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1.  ​​​Maybe Just a Dream
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Tom is dead, and Freya baffled, twice.

A watery sun glanced through a temporary gap in fleeting leaden clouds. Mist swirled across the cemetery plot in the Saint Mungo Kentigern graveyard, rolling in wisps around ancient tombs.

A shaft of sunlight picked out a burial, headed by a tall cross in a ring of stone. Standing at the foot of the grave was a willowy figure in a long white mackintosh. Her head was bowed mournfully towards the damp earth. The light glistened on water droplets like so many diamonds in the golden ringlets cascading down her back. Her body shook as an occasional sob echoed around stone walls acting as a break for the incessant winds scything off the sea. She stooped and laid what looked like a passionflower, although it was not a native of this planet, on to the green and white pebbles of the grave. Slim fingers traced an inscription on the rough marble.

“In loving memory of

Thomas Oliver Satan Smith

1992-2027

Time got him in the end.”

The figure stood up with her head bowed and her hands clasped in front of her as if in prayer. The plot darkened as the clouds rolled in again from the sea.

A shadow moved in the half-light. A dark shape watched her intently from the far side of the wall, the form of a man, warmly wrapped against the cold, his face in shadow under a battered fedora hat. Furtively, he glanced around, pulled up the collar of his trench-coat and hunched his back against the chill winds. The rusty gate creaked as he pushed through, but the sound was carried away in the increasing gale. His footfalls on the gravel were also lost as he set off along the path towards the preoccupied woman. She failed to notice his approach until he was almost upon her. She started and whipped round to confront him. Her eyes widened as they met his and a scream that no one heard escaped her lips, to be carried off into the storm.
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THREE SUNS POURED THEIR heat mercilessly on barren brown earth surrounding the ancient ruins. The man in the air-conditioned hut outside awoke from a fitful dream as the roar of the shuttle bus from the spaceport shattered the silence. He checked the schedule on his console: a party of schoolchildren from the capital.

“Oh Phoist, more kids. Do I so hate kids, always running riot, stealing my underwear off the line and getting themselves lost in the catacombs. The Catacombs...” He shook his head. “Nasty place. Should be closed down. Why do I get a bad (or maybe hopeful) feeling every time a tour party goes below the ground? It is not natural to disturb the dead.”

He shuddered, remembering his first visit to see the corpses. The underground passages were full of them, mummified in the desert air. Originally, they had been strewn at random in grotesque poses, as though killed where they stood. The developers employed to exploit the commercial potential of the ruin had carefully replaced the cadavers into the many niches in the walls, presuming them to be the original resting-places. The more bizarre and/or less human remains had found gainful employment as fuel for the wheeled transports in the north. [Apparently, they provided 20% more energy than the imported dried dung from the mines at Glenforbis—and didn’t smell nearly as bad.] The whole area had been made safe, and then opened to the public in a blaze of publicity. A steady stream of visitors paid for the upkeep of the megalith on the surface and also funded works of restoration.

The shuttle skidded to a halt outside the office. The attendant sighed and shuffled into the blistering heat to greet it. He slung his electronic ticket-machine low on his hip like the heroes he admired in the imported movies he spent his downtime on. He raised his eyebrows when he saw the party: forty-nine children, all under ten years old, and only three adults to supervise.

“They will have their work cut out,” he thought as he ran their identity cards through the machine to allow the school account to be debited. He passed a few ‘guide-pads’ around and went through his customary speech as to the dangers of drinking the water, climbing on the masonry, running with scissors and wandering off alone in the catacombs. The adults nodded without really hearing. They were watching with concern as the phalanx of excited youngsters poured towards the entrance passage in the huge triangular gatehouse.

* * *
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COLOURED LIGHTS FLASHED before Tom’s eyes as he woke with a splitting headache. The exhaust of a labouring steam engine seemed to be shaking his body. Pain wracked every limb.

“I’m being run over by a train,” he croaked.

The agony seemed to reach a peak and then, as full consciousness returned, suddenly abated. He forced his eyes open. Gradually the flashlights abated and all evidence of being damaged by rolling-stock faded from his mind as he recognised the familiarity of his own bed. The room was dark. Heavy curtains covered the windows and a grey half-light filtered through.

