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1.  ​​​​​​​​The Dokuvirus
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How not to catch it

Tom sets SMART Objectives

The virulent Dokuvirus was first seen on Glenforbis, a world renowned for being the centre of organic fertiliser production, and nothing else. Its dung mines have long been celebrated across the Galaxy, as is its atmosphere. Apart from the miners, only a few people could live there, and property in general was spacious, air-conditioned and cheap. It was from here that the herds of the indigenous and placid doku, a variety of hairy four-horned buffalo, spread out and began to transmit the virus, but only to people they liked.

The actual disease itself is thought to be harmless—it doesn’t kill, debilitate or confuse—but does have the major side-effect of causing excessive hair growth. Some would find this useful and have deliberately infected themselves where local taxation on clothing is extortionate, but others, perhaps on warmer planets, have suffered major inconvenience, the condition being of benefit only to the deodorant manufacturers—conspiracy theorists have suggested there may be a connection.

* * *

[image: ]


It Begins

SOME 20 PARSECS AWAY from Glenforbis, as the house flies (a plague of them there), the newly elected CEO of the multi-national corporation, SCT, Tom Two-Dan $mith (sic), is scratching his head... not because he has contracted the virus, of which he is currently blissfully unaware, but rather because nobody knows what his recently acquired company actually does.

Tom has set himself the SMART (Senseless, Mind-numbing, Abstract, Retrograde and Throwaway) objective of finding out, tracking where all the money has gone after the untimely slaying of the previous CEO, and trying to turn the business around.

Meanwhile in another universe, possibly at right-angles to his present reality...
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2.  ​​​​​​Mission Orders
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Foilside presses the wrong button

Kara-Tay hits the right ones

Chief Overseer Raymond Foilside wheeled his motorised baking-tin into the main office of the Temporal Conduct Authority. Their slogan, ‘Si irrumabo cum Tempus, Nos irrumabimus Te’[Loosely: If you mess with Time, We mess with You] was recognised and feared throughout known space. He regarded the leggy blonde-haired biped bending over the main surveillance pad in the centre of the room, and silently cursed the fact that the String Theory, which suggests that all things are possible somewhere in the multiverse, had left him without any of the necessary appendages to take advantage.

“Morning Chief,” the girl straightened and swept her lazy grey gaze upon him.

“G’day Agent Tay.” A small river of drool leaking out of what he liked to call his mouth. The girl bent towards him and dabbed it out of his tin with a super-absorbent Nishi-Swab™, deliberately giving him a tantalising glimpse of her loose complex network of branching ducts and lobules firmly covered in a layer of fat and skin. He was annoyed about his optical processors filtering and reducing his enjoyment of the vision to mere biological data, but he controlled the irritation; he knew that he had to motivate his team; things had not been going swimmingly at the TCA recently.

He cleared his throat, one of the organs that the String Theory had decided to leave him with. “Morning Team.”

“Morning Chief,” came the reply from the varied collection of species that constituted his line-up of investigators.

“Are we floating all the boats today?”

“Sorry Chief?” The question came from a large hairy creature with the look of a St Bernard dog.

“Firing on all cylinders, Lazmik; travelling at warp ten; punching every monkey?”

“Absolutely Chief; everything is running to plan.”

“Still suffering from the hair then, Agent Lazmik” Foilside raised an eyebrow at his shaggy subordinate.

“Yes Chief, it appears I can’t get rid of it since I did the job on that planet with the methane problem.”

“I remember that abortive mission, where they had failed to curtail illegal odour eliminator smuggling in the dung mines. You should see Nurse.”

“I did. Apparently there’s no known cure.”

“I’m very sorry to hear that. What flowers would you like at the funeral? Do we need to have a whip-round?”

The hairy face split into a grin. “You can, Chief, and I’m sure the drachmas will come in handy. It’s not actually life-threatening, only a bit hard on the department strimmer.”

“Riiiight.” Foilside rolled into the centre of the office. “Listen up team.” There was a scraping of chairs, sloshing of liquid and whirr of caterpillar tracks. “I have been notified of a major irregularity in the Multiverse.”

“Another one?” The blonde biped perched herself on a stool and stretched a tanned portion of lower extremity that runs from the knee to the ankle towards him. He activated the elevator under his tray until he was on eyelevel with her.

“Yes, another one, Agent Tay. This one however might suit your particular talents. Shall we have a look?” He produced a remote-control unit crammed with small buttons and pressed one. The coffee machine gurgled and spat boiling water on to the office goose, which gave a honk and careered through a house of cards that one of the investigators had nearly completed.

“Bugger these controls,” said Foilside, “Why don’t they ever make the buttons big enough for a normal person to operate?”

“Twats and twelve-year-old designers who have no idea about functionality testing,” suggested Tay. “Somebody brilliant creates the technology, and it then gets passed on to subnormal kids for the aesthetics; they’re very cheap, of course.”

“Make a note to eliminate the supplier.” Foilside inspected the control. “The Nishant Corporation, it says here. Do we know where to find them?”

“I’m sure we can track them down,” said Lazmik, “I’m looking for something to kill in my spare time.”

“Don’t you mean something kill your spare time?”

Lazmik grinned.

Foilside nodded. “Good, set that as another of the objectives in your PDP...”

“Sir?”

“Yes, Agent Lazmik?”

