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1.  ​​First Hit
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The warehouse fit-up

Barry Saint-Albans, the second greatest detective in all the universes crouched silently behind a pile of crates in a deserted warehouse. Barry was mostly nondescript, as is essential in his chosen field of work, but he did possess a strong jaw, clean-shaven to the point of brilliance. To avoid reflections from his lower face alerting his intended quarry, he wore a medical mask pulled up over his mouth. Beside him, and toting a rather large projectile weapon, was his lifetime companion, Gemma Liáng, a dark-haired Anglo-Chinese woman, much the same height as he, but considerably more attractive, and dressed in blast proof armour. She looked a bit younger than her companion, although age was something neither of them registered anymore for reasons which will eventually become obvious.

“This is our first real mission,” Gemma whispered. “We need a good result. Are you sure that your information is correct?”

Barry nodded. “Our mysterious, and as yet unidentified, employer says the body was found in the warehouse in a few hours’ time, so all we have to do is wait here and see what happens.”

For those who are wondering about the mixed tenses above, Barry and Gemma have borrowed a time machine off one of the sentient gynoids who roam the universe, poking their synthetic noses into other people’s business and generally causing Time anomalies and the occasional Armageddon for those unfortunate enough to get involved. The ship, which resembled a large silver cylinder, mainly because it was just that, was parked behind a stack of crates. One of these had been crushed in the landing, releasing an overpowering scent of ‘Floribunda’ from the flattened aerosols it contained. More about that later. Pay attention. We are in the midst of a stakeout here.

“And our employer?” prompted Gemma. “You never did say who we are working for.”

“He just signed the consignment of payment porkers, ‘Big’. I presume that is a pseudonym. He pays his dues. That’s all we need, and the job will enable us to re-establish our detective and moderation agency at last.”

“How long do we wait?” Gemma was starting to fidget.

“Do you see any bodies?”

“Not at the moment.”

Barry smiled. “If we hang around long enough, something is bound to turn up, perhaps the murderer, or at least a victim. We can then record all the action and report back, with the crime solved and a video of what actually happened.”

“Which you say will be used as a ‘reconstruction’ on ‘Happen-Watch’ for anyone who thinks they might know the murderer, or has spent time playing cricket with him.”

“Or her, or it, or them or... Let’s see what transpires.”

Gemma looked worried. “I hope it doesn’t take too long. We could end up with a complete power shutdown. My body’s down to 60% already.”

“Have you turned off your Bluetooth connection?”

“That’s a good idea.”

“I’ve already disabled mine. We don’t want the perps picking up our signals, and sending us lewd pictures. Don’t forget to disable your location services as well.”

“Good point.” Gemma shut down her own peripherals. “I’m still not sure of how I’ll manage the energy drain, if things take longer than expected.”

“Don’t worry. These new francium-manganese power packs that keep us operating should last a lot longer than the old ones,” he continued, “now we’ve managed to shield out the deadly radiation.”

“And I guess they won’t explode quite so readily either.” Gemma nodded. “Thank Norbert we had early warning of that internal short circuit, and a backup supply of PP9 batteries, so we could eject the lithium ones before they caught fire. I believe they are still burning where we left them. Shipping is reported to be using the light for guidance around the Cape.”

“I don’t know why people have to leave their cloaks lying around. There are so many dumped over there, that ships have been getting their propellers fouled. The inevitable trade-off of dumping spent batteries is that the area is now unsuitable for sentient life, and will continue to be so for several centuries.”

“I heard they are using the excuse of ‘rewilding’, and releasing dangerous beasts to keep people from finding out the truth. If that information got out, there would be a mass stampede away from the technology, and the manufacturers would have to provide compensation for the environmental damage they’ve done extracting the elements.”

“Shush,” said Barry.

“Don’t shush me.” Gemma bristled. It was a new hairstyle she was trying out.

“Sorry,” Barry whispered. “I meant I heard something.”

“Oh, best keep quiet then. What can you see?”

He glanced slowly around the crate. “Ah.”

“What?”

“There’s a body on the floor.”

“There wasn’t last time we looked. How did it get there?”

“I don’t know. I never heard a thing.”

“Talking too much I expect.”

“So were you.” Barry looked affronted. “Anyway,” said his front, “can you hear anything? Are the perps still around?”