“Hello,” he called in a hoarse and ill-used voice, barely hearing himself speak, “Was that the 07:20 that hit me? I’ll be late for work then.” There was no answer. “I do seem to still have all my limbs,” he thought. “What happened?”

He tried to sit up, but the pain in his head glued him to the bed. He feebly waved an arm. It actually creaked and sent an itchy tingling sensation down his side. He let it drop and concentrated on moving his fingers, one by one. “No, I’ve been poisoned by my wife. Surely she can’t have found out about... who? I can’t think.” He checked another important part of his body. “Thank goodness it’s still there. In that case she can’t have found out about, er, thingy. Bugger, I really can’t remember. Actually, I can’t remember having any affairs. Thirties, and still haven’t had an affair—especially with lovely Wifey like she is.” He shuddered. “I think I want to stay under this train. Perhaps if I ask him nicely, the driver will back up and have another go.”

His mind whirled. There were odd memories, flashes of his past or future which made no sense, and a maelstrom of ideas and faces, none of which he could place.

Gradually the feeling began to return to his body. He forced an arm carefully upwards and investigated a thick bandage constricting his forehead. “What on earth is this? Ow, ache, ache. But I’m so thirsty. A good ale would go down really nicely now.” Then he remembered. “Not the right part of the world for a good ale. Mental note to move house as soon as possible. What’s that? Is someone there?” He registered the sound of a slamming door and a rattle of pots. More sensations returned. “Phoist, I need the bathroom.”

He lay on his back, working the aching muscles one by one. Slowly, they started to respond as the blood flowed again. “No, can’t wait any longer. If don’t go, will burst... too much mess.” Tom caught hold of the side of the bed. “Must be able to lever out of here. One, two, three, argh.” He rolled out of bed and hit the floor with a crash. The hands and knees that should have supported him failed completely. “Wow, that must have been some party,” he croaked to himself.

“Party, what party?” His wife, Freya’s, voice stabbed across the room as she poked her head round the door. “What are you trying to do, you stupid bugger?” She lugged him into a sitting position on the floor. “You should be in bed.”

“Whatever for? Why does my head hurt so much?”

“Don’t you remember?”

“Remember what? Last thing I can remember is being hit by a juggernaut.”

Freya shrugged. “I’ve been through the story many times before, but you keep forgetting everything I’ve said. God, you’re like most of my kids at school.”

“Sorry,” he adopted a pathetic look in a futile attempt for the sympathy he knew Freya was incapable of. “Tell me one more time, then I promise I won’t ask again. Can you get me to the loo, please?”

Freya shot him a puzzled glance but resigned herself to the explanation as she started to help him upright. “You fell over a charging cable on the way back from the pub a few weeks ago. You clocked your head on a wall and have been blacking out and losing your memory ever since.” She supported him as he staggered.

“I can’t remember,” he said weakly. “I’d really appreciate your help here. Can we try for the bathroom?”

“What?” Freya looked bemused. “No, that doesn’t scan.” Her aquiline features became even sharper. “This is not my Tom,” she muttered, regarding him quizzically. He tried to maintain his pathetic expression as she continued out loud. “You have not spoken to me so politely for many years, if ever. I mean, we have only conversed in grunts for the last six months since you lost your job. Are you sure you’re the same person?”

He gave her a sickly grimace but didn’t answer. She put her arm under his shoulder and half dragged him to the bathroom. He was panting as she dumped him on the throne. “Thanks,” he said simply.

“I’ll go and make you a hot drink. Will you be okay a while?” He nodded and smiled wanly. Freya shook her head and left him to it.

As strength started to return to his body, Tom explored for damage. The muscles he had once been proud of were now wasted; even his bones seemed to be lighter and slimmer. Questions buzzed in his head. What had happened? How long had he been unconscious? How had he been hurt?

He stood up, not having the energy to pull up his pyjama trousers, and shuffled over to the mirror. The face which stared at him was difficult to recognise. His hair, which had been dark brown, was now nearly all grey, and a thick bushy beard obscured his normally clean-shaven features. The grey eyes, which stared back at him, once so confident and piercing, were now weak and watery. He straightened his back. “Am I taller? Can’t be. Perhaps more weedy.” He bent down, and fighting the urge to black out again, pulled up his trousers. He stepped on to the bathroom scales. “Lost ten kilograms,” he muttered, “but where and how in only a few weeks?” He stared at his reflection again and breathed, “But I look ages old. What’s happened?” He swayed. Freya caught him. She put a mug of coffee on the cistern and answered his question. “Thirty-two is not ages.”