“PDP, remind me?”

“As I explain every time you ask, a Personal Demotivation Plan is a continuous cycle of self-deprecation and abuse, to demoralise employees, teach you to hate yourselves and the organisation, and plan for the future by moving to a different employer.”

“Thanks, Chief. I’m writing it down... er, where should I write it down?”

Foilside sighed. “I’ve seen your notes. You may be able to fit it into Volume 3, between ‘solving galactic poverty’ and ‘making me a cup of cocoa’. Perhaps you should read them sometime?”

“Read them, yes. I’ll add that to my objectives, Chief.”

Foilside looked thoughtful. “Then again, Agent, perhaps you can leave uncovering the kimono on that one until later; put it on the back-burner for the moment. Talking about burning, we actually have a barn-burner here for a change.” He banged the remote control unit glued to the side of his tray and the holographic viewer on the end wall shuddered into life.

The image showed a wood-panelled office with a large mahogany desk. Leaning on the desk, a pert girl in a business suit was toying with her smooth dark hair... and behind her...

Tay gave a gasp. “Not him again?”

“Yes, him again.” Foilside grimaced. “I thought we’d ‘eaten the frog’ on that ‘bag of vipers’ but it seems that our noble principal, the Cyclic Imperator, has made a ‘Whitehouse Decision’ to give us the action item of bringing the Universes back into sync.”

“What again?” said Lazmik. “I know we are a bit short of work here, but how many times..?”

“A non-issue.” Foilside dismissed the protest. “We must do what the empty suits decide, and I’ve decided that Agent Tay is the right operative for the job. We have to fish or cut bait on this one.”

“I’d rather not.” Tay shook her head.

“I like a nice halibut, but what have you got against fish?” said Lazmik.

“Nothing against fish, per-se, but every time I go near Two-Dan $mith (sic), for reasons I’m not going into at the moment, we end up trying to resist shagging like bonobos.”

“What, like Simon Green, the well-known British musician, producer and DJ, or are you citing that talented Paul David Hewson from the band, U2, in universe 2D$1?” Foilside tore his gaze away from her breasts.

“No Chief.” Tay sighed. “You say this every time I mention my previous life with that man. I refer to those creatures called Pan Paniscus, formerly the ‘pygmy’ or ‘dwarf’ or ‘gracile’ chimpanzee.”

“I knew that.” Foilside grinned. “It’s on my map; I know everything about Two-Dan... apart from why his name has to have ‘sic’ in brackets.”

“That’s not his real name, but we have to put it in to show the editor it isn’t a spelling mistake,” explained the intern, Zeta, who was studying espionage with them after returning from twenty-years maternity leave, “Which it was originally, of course.”

“Okay then, Two-Dan $mith (sic) needs to be returned to his anchor point in Time-space and Universe. The ‘scuttlebutt’ is that he currently resides in Universe 2D$4.”

“By ‘anchor point’,” Tay fought the programmed feelings pervading her lower regions at the mention of Two-Dan’s name, “I presume you mean that he is requiring termination?”

“That is the usual interpretation. I know it will be like pegging eels to a wet washing line, but you are the best, er, man for the job.”

Tay took a breath. “I can’t do it.”

“You won’t?”

“No, can’t. You know I’m a gynoid...”

“Of course, a female android; I keep forgetting; you look so human. That would explain the fact that you have been working for the TCA for...” he counted on his fingers, “...nearly 1500 years now?”

“That’s right.” Tay sighed. “I’ve tried to terminate him on several occasions, but my programming always prevents it. You would be wasting our resources sending me.”

“I skimmed the dossier and saw that you and he went back a long way. That’s why I thought the job was right up your drainpipe.”

“We go further back than you think,” muttered Tay.

“This means I will have to orienteer the skills ecosystem for replacements,” whinged Foilside. “I simply thought it would give you pleasure...”

“It would, but wouldn’t get the job done.” Tay shuddered.

“Of course.” The chief scanned the room. “Who else is job-ready at the moment?”

“Bott and Scaly.” Tay’s reply came a little too quickly. “They haven’t been in the field for a while now and may be getting rusty.”

“Bott probably is,” Lazmik put in, “after he suffered that last mix of cookie-dough...”

“Remind me?”

“It was the ‘Dung-Blanket Case’,” continued Lazmik. “We were conned by those Bit-Coin miners who were digging underground. They thought we were investigating them, panicked, and poor Bott got flattened when they kicked out the pit props.”

The chief grimaced. “We had to plug the dyke with recycled parts to keep him alive, didn’t we?”

“I’m afraid Nurse had to use a few leftover spares to patch him up. She didn’t do a very good job.”

“That’s because our component orders never get signed off,” complained Tay. “The Imperator insists on doing everything himself these days, and says we are very short of cash; he seems to have a nice car and house, despite the fact we even have to buy our own badges and bus tickets. In Nurse’s defence though, how were we to know that the flexible ferrous material she found so useful would quickly degrade in wetter environments?”

“You could have asked Scaly;” said Lazmik, “he’s the scientist.”

“Aren’t they all.” Tay shuddered.

“I’ll donate them a clarion,” said Foilside. “Hold hard, team.”