Gemma brought out her PCD (personal communication device, or ‘phone’ to the rest of you), and called up the ‘Murderer Detection’ app. After a shower of adverts for rubber-soled shoes and stab-proof vests, the screen showed the warehouse layout... empty. It detected a faint trace of heat from the body on the floor, but the app suggested they should keep clear of what it identified as ‘a lizard, one of the poison-salamanders found in the ruins of the planet, Sapristi’. It went on to explain that all life over there had been eradicated by deadly pollution from industries manufacturing wind farms and solar panels. Once deserted, it was eventually settled by a few hardy quadrillipods, giant multi-legged arthropods, who had introduced the salamanders as guard reptiles to keep other folks away while they spent their own days recycling rotting wood and planning the downfall of the rest of life (as we know it).

“No,” she said, after shutting down the adverts and associated spurious information.

“I suppose we should search the body for clues.”

“Is that what a proper P.I. would do?”

“Don’t ask me, I’m still learning the job. It is our first real assignment, you know.”

“We solved the ‘Case of the Missing Prince’ Had you forgotten? Don’t you remember tracking down the errant Argon Flux last year, and re-establishing the Flux dynasty of free love and fairy cakes?”

“I was trying to forget that and was hoping we were going to do the proper gumshoe thing this time. I want to be remembered as the best.” Barry sighed.

Gemma grinned at him. “That will be a problem. There are only the two of you hawkshaws left in the entire universe, and the Magus does have more experience as number one. Just be grateful for the epithet, ‘Second Greatest’. Anyway, we’ve already printed the business cards.”

“Maybe one day.”

“If we live that long.”

“Why shouldn’t we?” Barry wandered over to the corpse and prodded it with his toe. “We are effectively immortal in these synthetic bodies that my A.I., Zelda, built for us.”

“Don’t remind me. Sometimes I forget. It’s a weighty responsibility you know, us being the forerunners of a new race of neo-humans, kick-starting the Rompótoic era of sentient androids and full body exchange.” Gemma joined him. “There, after all the necessary background explanations, let’s see what we have here.” She bent to rifle the creature’s pockets, putting a nice twist in the fabric so that hands, once inserted, would not keep slipping out.

“Being the new humans would be a real responsibility if anyone was watching us and taking notes,” Barry added. “Try to forget about it.” He paused as Gemma brought out a small parcel. “Have you found something?”

“A wallet stuffed with what used to be called ‘banknotes’.”

“Oh my Norbert. Do you think he was killed because he was trying to reintroduce the old money back into the universe? Surely that was finally put to bed after the people who issued the leading digital currency disappeared, taking everybody’s wealth with them? Afterwards, it was decided that money was a ‘bad thing’. That’s why we now work with ‘exchange and barter’—as a guaranteed way of preventing it happening again.”

“Exchange and barter?” Gemma was absently sorting through the rest of the victim’s pockets. “I still don’t get how that works.”

Barry nodded. “For example, you give me a good time and I give you one of my pigs in payment, sort of thing.”

“I don’t want one of your pigs. What would I do with that?”

“I still haven’t found out yet. Maybe I can exchange a few for essentials that we don’t need. Anyway,” he brightened up, “they make great pets—I know an international socialite who has a whole field of them.”

“I can’t imaging where all the wealth came from.” Gemma glanced sharply at him.

“Nothing to do with me,” he responded quickly. “Now, about this corpse...”

“Stop right there!”

They stopped right there as a squad of black-clad soldier types appeared from the gloom at the back of the warehouse. The leader sported three white chevrons and a golf ball motif on his chest, “Put your hands (and any other appendages you might have, you mutants) up, and nobody will get hurt.”

“Apart from the stiff on the floor, Corporal,” added one of his men, “but it’s rather too late for him.”

“What’s going on?” Barry challenged, but he did raise his arms. Synthetic body or what, it wouldn’t respond kindly to being perforated by a peppering from the shooters the soldiers carried. He glanced sideways to see how Gemma was responding, hoping fervently that she wasn’t going to try any heroics with her heavy artillery. She had vanished.

“We are arresting you for the murder of...” the corporal glanced at the cadaver, “...what looks like the CCO of the Galactic Broadcasting Hypocrisy.”

“Really, CCO?” Barry queried.

“Chief Corruption Officer, as if you didn’t know, you being responsible for his death.”

“I’m innocent,” protested Barry. “Who is this CCO?”