“But I’m only twenty-nine,” he wailed. “Don’t start winding me up this early in the morning. Why do I look different?”

“You don’t. You’ve always looked as ghastly as this...” She seemed to regret the words as soon as they passed her lips because Tom’s face assumed the expression of a faithful dog after its owner has tripped over it. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but really, the only thing different is the bandage, and that can come off as soon as you like. You’re a bit confused after the attack. You put up a good struggle, you know; one of the yobs is still in hospital and the police have rounded up the other two. The hospital man is talking about suing you.” She smiled. Tom looked blank. “It’s okay; the newspapers had a field-day on your side: nothing to worry about. I’m glad you’re up now; doctor said you can get about as much as you like, as soon as the dizziness wears off.”

Tom gulped down the hot, sweet drink, the vigour painfully returning to his body. He glanced back in the mirror at his beard and grimaced. “Have you seen my razor?”

“It’s in the cupboard somewhere. I thought you said you were keeping that fungus forever, apparently to annoy me.”

“Disgusting thing” Tom tugged at the surplus hair. “There’s probably a herd of Doku in there somewhere...”

“Doku?”

“No idea.” Tom said. “Some big hairy animal I guess. Anyway, the jungle goes when I can hold my hand steady enough to get rid of it.”

“No, I’ll help. It will be a pleasure. Right, here’s the shaver.”

“It needs power; the battery’s knackered.” Tom fumbled with the cable.

“Oh, let me plug it in for you.”

Freya held his shaking hand as the trimmer ploughed bravely through the undergrowth, depositing a pile of the offending material into the sink.

“Feel much better. I can manage now thanks.” Tom finished it off himself with the normal cutters. He began to feel better as cool air caressed his skin. He started to scoop the hairy mess into the bin. “Sorry about the bits,” he said.

Freya stared. “This can’t be happening,” she said. “Who replaced my husband? The most untidy man in the country does not do things like that in his own house.”

“But I have to. If I don’t tidy up, er,” he struggled for a name, “thingy gives me a hard time.”

“Who? You really are confused, aren’t you? Three weeks ago, you were a complete slob. There isn’t any other ‘thingy’, at least not that I know about. I’ve had the misfortune to live with you for the last seven years.”

“Seven? I thought it was four.”

“Seven, four? What are you on about? You’re an impostor, you must be!” Her voice wavered and she drew back.

Realisation dawned on Tom. “She’s afraid of me,” he thought, and then said out loud. “No I’m not. I must have turned over a new leaf. I wish I could remember anything though.”

“It’ll come.” Her voice became firm again. “Can I take your bandage off?”

Tom nodded weakly and Freya unwound the dressing. He gingerly fingered the damaged area at the left side of his head. There had been a swelling but that was going down; the throbbing subsided as the constriction was removed.

“This is a marvellous recovery.” Freya stood back to survey her new husband. “You’ll be out and about in next to no time if you keep it up.” Then she looked embarrassed. “I was a bit worried, you know, this time when you were muttering all those strange things about people I’d never heard of. Suzanne, Kara, Magus, who are they?”

“I really have no idea.”

She took his hand. “Come and sit in the lounge for a while,” she said. “Read the paper while I go and make us another drink.”

Tom allowed himself to be helped downstairs and dumped into an armchair. The effort left him breathless again and it was a few minutes before he registered changes in the room. A new television was fixed to the wall, a flat screen. He found a remote control and hit the ‘on’ switch. “Is it new?” He was captivated by the clarity of the picture for a short while but then lost interest and picked up a newspaper from the coffee table. The date marked on it did not register for a moment, but then it slowly sank in. ‘September 20th ...’. He sat frozen, stunned while the fact registered. “Angel,” he called, his voice rising with panic.

She was at the door almost immediately. “What did you call me? You’ve never used that name before.”

“Never mind.” He stared at the date again. “This paper’s dated... Is this some kind of a sick joke.”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t be stupid. It’s not that year yet.”