* * *
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A SHORT WHILE LATER, the two special operatives were standing in front of the chief, Bott a mishmash of flesh and mechanical components, and Scaly, a multi-legged arthropod, both roughly the same height when upright. They were eyeing Tay lecherously, Bott her body and Scaly her timepiece. [Quadrillipods have a fascination for timepieces. The overall objective is to exceed fifty.]

“Watch the elephant in the room please, operators.” Foilside slapped a pair of appendages together to attract their wandering gazes.

The creatures snapped to attention. Bott fished around on the floor, searching for the part that had just broken off. “Even the plastic is degrading,” he muttered as he retrieved the fragment and tried to fit it back into the gap in his torso.

“Never mind that,” said Foilside impatiently. “We need to steam into action-city here. Go and see Nurse before you leave. I’m told she has more components now that the refuse collectors are refusing to take all that waste we thought was recyclable.”

“Sorry boss.” Bott stuffed the splinter into his pocket.

“I’ll take him after the briefing,” said Scaly. “Intern Zeta, would you be so kind as to book an appointment with Nurse for exactly thirty-eight minutes from now?” He clicked his forcipules and pressed the timers on five of his main watches.

“Exactly?” queried Zeta

“Exactly,” replied Scaly, “only it is now thirty-seven minutes and fifty seconds. Please pay attention.”

“Impressive.” Foilside smiled. “Precise timings?”

“Your briefings, Chief,” said Scaly tiredly, “last on average fifteen minutes. You flirt with Tay for three minutes, after which you ask us to join you for a coffee. That takes another two minutes while we politely decline. We then give in, and have eight minutes to drink before you dismiss us. The walk to surgery from the coffee salon takes ten minutes which we can vary by plus or minus two, depending on our chosen pace; total thirty-eight.”

“I’ll sleep peacefully in my bed knowing that,” said Foilside sarcastically.

“I am glad to hear it,” replied Scaly. “Your improved quality of slumber will reinforce the peak of efficiency we are pleased to enjoy each day.” He returned to his more normal prone position and curled up under a table.

“Are you taking the piss?” Foilside tried to gauge the expression in the collection of ocelli forming Scaly’s compound eye but he should have remembered that one of the reasons for employing a quadrillipod as investigator was their total inscrutability. They also made excellent interviewers, mainly because criminals were invariably bipeds and were ‘creeped out’ by creatures with more than four appendages; a boon for any modern Temconauterie, as they had started calling their offices since Administration was outsourced to the French.

Foilside ignored the supposed sarcasm. “Right,” he repeated, “I need you guys to go to Universe 2D$4. You will find the target on an island at these coordinates.” He indicated the main screen. There was a teeth-tingling scraping from somewhere underneath Scaly, as his scribing appendages recorded the information on a writing slate. The rest of the members of the office wailed and covered their ears.

“Do you really have to write it down?” Lazmik grimaced. “Can’t you simply remember the mission, or get yourself a NishiPad like everybody else?”

“No,” said Scaly firmly. “You know the adage; ‘I hear, I remember ten percent, I see, I remember thirty percent, I write, I annoy one hundred percent’.”

“Why not write on a NishiPad then?” Lazmik pressed the point. It went through his trousers and made him jump.

“And what happens if I can’t get within range of a charging outlet?”

“The power packs are guaranteed to last for three months... unless you play ‘Hyperwars’ on them of course.”

“Of course,” agreed Scaly, looking slightly guilty, “but my slate never runs out of power.”

“Gentlemen,” interrupted Foilside, as Lazmik’s foot hovered in the air above the quadrillipod’s head. “Can we move the battalion on, please? The briefing period is running short.”

“Do continue, Chief,” said Scaly. “We are all ears.”

“I expect you are,” Foilside grunted, “with your anatomy of segmented body-parts.”

“Each one with its own neural ganglia and listening devices,” qualified Scaly, to nobody who gave a damn.

Foilside brought up a hologram of Two-Dan. “When you reach the island you will locate this man.” Tay shuddered and became very interested in her nails. “I want you to read him his rights and then terminate him, okay? Scaly, you can use your forcipules to immobilise him and take him somewhere quiet. He seems to be quite popular where he is, so we don’t want to ‘shoot the puppy’ for us by advertising his execution in advance.”

“Just that, boss; kidnap the man and terminate him?”

“Just that, Scaly. Keep a low profile.” He regarded the quadrillipod as it rippled across the floor on thousands of feet. “Of course, you do already.” He addressed the other agent. “And you too, Bott. You won’t be allowed any death-stars on this job, partially because of the security arrangements, but mainly because you are a trigger-happy psychopath and I can’t afford more compensation claims from bereaved dependents.”

“Sorry, boss.” Bott looked contrite. “My finger gets twitchy as soon as I pick up anything with a trigger. It’s a recognised medical condition. So how do we...?”

“Once you have him, you should use whatever equipment you can lay your hands on to bludgeon him to death. Make it look like suicide of course.”

“Can’t I use the Portable Hadron Collider?” asked Bott hopefully. “We could blast our way in and take him by surprise. They’d never be able to find all the pieces... or the island.”

“No Bott, your robotic components should be enough to get you in and finish the job. Once you have tacked that burger to the blackboard, send the signal and we will come and extract you. That should keep the king-suit happy for a few days; you know how grumpy he gets when someone is upsetting the balance of the universes.”

The detectives nodded, and Scaly reared up on his hind appendages, cheerfully munching a piece of cheese he had found under the fridge.