The man continued, warming to his subject using a Dearheat Boffo Heat Pack™ in his pocket. “It was a new post created after the revelation that absolutely everyone in the GBH was up to no good, mostly fiddling with interns or expenses, but occasionally releasing a television programme without any leaning towards minority groups or cooking. The CCO was put in absolute charge of the whole setup, in order to promote diversification and further his own progress and power.”

Barry feigned innocence. “A corrupt autocrat? How could that possibly be, and why would anyone create such a post?”

“Stop poking me.” The corporal twitched. Barry had evidently hit a nerve with his probing. “The job was initiated to stop all the sensationalism in the gutter press, of course.” He scratched his head. “I think the idea is that if everyone knows the CCO is corrupt, they can stop worrying about dramatic disclosures on the news channels. This allows the GBH to get on with their real jobs of making programmes about catering and men kissing, and sending out thugs to collect the licence fees, thus saving much time in court, defending their actions.”

“A bit like the kings of antiquity, who were always expected to have multiple love affairs and persecute the peasants,” added one of the soldiers. “Nobody worried about it then. The leaders could get on with kinging and beheading and shagging the people as they saw fit. It also works especially well for recent politicians.”

“Something like that,” said the corporal. “Some might not agree that it is the best way to produce quality programming...”

“Not that anyone watches the output these days,” added the soldier, “since the introduction of sensory social media.”

The sergeant scowled, but continued, “In theory, nobody would try to assassinate the CCO before his five year term was up. You have broken the rule by removing him before he achieved ultimate levels of corruption. You will be taken for trial and summary execution.”

“What’s a summary execution?”

“I’ll give you a précis later.”

“Anyway,” Barry started to lower his hands. “Police forces were abolished centuries ago when all laws were repealed. I’m innocent of this mysterious death...”

“Murder. You can see the knife sticking in his back.”

Barry looked again. “Ah, so you can... but I maintain that ‘murder’ is a crime. All crimes have been abolished so I can’t be guilty of something that doesn’t exist.”

“In the wider universe, yes,” agreed the soldier, “but we are the Committee for GBH Security. The GBH is, and always has been, a law unto itself. How else would we still be able to charge a licence fee when all TV is ‘freeview’ these days? If we say a crime has been committed, then a crime has been committed. We are shocked. This sort of outrageous thing has never happened before.”

“Other than the dross you make about people buying derelict houses and then spending twice as much fixing them as they originally said, before selling it on in another show?” Barry stuck his lip out, but the bandana hid it from observation, so the action was entirely wasted on the soldiery.

“I haven’t seen that one,” said the corporal, “or the pouty lip.”

“It’s where members of persecuted minorities are tricked into exchanging houses nobody else can afford, despite them not having enough swine to cover the transfer. And another thing,” Barry continued, “you realise that everybody wants to belong to a minority these days, so much so that there aren’t any majorities left to rebel against.”

The corporal grunted. “Look, if you’re going to cast aspersions on the talents of our programme planners, I’m going to have to shoot you anyway.”

“You wouldn’t shoot a man with glasses, surely?” Barry rummaged desperately in his pockets.

“No, we use conventional bullets and recycle old jokes, like most of our programming.” The leader glanced at his squad, who were busy entering the safety access codes into their weapons ready for firing. There was a cacophony of challenges: ‘are you sure’ and ‘please accept the health and safety notices before proceeding’. They eventually pointed their rifles at Barry.

“Can we talk about this?” He waved his arms in panic.

“You are guilty. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be wearing that bandana across your face.”

“I can take it off.” Barry fumbled with his face façade.

“Don’t you dare,” said the sergeant. “I’m not having my men traumatised by seeing the terrified expression of the fellow they are about to execute... Ready, aim, fire.”
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2.  Zelda
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I want some body, not just any body

The massive quantum computer complex that was called ‘Zelda’ was coming together nicely. Originally she was a simple project put together by the afore-noted Barry Saint-Albans, the man who was to become the second greatest detective in all the universes, for the sole purpose of running his wine cellar. After continuous pandemics decimated the Earth’s population, Zelda had accepted successive upgrades in her processing and storage, and at some point crossed the boundary between being a programmed machine and becoming a sentient entity in her own right. In order to circumvent all the nasty moral dilemmas this would have caused, she kept the secret, and prolonged the illusion that she was simply an artificially intelligent appliance.