“Bloody is,” she retorted, rising to his irritated tone of voice. “And has been for the last nine months. Where have you been?” She softened. “Oh, your mind. Look I’m sorry, I guess that bang on the head has really disorientated you. It really is this year, if you don’t believe the paper, call up the TV browser.” She pointed at the remote. He stared at it blankly. “Here, let me...” She pressed the buttons and the information flashed across the screen. “There, you see, The TV says I’m not lying.”

Tom spoke hesitantly. “If this isn’t some sick joke, I seem to have lost a load of time somewhere. I can’t recall anything that’s happened in between. The last thing I remember was getting a new job as a postie. I was due to start... tomorrow? I went out to celebrate down the Goat.” Freya shook her head slowly. He tried to calm his rising panic. “But what happened to me? How did I get this knock?”

“You were attacked on the way home from the pub.”

“No?”

“It was three weeks last Thursday.” She paused. “Maybe a cuppa will help...”

By the time the tea had brewed, Tom had composed himself and was scanning the newspaper. Freya rattled the cups on the coffee table and shot a surreptitious glance at him. He saw it and smiled at his wife. “Well, well,” he said, “Donald Trump as President, eh. Now I know I’m not in the same universe. He must be about... two hundred years old. Is there anyone left in the US after he decided everyone is a foreigner... except for the Native Americans? If that’s the case he’ll have to throw himself out as well.”

Freya’s aquiline features softened as her face broke into the first proper smile for a long time.

* * *
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A BEAUTIFUL WOMAN LAY naked, pinned by the weight of the man on top of her. Her body writhed in sympathy with his and her voice uttered the correct responses. As far as he was concerned she was enjoying the act as much as he was. Inside her head, though was simple dispassion. Her sexual responses were pre-programmed reflexes. Her conscious mind was working out scientific calculations, plans for the future, and which pair of shoes she would wear for the evening.

Freya $mith (sic) was one of the richest people on the huge luxury space vehicle, called simply The Stage. Its official name was The Third Stage; there were reputed to be two others, but with the complex secrecy surrounding the project, no one was really sure. Not that any of the other Stage inhabitants were poor: far from it. One had to be fabulously wealthy to afford the merest plot of ‘land’ here. Its designers, a group of billionaires, had created their vision of utopia. It had everything they thought should be found in paradise: clean air, lakes, mountains, cities of architectural beauty and other fantastic features, so that the more impressionable tourists were compelled to buy vast numbers of exclusive teaspoons, thimbles, model statues and fridge magnets before they left.

Since the dissolution of the consortium of businesses that had previously controlled and exploited the galaxy, the surviving races had decided that having removed two of the three main causes of all problems (greed and stupidity) they had only the last one (horniness) to deal with. Sex was now the defining activity as population levels were topped up after the wars. Immigration was positively encouraged to recreate a defined class difference. Without any really poor people, they reasoned, how could being really rich be worth it, and who would do all the menial jobs?

The Stage however was above all that. While the ‘fairly’ rich people on planets and betting shops below rutted away and worked out more and more devious ways of exploiting their own lower classes, the ‘Stagers’ skimmed profits remotely from thousands of institutions across many worlds, paying themselves obscene bonuses and pensions. They were the apex of the pyramid in more ways than one, and being the richest and most influential people from all the civilised races in the galaxy, an easy coexistence quickly settled between them when they all realised how much they had in common, and how after you have a certain amount of cash, there is no point trying to steal any more of anybody else’s.

A map of the Stage hung over Freya’s bed. Her steel-grey eyes stared at it as the man shuddered through his orgasm. The space station/ship was an oval, some 500 kilometres long by 100 wide, with a long narrow rectangular extension at one end, to keep the drive units and maintenance workers as far away from the inhabitants as possible. It had a transparent defensive cover over the top surface, designed to amplify starlight and give an even comfortable illumination during the hours of ‘daylight’. This was dimmed as required in specified areas for those romantic evening cocktail parties, but never totally darkened; night was still a bit scary, even in these enlightened times.

Hidden a long way under the top layer of the oval were the services; water, power, Pimms supply, etcetera, all running automatically. The whole entity was cloaked using the latest stealth technology, and a group of selected scientists worked in shifts to ensure that the Stage remained more advanced than anywhere else in the universe. This was not too difficult because people now got paid for sharing information. Everything new was instantly published on the Universe Wide Web, so it was a simple matter to take current advances and develop them further.