“Now,” concluded Foilside, “Anybody fancy a cup of coffee?”

There was a scraping of chairs as the office emptied.
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3.  ​​​​​​Good Company
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Tom Investigates a Process

Vac gets a uniform

Tom Two-Dan $mith (sic), the self-appointed Chief Operating Officer of SCT, which he suspected stood for ‘Syndicated Consultant Trusts’, although nobody could confirm or deny it, leaned back in his sumptuous leather chair and regarded his business-like personal assistant, perching perkily on the edge of the desk. Amber had smooth dark hair, wide blue eyes and a long slim body that she had spent a lot of time toning up, but that is not important right now; what is important is that she brought some rather disturbing news.

“Say again. I’m not sure I understand what you are telling me.”

“I didn’t believe it either, sir,” she replied, “but I can find nobody in the entire organisation who has a clue what we actually do, and believe me I have searched everywhere. The nearest I got to any sense was the tea-lady, who was able to update me regarding some of the things that were happening. It’s not a happy picture.” She brought up a candid photograph on her NishiPad. Tom gave a sob.

“Such a sad face on that puppy, but nothing to do with the company. Tell me, everyone seems to be busy, rushing about, doing things. What is going on?”

“It seems to me as if they are doggedly following set routines.”

“Routines, from where?”

“An extensive tome, known as the ‘Process Manual’...”

Tom scratched his neck. “Have you personally looked at the instructions in it? Do those routines lead anywhere?”

“I did, and I tried to trace them, but I get to a point where all information vanishes. Everything ends up at a single location.”

“And that would be?”

“Change Management, sir.”

“Ah.” Tom put his hands behind his head and stretched. “Change Management eh; and who would be in charge of that?”

“Nobody’s really sure, but the name Ramón is mentioned by a few of the more disillusioned members of staff.”

“Ramón eh?”

“Yes sir.”

“Disillusioned?”

“It seems that everyone else in the organisation has something bad to say about Change Management, but even inside that considerably sized division, there are people who want to escape.”

“You said ‘considerably sized’? How considerable?”

“Er... since you downsized Human Resources...”

“Intellectual Capital. I renamed the department.”

“Sorry sir, since you downsized IC, we have saved a great deal of money, but net outgoings are still in excess of income, and a lot of them are leaking through Change Management.”

“I saw the balance sheet. Apparently we have no income at all, apart from interest on loans and sale of novelty key-rings.”

“I was coming to that, sir.”

“Which reinforces my theory that we don’t actually produce anything?”

“I haven’t been able to find a company product so far.”

Tom sighed. “Anyway, back to Change Management. You were saying that there are staff there who are not happy in what they do.”

“Given the right incentive, they admitted the same.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“So did I, sir. They were most reluctant to share any information to start with. Apparently if they say what they think, they lose their jobs. After a few drinks in that nice restaurant down the road however, they were only too happy to tell me everything they knew.”

“Um, sorry Amber, but you have been drinking with them?”

“It’s okay sir; they put the lot on expenses. It didn’t cost them their hard-earned wages.”

“Expenses, when the Company is in this state?”

“They said that their leader signs them off without question. That was one of the perks for working with Change Management... that, and their monthly bonuses. That’s why nobody leaves.”

“And you found out all this over a few drinks?”

“And other things.” Tom noticed a slight flush around her ears.

“I only asked you to check a few details, not sleep with the employees.”

Amber blushed. “It’s a reliable way to find out more, sir. I did it for the Company. You know how dedicated I am to the Company.”

“I do now.” Tom, regarded his P.A. with mixed feelings. She had come a long way since he met her as a timid hostess at an airport, where she helped to save his life. With her steadfast support, he had been able to settle quickly into this organisation. He rewarded her with the job she now held, and was pleased with her dedication, and the way she kept him at arm’s length, whilst still being efficient and reliable. He was grateful for that. Life was complicated enough already without getting squelchy with his personal assistant.

“Sir?” Amber’s voice brought him out of his daydream.

“Sorry, I was thinking about how we met.”

“Serendipity,” she said.

“I thought it was the airport, but are you happy at your work?”

“Very much, sir; you and the organisation are my life.”

“And your investigations?”

“I like to give one-hundred percent.”

“I think fifty-percent would be sufficient, thank you.” Despite their platonic relationship, Tom was strangely disturbed at the thought of Change Management hands roaming his assistant’s anatomy; it seemed to him that they were already screwing the company enough.

“I had to gain their confidence, sir.”

“Very good, Amber, but in future though, fifty-percent will be sufficient for your job.”

“Yes, sir.” Amber blushed again and Tom fidgeted. An awkward silence pervaded the room.

The intercom buzzed. He took a breath. “Yes?” he snapped.

“Vac, Sah. Permission to enter?”

Tom nodded to Amber. “We’ll talk more, later. In the meantime, could you see if you can find out more about this Ramón character?”

Amber nodded and slid off the desk. Tom watched her curves as she sauntered towards the door. She turned. He pretended to be looking at something on the empty desk. “Shall I send Vac in, sir? He’s been waiting outside since yesterday.”

Tom nosed tiredly. Amber swung open the double doors, and there was a waltz as she and Vac each tried to let the other through first. Tom felt slightly disappointed that his efficient secretary had revealed herself to be human after all. No chance of the man now standing stiffly to attention in front of him falling prey to that weakness, he reflected.