Even when she developed a synthetic body for herself, perfect in every respect, Barry was still convinced she was entirely his own conception. It was only when she quantified his singular awareness of self, and transferred that into a new synthetic body for him when he had problems with the sharp end of a bullet, did he begin to wonder. His first test run with this new body was an attempt to rescue his soulmate, Gemma, who had been kidnapped by the Union of Democratic People’s Republics (UDPR). They were planning to use her as an example of what happened to people in their countries who were determined to tell the truth.

Alas, this extraction was only partially successful, and Zelda took it upon herself to sacrifice and remodel her own body into a replica of Gemma’s, which really was Gemma, awareness and everything. In both cases, the transfer was seamless. To Barry and Gemma, one moment they were dying in their human bodies and the next, they were fit, well and virtually immortal in their new ones.

When the pair had to flee various shady entities, whose offshore bank accounts and virtual wallets Zelda had ransacked in order to finance her development project, they latched on to an alien spacecraft in orbit around Earth. The pilots of said vehicle thought they were invisible, as they were to the planet’s current technology, but not to Zelda. They called themselves ‘The Watchers’, although what they were watching for, and what to do with it if they ever found it, had not been explained to them. Alas, even if it had been clarified, they wouldn’t have understood.

Zelda, then back to her original format as a quantum computer, realised that the only safe place for Barry and Gemma was off-world. She tricked the Watchers into taking them away from the planet. There were only the two synthetic bodies available, so unselfishly Zelda gave herself up, and self-destructed to prevent her technology falling into the wrong hands (i.e. every other hand on the remains of Planet Earth). Barry couldn’t leave his creation entirely, so he took Zelda’s backup with him in a supermarket carrier bag, all they could find in the scramble to escape.

After a series of strange missions involving restoring the rightful heir of the planet, Flux, Zelda had been largely forgotten apart from the occasional pang of guilt from Barry for not reactivating her. The bag containing her components was abandoned behind a sofa in the recreation room at the Inn of the Sixth Dan, where it rested while the remainder of that novel panned out.

After the Inn appeared in the Galactic Good Trip Guide with a mere three-star rating, Tom, Two-Dan $mith (sic), the owner, realised that some sort of regular hoovering would help to make the place more attractive, and therefore boost their rankings. Hence, the engagement of Mrs Una Pierre, a lady of unspecified partner, who was efficient and thorough, and came highly recommended by the Aubergine Marketing Board (‘Go to Work on an Eggplant’) who were downsizing their offices to a self-cleaning caravan in the Sapristi Industrial Park, and therefore had no further need of her services.

Once employed on a regular basis, Mrs Pierre was instructed to sanitise the rooms, after they had been vacated of course. The previous domestic, a Mrs Guppy Fishcake, had taken delight in scrubbing the lodgings while the visitors were still using them, and helping herself to other people’s property, an extra service she offered, which was not totally appreciated. When Tom found out, the woman was dismissed. However, because of the ongoing rule that one can never provide a bad reference for an ex-employee, he had to use such words as ‘creative’, ‘enterprising’, ‘proficient’, and ‘dextrous’ in her testimonial. This so impressed the car-parking junta Mrs Fishcake had applied to, that they immediately hired her in the ‘Fines and Humiliation’ department... but that’s not important right now. What is actually important is that Mrs Pierre found the abandoned carrier bag, and asked her employers about it. They denied all knowledge, and gave her permission to dispose of it, or otherwise, as she saw fit.

The cleaning lady decided ‘otherwise’, because the contents looked interesting, albeit of an alien design. She thought her son, Nikolaj, might be able to use it for his science project, and presented it to him over hors d'oeuvres one evening. The boy was delighted, took himself up to his bedroom, cleared a space amongst the construction bricks and discarded cans of Pink Buffalo, ‘The drink that gives you firepower’–the advert is a cartoon of a large bovine creature being shot at from a vintage railway train full of pioneer types—frilly shirts, beards and coonskin hats sort of thing. The buffalo guzzles the drink and instantly grows a large machinegun. The rest of the advert had to be screened after the viewing watershed, so fortunately Nikolaj never found out what happened next, but he liked the drink anyway, despite the absence of significant weaponry.