The ruling classes were not idle. After the total eradication of the aristocracy half a millennium before, and the chaos caused by the collapse of the Consortium, blamed on the infamous Two-Dan $mith (sic), who was still being sought for retribution, a new breed of entrepreneurs had sprung up, the ‘memory men’ as they were called by admirers (or ‘smartarse bastards’ by everyone else). They had filled the vacuum of the defunct Consortium by supplying essential commodities to the rest of the universe. Where their predecessors had formed businesses and expanded into massive corporations, the successful memory men developed the power of their minds to full potential, and were able to run their own empires single handed from their retreat.

The technique they favoured was the new ‘ultra-space’ instant communication link which connected directly into the brain and allowed them to simultaneously see everything going on in their own domains. The pure relaxation of their surroundings and the mental stimulation gave them everything they thought they wanted... that is, until the enigmatic Freya $mith (sic), arrived. There were no servants here, but certain operations could not really be completed with total satisfaction by machines, [Actually they could, but there were still traditionalists who preferred the squelchy, sticky, sweaty alternative of physical contact.] and that is where Freya came in.

No one knew how this lady got through the stealth screen, the sentry fleet, the space mines, the defence shields and the endless bureaucracy: she had simply arrived. The news of this invasion of their privacy spread. An attempt was made to imprison her, and then to interrogate her, but after repeated mind scans and wild parties, they could still find no evidence she was a danger, and was eventually released to ply her trade, the second oldest in the universe, apparently, which created a whole new industry overnight, and an influx of imported ladies via Nishant Matrimonial Essentials.

Freya watched the man slowly dress himself, smoothing his ruffled hair and slipping designer clothes over his sleek, bronzed body. He gazed back at her. She lay on the bed, naked, wild blonde hair cascading over the pillow like a halo. She looked like an angel, which was exactly what she had intended. This man and everyone else of all three sexes were besotted.

Her paramour cleared his throat. “Let me get this straight. Instead of giving you drachma for your services, you want me to supply a synaptic interface for an old Mark 4 mind amplifier...”

“If it’s not too much trouble, Doegan.” She feigned an expression of girlish innocence.

“Why?”

“I need to branch out. I’m not getting any younger...”

He frowned at her. “You don’t seem to age a bit. You are as gorgeous as the day you first joined us.” His hand rested on her knee, caressing the flawless skin for a moment and then slid up her thigh. “How do you do it?”

She snapped her knees together and trapped the hand before it found its way any further. “The right cosmetics, good lighting and correct breathing. A diet of umyousee bean extract helps too, although there are side effects...”

“That was a rhetorical question.” He looked peeved, as an impish smile played over her lips. “But the Mark 4. That will be very expensive to make as a one-off. And I will need to know why, to obtain the necessary authorisations, you understand.”

Freya smiled. “I have a little project of my own. If it works, I’ll see you have full marketing rights. Believe me...” She blinked as if to force back a tear. “You will get it for me, won’t you?” Her legs parted again and her hand gently massaged her flat stomach.

His appetite whetted, Doegan was back under her spell. He took the advantage and caressed her. She moaned slightly.

“If I do have it built,” he continued, “will you stop seeing other people? I mean, you don’t need the money, so why not give it all up and settle down with me?”

“Like a couple?”

Doegan nodded.

“Make an honest woman out of me, or possess me so that you can show me off to the others as something that they can never have?”

“They would be intensely jealous.”

Kara grinned. “I like it, but not straightaway. I need to keep working to buy a few more components, but I promise that we will be together, forever if you want it.” She rolled off the bed and took him in her arms, rubbing herself against his jacket.

“Don’t,” he said. “I’ve hardly got the willpower to go as it is.” His hands ran up and down her silky back. “Phoist, your skin feels so smooth. Why do I have to go?”

“Do you really?” Her hand found its way to the bulge in his trousers. She felt his resistance buckle and she helped him to remove his suit again.

* * *
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THE SOOTHING RATTLE of the train lulled Tom into a warm, relaxed state of drowsiness. The scenery faded into a blur as his mind, now as sharp as ever, excluding the missing years, tracked back over the events of the last four weeks since his re-awakening.