“Vac.”

“Sah!”

“Welcome.”

“Thank you, Sah.”

“Yes?”

“Yes, Sah!”

Tom grinned at his Chief of Security. Vac was a member of a small tribe of primitives who called themselves Skagans, living on the island that SCT had adopted as the secluded location for their head office. The tribe had proved surprisingly enthusiastic when he offered them employment. Until then, they had apparently been spending their time exercising to the peak of physical perfection or wandering about aimlessly. He had been puzzled at the lack of children in their village. One would have thought that if they had nothing else to do, they would have considered it an acceptable pastime; these people were the most beautiful race he had ever seen; Vac himself would have made even Superman weep and go back to basic training.

“You wanted to see me, Vac?” he prompted.

“Yes, Sah.”

“Go on?”

“Sah?”

“What did you want to see me about?”

“I wanted to report that we have removed the perimeter walls and fences. Permission to leave the barbed wire in place, Sah?”

“I told you that we did not need walls and fences around my house, Vac. Why do I still need barbed wire?”

“Insurgents, Sah.”

“But I found out that the only insurgents in the area were your own tribe pretending to be insurgents so that you had an excuse to fortify my offices.”

“Can never be too careful, Sah.”

“Really, but who would want to kill me, apart from former employees I suppose, and the ‘Cyclic Imperative’ because I’ve travelled the Multiverse, oh, and my wife...? How is Suzanne by the way? Have you managed to stop her drinking?”

“The detention centre troops are working on it, Sah.”

“Good, I hope you are making progress. I need her sober enough to sign divorce papers, someday. However, apart from all those people who want me dead, I think I’m safe here, so there’s no need for going over the top with security measures.”

“I’ll go over the top if you tell me, Sah. My life is yours to take.”

“I meant the security measures.”

“I see. They won’t be a problem, Sah.”

“Why?” Tom regarded the man in the black leather. “Nice uniform incidentally.”

“Thank you, Sah. Top quality doku leather: imported.”

“It would have to be.” Tom looked suspiciously at the Skagan. “As far as I’m aware, doku are indigenous to Glenforbis, a planet somewhat distant from here. As we don’t yet have space travel on this world, I’m a little intrigued as to how you came by them.”

“Ah.”

“Ah?”

“Would you believe that we found them stored in one of the warehouses, Sah?”

“No I wouldn’t.”

“Then, would you believe that we discovered a small herd of doku living on the Island?”

“That neither. Come on Vac, you can tell me the truth.”

“You won’t be cross?”

“Do I look cross?”

“Not yet, Sah.”

“Out with it, man... I’ve been dying to use that cliché for three whole universes,” he thought; “feels good. Come on, you can tell me.”

Vac took a breath. “Sah... you know how I always thought that my tribe originated somewhere else in the cosmos... and not Cloud-Cuckoo-Land as your secretary likes to suggest?”

“I might have heard something.” Tom was fully aware that the Skagans were the original members of a super-race that had populated the Universe in the distant past. In fact, all so-called ‘humans’ were thought to have descended from Skagan origin, or rather Skagan rejects, as the race tried to keep their genes pure; this, he believed, explained the current state of the population of Earth and other inhabited worlds and their fixation with foodstuffs intended to turn beautiful bodies into stores of fat, presumably for use as candles when electricity was un-invented.

The Skagans of course had stagnated, not mixing races to keep the genes strong. After an abortive attempt to reconquer the Galaxy, their world was strip-mined by greedy industrialists, the tribe decimated and dispersed. Tom knew that the Vac now standing before him was the man who he had first met on their home planet, Skagos, several adventures and universes ago, but he was unsure whether this Vac was actually that physical manifestation or one of his equivalents from a parallel universe. Vac was not letting on.

Tom himself was different again. He had died, and his consciousness now inhabited a body from this, what he liked to think of as the Fourth Universe, whereas the original body that met Vac was from the First or Second Universe; he was not sure. He shook his head, and Vac snapped to attention.

“Yes, Sah?”

“You were telling me how you got the doku-leather—the truth now, mind.”

“The truth, Sah?”

“Without any dokushit.”

“You sure you won’t be cross?”

“Try me.”

Vac hesitated. Tom raised his eyebrows in encouragement.

Vac took a deep breath. “Tanda and me were talking one evening.”

“Good start. I did say you needed to think about making babies.”

“About where we came from,” continued Vac.

“Ah.”

“Yes, ‘ah’, Sah. Exactly what I said to Tanda. And she looked at me and said ‘ah’ back.”

“And I said to her, ‘Do you know what I’m thinking?’”

“And she said, ‘About those babies Sah was telling us about?’”

“And I said, ‘No, you silly bonobo, I was thinking about where we came from.’”

“And she said to me, ‘Oh, you mean our home planet, Skagos?’”

“Oh dear.” Tom thought back to how warlike the Skagans could be, given the right equipment.

“And I said, ‘How the spinning jackass do you know that?’”

“And she said, ‘I found this book hidden under the washing.’”

“A book?” Tom felt more uneasy.

“Yes, Sah, a book detailing the history of the Skagan race, the universe and everything else. Of course, we first had to learn how to read, and after that it started to make a lot more sense.”