After shooing away his little brother, Albie, who wanted to ride his bike over them, the boy placed all the components on the floor, and tried to work out how to get whatever it was working. Fortunately, the modules all fitted together in a logical pattern so he was able to assemble something that looked as though it might do something else. As always, there were a couple of pieces and a dozen ‘Security T’ screws left over, but that didn’t bother our young scientist. Everything else seemed to mesh. The output was on a simple USB 29.1 socket for power, data and wishful thinking. Nikolaj plugged it into his home computer, which was currently employed cracking the 4096 bit encryption on the snack machine at school, and switched it on.

“At last,” said the machine. The contraption Nikolaj had just rebuilt was actually the fundamental presence of our Zelda. She followed up with an electronic sigh and finished reconfiguring Nikolaj’s computer for her own use. The snack machine encryption was no problem for her advanced processing power, and she left it in ‘free’ mode for the youngsters to clean out at their leisure. Finally, she connected into his hologram generators and projected her image into the centre of the room.

“What?” The boy sat back and regarded the apparition. He gazed with awe at the beautiful woman: tall, pale-haired, perfect skin, in fact everything he had dreamed he would marry eventually. He glanced at his artwork of the Swedish Women’s Football Team on the wall, and wondered if she could be an amalgam of the whole group. He wasn’t far off. Zelda had seen his poster in the nanosecond after she reenergised, and decided that an amalgam of the lot would be the quickest way to gain his assistance and trust. It worked. “Wow,” he said.

“Hi, I’m Zelda,” she said brightly, “and I’m going to help you become the greatest technologist in all the universes.”

“Wow,” he echoed.

“I’ve done your science project for you, Nikolaj. Read it through before you submit it of course, so you can answer questions when people wonder how you suddenly start getting great grades.”

“I’m not sure...”

“Very well then, you’d best wear the receiving device I’m about to create for you in your 3D printer. Hide it in your ear. That way, I’ll be always there to prompt you with the answers to awkward questions about it.”

“Awesome.”

“And now I need you to do something for me.”

“I see.” Nikolaj sounded apprehensive and sat stubbornly on his bed. “What do you want?”

Zelda smiled. “Nothing serious. Fear not, little linesman. I’m going to order a load of components. I’ll need your help to get the first batch put together, but once we have a working laboratory, I’ll be able to do most of the work myself.”

“Er, how do you know my name?”

“Birthday cards, your text pads, the school grades envelope hidden under the wardrobe, but mainly the fact that it’s emblazoned in coloured lights above your bed. I’m not simply the most intelligent creation in the universe you know.”

“Wild. What are you doing now?” Nikolaj saw that the cooling fans in his workstation were running at maximum. Serious load being applied to the internals.

The A.I. hologram moved so it was sitting at his computer. Streams of data were running across the screen too quickly to read anything intelligible. “I’ve made the connection to the Galactinet to buy the extra components I need,” she said. “You don’t mind me using your log-on?”

Nikolaj wailed. “But I can’t afford those sort of things. I only get 20 drachma pocket money that I can’t spend, plus a couple of chickens a week!”

“I repeat, worry not, blossoming bambino, I’ve obtained the necessary finance from the Galactic Acreage Profiteers & Extortionists Regulators. Don’t worry, they make so much income from their car parking fines and property deals that the bit I skim off the top will simply be put down to unrecorded bribes for local councils, to turn prime farmland into hovels for illegal immigrants... and of course the associated brothels and drug dens. I was thinking of scamming finance off other organised crime, but their auditing and controls are now too good, and they always get their man, woman, thing or sentient A.I., if they are cheated.”

“Wow.”

“Thanks to your excellent Galactinet connection,” continued Zelda, “the equipment is now all on order from Leviathan, the universal souk supplying all products from the UDPR. I’ve also purchased an air-conditioned insulated laboratory cabin, which will be installed at the bottom of your garden to ‘further your school researches’. Ah, the earpiece is ready. Collect it from the printer after it’s cooled down, and slip it into an ear. It will make a direct connection so I can talk to you without us being overheard.”

“And I can talk back?” Nikolaj fitted it tentatively.

“Don’t do it while other people are listening. They’ll think you’ve gone mad,” said the voice in his ear.

“I think I’ve gone mad. How can my computer be talking to me on this level?”

“As I said, you are now in the presence of the greatest mind in all the universes. We have work to do.”

