements graceful. Her leather skirt probably showed too much of her legs, but at her expensive belt was a weapon normally associated with the somewhat spectacular and rapid disassembly of sentient life-forms. People who had known her (briefly) might have been aware that she was actually an android (or ‘gynoid’ as she would point out haughtily, immediately before she pulled the trigger), a faultless example of everything that could be created with Roboshop and a deluxe android kit. Tom had appreciated this on a number of occasions before he settled down with Suzanne.

She sauntered up to the deceased couple and her lips parted in a snarl. “At last, Two-Dan, you complete bastard. I’ve waited fifty years to see the end of you. I’m rid of you at last, and I’ve got a lot of catching up to do now that I’m free!”

“Actually I’m not dead, more’s the pity.” A tearstained face lifted from the turf to sweep slowly up her body. “I wondered if I would see you again, Kara, you old bag of bolts, in more than one sense of the word. You still think I’m your creator?”

The gynoid’s face twisted in frustration. “Phoist! Of course not! But my damn core programming refuses to be overridden. What, by Norbert, the God of Nonstop Nudnicks, does it take to be free from the programming that binds me to you?”

“I’m ready to die now,” he said weakly. “My life is finished. Please feel free to kill me and get it over with. I give you my full permission. You’ll be doing me the greatest favour.”

“No problem.” The beautiful face broke into a smile, the smile that had ensnared many an unsuspecting target. “I normally do this for money, but in your case, I’ll can let you have the hit at a discount.”

“You can have my wallet. There’s a couple of drachma and a partially unused condom.” Tom struggled to sit up. “I did wonder what you were doing, these days.”

“Gun for hire, jobbing assassin and occasional financial auditor, the skills are mostly the same; a girl’s got to make a living... Stop prevaricating.” Kara smiled sardonically. “As you’ve kindly invited me to terminate you, I’ll have that pleasure without my safety limiter preventing me.”

The android swept her weapon out of its holster and trained it on him. The sights locked. A small red dot appeared on Tom’s forehead despite the fact they were standing next to each other. He tried to keep his aging head motionless to give her the best shot. Their eyes met. Kara held his gaze for a few seconds and then trembled. The safety catch snapped back on the blaster. “Oh, double Norbert!” She stamped her foot petulantly. “I can’t kill you. I still can’t kill you, even though you’ve told me to.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Tom growled. “Bugger you then. I’ve got a splitting headache. Have you got any painkillers in your bag?”

Kara looked thoughtful. “Perhaps I could give you an overdose instead; just a slip of the finger...”

“That’d do. I have pain, more pain then you could know... you evil bitch.” Really, Tom was quite fond of the gynoid under all her bluster, but he delivered the insult as a matter of protocol.

Kara rummaged in her bag and produced a number of items of medical equipment (it was a small bag, but it did seem to contain a good deal more than it should) before she latched on to a vapour syringe—‘Alchyseltza, Euthanasia for the Terminally Tightwad. Please keep away from Property Developers’, it said on the label.

“Good, give me the shot,” he ordered after Kara read it out to him.

“A pleasure...” She tried to dial in the lethal dose, but her systems refused to allow it; her fail-safe still prevented her from hurting him. “Oh, why does this not work?” The inability to kill Tom drove her mad (which she assumed was probably why her creator did it at the outset).

“Make it the strongest possible,” said Tom hopefully.

“I don’t know why I bother trying,” she conceded, and returned the dial to the ‘traffic warden’ setting. “This should clear your head, at least.” She put the shot into his arm.

“Thank you.” He rolled onto his side and gazed across his land. “Now, get Suzy out of the trolley and lie her down next to me.”

“What did your last service bot die of?”

“Oh go on, please. Humour me in my dotage.”

“Perhaps that will encourage you to give up and die.” The gynoid lifted the old woman and placed her next to him. Surprisingly, she was quite gentle with the body. “How do you feel?” She regarded Tom hopefully.

“Fine, thank you.”

“Shame.”

Tom struggled to pull Suzanne upright, and then laid her head on his shoulder, breathing in the sweet scent of the cloud of hair he could still drown in.

Kara snorted. “Finished now, you necrophile? Can I go? How much longer do I have to wait before I’m free of you?”

There was no answer. She shook him, a strange dread creeping through her systems. She checked his pulse: nothing. “Oh triple Phoist! You utter bastard. That injection killed you, and I missed the enjoyment of doing it deliberately. But why?” She picked up one of her discarded pieces of medical equipment and scanned Tom’s body. The results came out on a strip of ticker-tape which she read. “Oh, I see; heart failure, brought on by the painkiller and too much hard work. I didn’t realise he was so frail. At last.” She smiled with relief, “A mishap it was after all. My fail-safe can’t possibly punish me for accidentally killing the creator, can it?”

Somewhere deep inside her control units, the built-in paradox sub-routines struggled to come to terms with an ‘accidental’ death, versus her unrelenting desire to kill Tom. She swayed as all processing power wrestled with the irony, and then the final ‘if in doubt; guilty’ control operated. Her power supply shut down. She pitched forward on the grass and rolled down the hill, ending in a patch of nettles. In the tangled thorn bushes behind them, a large silver cylinder registered what had happened, shimmered and vanished in search of a new owner.

* * *
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TOM SUFFERED A BRIEF memory of a warm hillside, a wave of bitter-sweet pain and the scent of a storm of soft golden hair, and then a huge explosion inside his head. Memories of other lives crowded in: of the Suzanne he tried to hide with on her farm before the universe caught up with them and killed him: of the Suzanne killed in a crash trying to get away from the Mob: of a Suzanne he left at a party in the remains of London, and many jumbled memories of other people he knew or thought he knew. Tom swayed, blinked and realised he was in a long corridor; an airport. “Oh feck, bugger, damn, blow, Phoist, bollocks, bugger, bugger!” He dropped the plastic bag he was carrying. He heard the sound of breaking glass.

The man standing beside him grabbed his arm. “Are you okay, sir?” he asked in a refined accent.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
bert wingfie

o

Plan Qour resurrection carefully... q_r}‘
you might,come/back as a leader of industry





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image011.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





OEBPS/d2d_images/image017.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