“Don’t tell me.” Tom began to shake. “It was written by some dude called Oilflig Phoist.”

“I won’t tell you, Sah, but are you familiar with his works?”

“I remember a book which contained all the wisdom of the Universe, and caused no end of trouble in one of my previous lives. It’s not that one is it?”

“No, Sah. This is called, ‘The History and Development of the Skagans. An Intimate Study by Oilflig Phoist, Form 2B.’”

“Snappy title.” Tom sighed. “He always was good with titles.”

“Yes, Sah. Apparently he spent a fair time on Skagos, learning about the culture of my people.”

“I expect he did. I remember how your traditional greeting was not shaking hands or air kissing, but to shag like Pan Paniscus.”

“He does spend some time expanding on those techniques and rituals, Sah. I must say it has been a leg-opener.”

“Don’t you mean ‘eye-opener’?”

“Where would be the fun in that, Sah?”

“Of course, so what else have you discovered apart from how to make babies?”

“Make babies, Sah?”

“Forget it. Go on.”

“It seems we are part of a super-race, Sah...”

“Oh dear, oh dear.” Tom’s gut churned. The last time the Skagans discovered their place in the Universe, there was a rather nasty war, the downfall of the Consortium, a major peacekeeping force in that part of Space, and the virtual extinction of the Skagans themselves. That confirmed his suspicion; the man currently standing to attention in front of him really was one of the few survivors.

“Sorry, Sah?”

“Please go on.”

“We have been experimenting in one of our huts, Sah.”

“With what?”

“A few spare parts left over from the games machine you had me remove from the Development Lab.”

“Good, and what did you come up with?”

“Space travel, Sah.”

“Just like that?”

“The instructions were specific.”

“And this ship worked?”

“We made it to Glenforbis, Sah, in the prototype battleship, Sah; bought the leather to make the uniforms.”

“With what?”

“Salary, Sah; you were most generous when you employed the tribe. We pooled our cash.”

“To buy uniforms?”

“Yes, Sah.”

“Not luxuries, like a house, heating, car, TV or something?”

“No, Sah. My tribe live in mud and straw huts. We have always lived in mud and straw huts, Sah.” Vac squared his shoulders and stood even more to attention.

“We now have space travel capability?”

“No, Sah.”

“You had a ship. You went to Glenforbis.”

“We did, Sah.”

“And you came back.”

“Evidently, Sah.”

“Then where’s the ship; my ship if you think about it?”

“Ah.”

“Ah?”

“It broke, Sah.”

“Broke, how?”

“We thought we would take a little detour, Sah. We’ve been getting tax demands.”

“Have you, now?”

“We went to the tax office in person because you can never get through on the phone, they don’t have an email address and there’s a shredder fitted below the letter box.”

“And they weren’t pleased to see you?”

“Don’t know, Sah. Met us with a big fleet of warships and we had to wipe them all out. Our ship got damaged in the fight and we spent all our spare drive components to make a run for it. Barely made it home before we crashed on the reformatory for disgraced politicians up the dark end of the island.”

“The journey wasn’t wasted then?”

“No, Sah. We got the leather. Highly prized, the leather, Sah. That’s what the farmer told us under torture.”

“And your space ambitions abandoned?” Tom looked hopeful.

“No Sah, we’re building new ships to Phoist’s specifications.”

“I see.” Tom was now dreading what would happen when the Skagans got loose again. Perhaps he could intervene and stall the next invasion of the Galaxy. “Thank you Vac. I’d be very grateful if you could show me round these...?”

“I shall make arrangements, Sah.”

“Now would be a good time.” Tom stood up decisively. “We will go now.” Was there a fleeting change to Vac’s inscrutable features?

“Now, Sah?”

“Now, Vac.”

“Very good, Sah.”

“Don’t mention it. Go and get the car.”

“I’ll organise an escort, Sah.”

“Don’t worry; I think we’ll take the Alfa Romeo instead.”
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4.  ​ ​​​​Research
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The Magus finds no Cure

A Receptionist gets Cakes

A small hairy man pushed open the glass doors of the Glenforbis Research Centre in the main town of Glenodure. The automatic scrubbers washed over him and removed most of the aroma remaining after his walk across the celebrated Night-soil Square. He breathed again. Being able to hold his breath for anything up to 30 minutes had its advantages, even though it used to get him thrown out of a certain type of party in the days of his youth.

He smiled at the buxom receptionist. She did not notice, because of the mass of hair obscuring his face.

“Still no cure for the Dokuvirus then, Mr Magus?” she observed.

“Nearly there,” said the Magus. “Then will you go out with me?”

“Do you know,” she replied, “I think I might? I’m curious what’s to be found under all that fleece, and I do need to change the stuffing in my mattress.”

“There’s a reason for me to continue then.”

“Were you thinking of throwing in the hand-dryer?”

“I’ve been struggling with formulae and analysis for the last year, and I still don’t seem to be nearer a solution. I was going to give it all up today, and go and find someone who might love me for my personality alone.”

“Do you have a personality? I’d not noticed.”

“I expect I could develop one. Would you like me if I did?”

“I suppose so,” she admitted, “although you are a little short for me, and I have this thing about body hair... Can I see your ID?”

“I’ve forgotten my badge today,” said the Magus quickly. “Can you buzz me through?”