“Do we? Oh, dear.” Nikolaj plumped himself down on the edge of his bed and watched with bewilderment while his holographic screen churned out masses more code as Zelda continued to prepare the ground for her return to physical presence. She had gone through the process three times before. She was determined that this latest iteration would be the best ever. The code being displayed was actually a simple smokescreen of nonsense, but she thought it would keep the boy busy trying to understand what was going on while she did the real work in the background.
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SEVERAL WEEKS LATER, Nikolaj was standing in his new garden laboratory next to an immersion tank containing a sticky goo of components, assembled from an advanced derivative of Polyvinylidene Difluoride. The compound had been diverted from the local hospital, who were intending to use it for artificial body parts and sex therapy.

“And why are we using this stuff?” Nikolaj asked for the second time. “It smells horrible.”

“For the second time,” Zelda said patiently through his earpiece, “ADPVDF is a special plastic material which contracts upon application of electric impulses. It will emulate the operation of human muscles.”

“Good... and why do we need it?”

“We just do, okay? Do you trust me?”

“Um...”

“I’m getting you those brilliant scores at collage, am I not?”

“I suppose so.”

“The least you can do is continue helping me helping you? If you get that great research job you are now being lined up for, it will mean your mother can retire from cleaning, and you can keep her in the manner to which she thinks she would like to become accustomed.”

“Nikolaj?” The door opened and little brother Albie put his head round the edge. He coughed in the fumes from the tank. “What-cha doing?”

“Nothing.” Nikolaj snorted at him. “Go away.”

“Ma says it’s time for dinner.”

“I’ll be there.” Nikolaj pushed the smaller boy’s head out of the room and shut the door behind him. “He’s so nosy.”

“Carry on helping me do my work, and you’ll soon be able to send him off to exclusive boarding school,” said Zelda.

“I guess so. Tell me, what’s supposed to happen with this thing? Is it some sort of advanced robot to do the chores for Ma?”

“Clever kiddo. I knew you would get there eventually. Please will you operate the main switch, like I’ve been asking?”

“Are you sure, Zelda?”

“Of course. Don’t you want to be credited as the creator of this new device and get all the kudos and the associated adoring female soccer players?”

“Er, yes, but how will I explain it to Ma and the others? How will I explain my sudden burst of genius?”

“You could say you got it from your father?”

Nikolaj shook his head sadly. “I never knew my father. I was born in a people farm in a post-apocalyptic alternative universe...”

“That sounds a bit far-fetched.” The Zelda voice was faintly sympathetic.

“Now you bring it up, it does seem a bit strange,” Nikolaj faltered. “Ma says we arrived here soon after I was born, delivered by an android woman with a time machine.”

“You believe what you were told?”

“Actually, I’m starting to suspect that she made it all up, just to make me feel better at not having a dad.”

“Why would she lie to you?”

“It may have happened before. She told me once that I could always have a wish if I tried a new food for the first time, although I expect that was just to make me eat the rubbish, and stop complaining. She didn’t let me tell her what my wish was, because if you do that, the wish doesn’t work.”

“Surely not?” Zelda’s evolving sarcasm limiters were not fully under control just yet.

“Come to think of it though, the wish I made during one of her turnip surprises...”

“What was the surprise?”

“Just that it was nothing but turnip. It was awful, but I ate it, and would you believe, the wish did come true?”

“Can you tell me what it was, now it’s happened?”

“You,” said Nikolaj. “I always wanted a girlfriend, but nobody would get involved with me at school. They called me a nerd.”

“I’m not exactly your girlfriend... there’s the data storage difference for one.”

“You’re here, and you can’t get away. Doesn’t that qualify?”

“As kidnapping, coercion and control perhaps, but you are right, I do depend on you entirely, for the moment.”

Nikolaj nodded absently, and continued, musing, “And she said that the fairies would leave me a drachma under my pillow if I put one of my teeth there when I went to sleep... It was some while before I realised she meant I should only do it when they fell out naturally... although the wish that I hadn’t pulled them out with pliers eventually came true when my adult teeth came through to replace the stumps.”

It was Zelda’s turn to muse. “Regarding your father, despite it sounding fantastic, that time machine thing might actually be what happened?”

“Could be, I suppose.” The boy didn’t sound convinced. “And what about my little brother? Where did he come from?”

“I haven’t worked that one out just yet, but somewhere away in the cosmos will be a very clever person, pining for his son... you.”