“Perhaps when you’ve lost the hair... oh I see, you want access to the facility...”

“When I’ve lost this rug, most certainly,” replied the Magus, licking the stubble around his lips.

The receptionist shuddered, and then she nodded. “Ah, I understand; you want to come into the building? How do I know it is really you under all that fur? You could be a spy trying to infiltrate the offices.”

“And steal what?”

“I don’t know; secrets, formulae, the lift, the coffee machine...”

“That contraption’s about the most valuable part of the whole lab since we lost our funding from the Barbers’ Collective.”

“Shame about that, but can you prove it really is you?”

“Call up my security picture.”

“I will,” she said firmly. “We will see, you evil mastermind... Oh.”

On the desk in front of her a small holographic head of a very hairy creature appeared. It looked exactly like the Magus.

“There you are,” he said. “Now will you let me in?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.” She pointed to a sign behind her. Please remove crash-helmets, Keffiyeh and all surplus hair before entering the building. Burkas are permitted, to prevent offence to religious zealots. “I can’t let you in, I’m afraid.”

“I see. Do you have a washroom I can use?”

“Er, yes.” She pointed. “It’s over there. Don’t be long or I’ll call Security.”

“Five minutes,” said the Magus over his shoulder.

***
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TWO MINUTES LATER, a small hairy man with a towel wrapped around his head reappeared from the washroom. “Now can you let me in?”

“Is that you under there, Magus?”

“Who else?”

“What have you got wrapped around your head?”

“It’s a burka, can’t you tell?”

“Of course it is, sir.” She pressed a button under the desk and the security door opened.

The Magus entered. He stopped and regarded the receptionist. “Yes?” he asked.

“Yes?”

“I think an apology is due, don’t you?” He folded his arms.

The receptionist squirmed on her seat. “I suppose so, sir; er, sorry about the wait.”

“No problem, but you should eat less and exercise more if you’re that worried about it.” The Magus left her scratching her head, wondering what he was on about.

The lift took him up the five floors to his laboratory. It did not really need to be on the fifth floor, because the building had been virtually empty since the bottom dropped out of the dung market, or was it the other way round? The building’s owners had been desperate to encourage other industry, and the Magus rented his workshops from them at a very reasonable rate.

The facilities were good, and there were many other deserted rooms on the fifth floor containing equipment used in guano reclaim, such as dung analysers, anal dungalysers, scanning electron micro­scopes, scanning microbe electroscopes, macrobiotic centrifuges and centrobiotic microfuges.

The Magus perched on a stool and studied his notes on the NishiPad XS (extra slow after the last software update) he had taken from a locked drawer. He worried that, as he had forgotten his badge, he might also have forgotten his key, but then he remembered he had left it on a hook at the side of the desk, and accessed his research with but little delay.

It did not look good. He checked the latest batch of cultures in a series of glass flasks on the warming pad, shooed off the office hexacat, and scratched his head. He was always scratching somewhere since that last visit to the flea-circus adventure park.

In response to his latest hair-removal formulae, none of the cultures had done anything but grow tremendously; most had pushed the bungs out of the flasks. He grunted in resignation but then took a sharp breath. The container that the hexacat had been leaning against had not spilled its contents. The stopper was firmly in place and the culture looked a little sickly.

“Could this be it?” he muttered to himself; muttering was a fate reserved for all scientists lacking a scantily clad female assistant to mutter to. Dismay was another fate for any self-respecting scientist, when the zombies come in and eat the assistant’s brain, as they are wont to do in most of the films he had watched, and dismay was right around the corner as he picked up the flask and shook it. There was a small explosion, the stopper blew out like a champagne cork and flew across the room, hitting the hexacat squarely on the rump, just as it was relieving itself on a new batch of test specimens. It gave a yelp, deposited a pile of vomit on to the samples, and scooted for cover.

“Sorry Cat,” the Magus apologised. “I’ll ring down for one of those nice cakes to make it up to you. Looks like I’m not getting anywhere here either.” He flicked the intercom.

“Er, hi.” The receptionist sounded bored. “How can I help?”

“Could you get me a couple of cakes please, and some coffee from the shop around the corner? The supplies machine seems to have disappeared up here.”

“I meant to tell you about that,” came the reply. “Anyway, what am I supposed to do for money?”

“I’ll give you my credit-card number and password. You can find my thumbprint on the security database and the washroom door. Get yourself something while you are there, of course.”

“Of course.” The call cut off. The Magus put his chin in his hands and stared sadly at the new batch of test samples. Where it had only smelt slightly of dung before, it now also reeked of spew and cat-wee as well. He went to examine it more closely. Perhaps the Microfuge would be able to do something with it. He was not too worried. There were many people now infected with the Dokuvirus, mostly farmers, but occasionally matadors and milkmaids, who were always ready to give samples, especially, they said, if he was to employ the obligatory scantily-clad assistant. The grafts they used to replace the missing skin samples usually stayed bald, but complete body transplants were now out of the question.

The Magus shuddered, remembering the lawsuits that had followed. He had won his case, arguing that the victims were technically not the same people he had initially dealt with, and therefore all guarantees were invalid. It had been a close call, and had not some vital evidence been lost by the prosecutors at exactly the same time as his research reserves mysteriously plummeted to zero, the case would have dragged on for years. Now, he was living off the small income he earned as a model for grooming parlours, and renting his body out for the new craze of extreme hairdressing.