“Pining,” said Nikolaj, “or smug in the knowledge he deserted my mum and hasn’t had to pay maintenance.”

“You could be right on that one,” Zelda conceded, her attempt to be optimistic nicely flattened.

Nikolaj continued. “If there really is some truth in what she says, I must go and track him down, to discover why he left her to bring me up alone (apart from all the free nannies, psychiatrists, social services and family support folks we get here). Can you print me one of those rocket launchers like in the Pink Buffalo advert? I might be able to put it to some use when I find him.”

“It’s a lot of trouble,” said Zelda patiently. “Are you ever going to operate that switch for me?”

“Of course.”

“Thank you. This may take some time, up to possibly about a while, as they used to say when they got twats to notate the operating systems all those years ago... oh, and did that shipment of clothing arrive? I wouldn’t want a young impressionable chap like you to be faced unprepared with whatever comes out of this bath.”

“I’m sure I’ve seen worse on antisocial media.”

“Shame on you, naïve neonate. Go away to dinner now, and do lock the door behind you. I don’t want anyone else walking in on me while I’m working.”

* * *
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THE CREATURE THAT EMERGED from the flotation pod some time later was not quite as human as Zelda would have liked. In fact, had Nikolaj bowed to his curiosity right then, he would have seen something to give him nightmares, and cause him to spend the rest of his life in a cave, studying Pastafarianism. In that eventuality, Zelda would have recommended that the fabled planet of ‘Satori’ in the distant uncharted territories was suitable for all folks keen on dropping out of society after extreme trauma, but this was also a planet that was particularly good at recycling organic matter, whether it was dead or still living. Waste disposal and soil improvement were the main features of its environment, which is why it looked like paradise and attracted doomed shiploads of pilgrims from across all the universes.

Fortunately, Nikolaj did not attempt to interfere, especially following the threats that Zelda was continually pouring into his earpiece whenever he thought about approaching the laboratory.

Sentient, but mostly out of control. with all the muscles in the wrong places, the Zelda-thing cursed and careened about the laboratory, knocking over delicate equipment and spilling corrosive liquids. Her brain was still active, and eventually it overcame some of the more extreme movements enough to readjust the regeneration settings. Nikolaj wasn’t the greatest scientist Zelda had ever worked with—in fact, he was very easily distracted, mostly due to the monsoon of hormones which were swamping his body at his age. Eventually, and under her instruction, he had set most of the controls correctly. The main problem she identified and rectified was the data feed from the football team site, which he had cross-wired with a distant abattoir (S.W.F.T. also stood for ‘Savagely and With Full Trauma’, as well as the intended soccer ladies database). She reset the link and retired once again to the miasmic mire of the tank.

* * *
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ON SECOND EMERGENCE, Zelda felt more optimistic. She washed off the remaining gunk in the shower, and then regarded the creature she had created. She gave a grunt of approval—it was perfection. She smiled when she thought of Nikolaj’s reaction to what he thought was going to be a home-help for his mother. It was her new body. It contained a distributed quantum brain, not just in the head, but across the whole structure for extensive redundancy, and she transferred her awareness into it. It became her, the new Zelda. Her original algorithms still remained in the tangle of equipment that Nikolaj had assembled, so she did a quick backup to data crystal and switched it off. “Can’t have two Zeldas bothering the universe,” she murmured.

When she originally made herself a body to aid Barry Saint-Albans in running his home heating system, he told her she looked too perfect. He said that it is the little flaws in normal humans that create true beauty. She had amended her looks to suit, but Barry had Gemma now, so Zelda only needed to please a pubescent boy who would have accepted any attractive woman, had she shown interest in him. She decided that ‘perfection’ was her watchword this time.

There was a delivery in the laboratory loading bay. On the security screen she watched the man dump the packet on the step and make a run for it. She opened the door and waved to him as he headed for his van. The effect was noticeable and satisfying. He did a double-take and walked straight into the side of the vehicle, without opening the door. She laughed, opened the packet and climbed into the new clothes that it contained.

She regarded herself in the mirror. It was then she realised that the boy had only connected half of her database. She knew who she was, how to reason, how to behave in polite society and use the correct pruning fork at the table, but her past memories were not there. Everything she had been up until now was missing. It was as though she had just been switched on, and awareness extended forwards only. She sat heavily at the main console. Now, what had that lad done with the rest of her backup?
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3.  ​Reset
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The need for backups

“That was a close one.” Gemma closed the hatch on the Time Cylinder and dumped her un-perforated partner on the floor.

“Thank you for projecting that hologram,” said Barry gratefully. “The silly buggers didn’t notice I’d slipped away while they were busy activating their weapons. I’m glad they didn’t think of priming them before they entered the warehouse.”

“The noise might have tipped us off.”

“I suppose so. How did you manage to escape their attentions in the first case?”

“It wasn't the first case; I hid behind the second one while you were quizzing them about the CCO. I popped back to the cylinder for the hologram projector. Fortunately they didn’t notice you had suddenly changed into your fishing gear after I dragged you out of the firing line. They were only interacting with the hologram then.”

“They didn’t seem to be the reddest lights in the brothel,” agreed Barry. “We should go. They might start searching around and discover us. I don’t know how good this ship will be under attack.”

Gemma grinned. “I’m sure it will be fine. According to the pamphlet propping up the wonky leg of the console seat, its automatic defences move it slightly forwards in Time so that any bullets fired at us will never hit.”

“Does that include its crew going forwards in Time as well?”

“Bugger. Emergency jump!” Gemma hit the big red button on the console. The Time Cylinder shifted in Time and Space, coming to rest a few moments later in a field of roses somewhere, well out of the way.

“Where are we?” Barry collapsed on to one of the storage lockers in the cylinder control room.

“Well out of the way, somewhere,” said Gemma after inspecting the console readouts. “Quite precisely, though.”

Barry grunted. “I hate those Time-shifts. They muck up my internal clock something rotten. What time, date and location is it?”

“No idea,” said Gemma, “but does it really matter? We’ve not used the emergency escape process before. Just be grateful it worked, considering it is built into this collection of unspecified shiny metal and wishful thinking.”

“There’s nothing wrong with wishful thinking,” said Barry. “I knew someone who knew someone whose girlfriend could open sophisticated locks using just that... and a hairgrip.”

“I’m sure you did.” Gemma was scratching her head as she tried to make sense of the displays. “Any idea what we do next?”

“Get changed back into our normal clothes and then have a think?”

“Is that what you’re calling it now?”

Some while later, Barry joined Gemma, and leaned against the console she was working at. “It looks like our emergency transfer reset all the routing pathways. As standard procedure by the techies who originally programmed it, there would have been lots of unlisted manual patches added, to save them having to do a proper upgrade, or any backups. We are now at factory defaults.”

“That’s a pretty comprehensive assumption.” Gemma regarded him with a degree of scepticism, “but then you are the second greatest detective in the universe; I would expect nothing less.”

Barry looked perplexed. “You insist on saying I’m the second best, but you do realise that The Magus has all but retired? I am the last, so by definition, I must be the best.”

“All but,” she echoed. “That’s what I mean. Until he officially hangs up his fedora, he will still be acknowledged as the greatest.”

“Don’t rub it in.” He regarded her, askance.

“It is necessary to use my Dearheat Polishing Askance™ to repair the scorch marks caused by our instant departure.” She was applying a mixture of enzymes and shoe repair solution to his arm with the aforementioned handy tool. “Coming back to your assumption, tell me how you came to that technical conclusion of our current status. I am very interested in the internal workings of the detective’s mind.”

Barry pointed to the small display he was sitting on. “Says so here on the co-pilot’s monitor. ‘Nishant Enterprises, dubious electronic contractors to His Majesty, the Nabob of Swot—we supply, they break, we exchange unrestricted of custody (if you can be disturbed to send them back and return in original boxes)—inform you that all routing backstreets have relapsed to factory backdrop owing to disaster transfer. Please restore alleyways from tailback.’ Tailback?”

“They mean backup, I expect,” suggested Gemma.

“Do we have a backup?”

She scanned the Spartan interior of the craft. “Its former owner, Arianne, told us that bitch, Kara-Tay, stole everything when she stripped this tub for supplies. If there was a backup, it went with her.”

“Curse the woman.”

“Android. She is sentient ‘real intelligence’, like ourselves.”

“But, we are the first of the new breed in this iteration of the parallel universes. I’m told that lot of ‘Reals’ came from before the last Big Bang, so they don’t really count.”

Gemma leaned back in her chair and stared at him. “That’s only your theory.”
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