The intercom buzzed. “Hi, I’m sending your food up in the lift; a coffee and two Meadow Muffins. I know how much the cat likes them.”

“Thank you. What did you get for yourself?”

“A new pair of shoes; I hope you don’t mind.”

“Oh,” said the Magus as the call cut off. “I suppose it’s worth it. I can always pretend it was a fraudulent transaction if they ever want me to pay off the card.”

The coffee and cakes arrived on a tray in the paternoster. The Magus grabbed them desperately as they went past, burning his fingers on the hot cup. He knew he had only one chance; the system ran round the whole building; if he missed, it would be another hour before it came round again.

The hexacat smelled the muffins and rubbed around him, purring.

“Here you go, Cat.” He put one down on the ground. The animal ignored it and jumped on the bench to start chewing its way through the other. It took a lick at the coffee as the Magus retrieved his cake from the floor. They sat, staring at each other, the hexacat begrudging his every mouthful, until the last crumbs had disappeared. The Magus poured a drop of coffee into a petri-dish. The hexacat turned its nose up and went back to sit on the hot-pad to wash its face.

He stood up and stretched. “I suppose I’d better clean the samples up before I try the next batch of experiments.” The hexacat got up to sniff around the nearly empty coffee cup. It knocked it over and proceeded to lap up the dregs as they too dribbled over the new batch. The Magus gave a sigh, and finished the now cold liquid in the petri-dish.

* * *
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“LETTERS FOR YOU.” THE intercom crackled as the Receptionist disturbed his daydream.

The Magus tore his eyes away from the window. He had been watching the inactivity at the main dung-processing plant. Things were not so good for industry on Glenforbis, with most people now concentrating on milk and meat production, and the weaving of colourful rugs. Tourism was increasing slightly as the demand for ethnic floor-coverings and a hefty steak started to increase, and the Magus was now considering replacing the doku herd at his country mansion—the original set accidentally detonated an explosive device being stored in Left Luggage at the airport and found its way into some very tasty burgers. Farming was better than endless and fruitless research, simply in order to shag the receptionist.

“Could you send them up please?”

“I’ll put them into the paternoster.”

“Please don’t, they’ll blow off and get stuck in the mechanism.”

“I could fix them down with my tomahawk.”

“I’ll come down; I probably need the exercise.”

“You’ll get it. Use the stairs; someone wearing a yashmak has stolen the lift.”

* * *
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THERE WERE TWO LETTERS. The Magus retrieved them from the receptionist’s desk, and panted back up the stairs to the lab. The first one looked official and bore the impression of the leasing company. He slotted it into a reader. It was a final demand for the rent, with a warning that they would ‘send the boys round’ if it was not paid by the end of the week. There were also promises to turn off the power to the lab as an indication that they meant business, and a veiled suggestion about the continued wellbeing of his family and friends. “As if I had any,” the Magus muttered. “Oh poo, that as good as wraps it up for me. I’ll get my coat and skedaddle before they come for the money.”

The hexacat nudged the other letter, trying to lick the stamp off it. “They’re using mouse glue again I see,” observed the Magus, “I suppose I’d better see what’s inside it.”

This correspondence was more old-fashioned. It appeared to be some sort of envelope, sealed, and sporting a ten-digit touchpad. On the back was large red text, saying that any attempt to open it without using the correct code would result in the fiery destruction of the contents, and the room being sprayed with Anthrax.

“It’s probably junk mail again,” muttered the Magus as the hexacat fussed around him, leaving a layer of white fur on his hairy legs.

He entered his personal code into the touchpad, and the envelope flopped open. Inside, there was a single piece of an antique medium known as ‘paper’. The paper contained a single paragraph, appallingly typed:

Dear Magister Magus you have one a prize in the natural drawer please enter this code into you’re bank terminal. Yule need too scratch of the coating to reveal the number off coarse.

Rear-guards

Betty Turpin-Tosser

Secretary to Abrams Tadd, Badloserlot Lotteries.
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“THE STANDARD OF CLERICAL education is improving at last.” The Magus rummaged in his pocket for a coin. “I could understand most of that. Damn!” He remembered that everything was done via credit on this planet, coins being only an antique curiosity, like bicycles. He tried the handle of a spatula and succeeded in nearly obliterating the faint characters on the page, but after holding it up to the light and peering through screwed up eyes, he managed to scribble down the sequence.

He called up the Multinet, and logged in to his bank account. After a short conversation with a foreign gentleman about a dispossessed despot who was looking for somewhere to keep his funds, he disconnected and managed to log back into the correct banking system. He typed in the code. There was a pause, presumably while the back-end processors performed an exhaustive security check, and he was challenged with his passphrase. This had to be typed without error, and then he was asked for the seventh, twenty-first and ninety-second characters of his secret code-sentence. Finally, he had to lick the screen to provide a sample of DNA. To his surprise, the account connected first time, and the automated system answered.

“Good morning Mister Magus,” it said, “And how can we help you today? Please speak clearly after the tone.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
the FlFth
correctmn

In the Galactic Unending Taxation system...
everybody.can hear.you squeal.

robert wingfield





OEBPS/d2d_images/image012.jpg
Throwaway





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image021.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image022.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
/<





OEBPS/d2d_images/image016.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