The swelling on his head had gone down after a few days and he had felt sufficiently recovered to want to get himself back into shape. He tried to return to his old martial arts club, but found no record of it ever having existed. He was coming to the conclusion that somehow he had picked up memories from an earlier life or was remembering one of the new holographic films they were starting to show in the entertainment complex nearby.

He had eventually joined a health club and resorted to weight training to attempt to rebuild his muscles. He should have started gently, but had pushed on too quickly. The result had been a blackout and a panic trip back to hospital. They referred him to a London clinic for a brain scan, their own equipment being unable to find anything wrong.

After many hours waiting for doctors and reorganising the squash league, the clinic discovered a tiny haemorrhage inside his skull and a pocket of blood that was now pressing on his cerebral cortex. The situation was not desperate, but they warned him of danger should he receive another blow in the same area. There was a possibility the damage would right itself, but the best solution involved laser treatment to release the blood pocket. He was on the return journey now for a final scan and then if necessary to that operation.

The train decelerated rapidly and dragged Tom out of his daydream. He rummaged in his pack and as he checked the map and timetable, there was a squeal of tortured metal and they screeched to a halt. A groan rumbled round the carriage as passengers feared the worst. They were not disappointed. The public address speakers clicked and then the strangely foreign accent of the ‘train captain’ bellowed out in broken English.

“Ladies, Gents and folks of diverse descriptors, Train Captain Wang here. I’m sorry for delay, but there been serious accident near Rug-el-ey which blocked line completely.” There were moans of dismay and angry mutterings from the passengers. One intoxicated traveller asked if the announcer was talking about the toilets, and should he go now to be on the safe side. He was quietened with a blow from the Daily Outrage. This was now so thick with articles about people losing benefits, suing for being incorrectly addressed, and the consequences of Scexit [While the UK vote to leave the European Union had been overturned after the sixth repeat referendum, Scotland had held their own and decided that they would not only be independent from the UK, but would leave Europe completely in order to concentrate on their outsourcing work for the Republic of Tuvalu.], that it rendered him unconscious.

After a short pause, the voice continued. “We will try get through to London though. Will be arriving St. Pancras International ‘stead of Euston. Am sorry, but can’t give time arrival, though we proceeding fast as possible.”

The angry mutterings intensified around the carriage; some people actually started shouting for the crew. As if he had heard them, the captain finished, “I understand been several deaths in collision. I keep you informed as news available and promise that if not distracted by passenger action, will attempt not to crash this train as well.” The mutterings halted instantly and there was a surge of microwaves making Tom’s head throb, as everybody got their handhelds out, and started surfing the web for news and gory pictures of the crash.

Eventually the journey restarted. Night fell. Tom let his mind go blank, drifting with the sounds of travel: the dull rush of the wind past the windows: the rattle of the rails: the gentle side to side rocking: the low screaming of wheels on the curves, the high screaming of the mandatory baby allocated to that carriage, and the incessant shouts of ‘I lost you there—I’m on a train’.

Lights of towns and stations flashed by almost unnoticed and Tom felt a ripple of pride in mankind for producing a machine as immensely powerful as this. It was not in the same league as the Skagan spacecraft he seemed to remember, nor had the technical brilliance of Kara’s time cylinder, but it was something special. The Time Cylinder! Had he really imagined it all, as Freya thought? All the mementoes he had brought back, the indestructible clothing, the jewelled star, even his holographs of Suzanne and Kara, he missed those most of all, were gone from the house. Maybe just a dream? But it had seemed so real. The details of the adventure were crowding into his memory. Could the mind really play such cruel tricks?

He sighed and snuggled back into the seat. The train blared its way into a tunnel. The only indication of their passage underground was the increase in pressure on Tom’s ears. His eyes popped open as he felt it. He gazed into the rushing blackness. A reflection in the window drew his attention. He recognised her instantly. It was Suzanne, his lost love from his imagined experience. He had assumed she was one of the stars in some film that had created his fantasy, but she was there on this train! He turned to look for her and gasped. The carriage was empty. He could only see himself and his reflection. He stared back at Suzanne. She was at the far end of a long corridor. Her arms reached out to him and her lips moved. “Can you hear me, Tom, come back. I need you.” A breeze tore at the white raincoat she wore and whipped her long golden hair wildly in slow motion. He tried to reply but no sound came.

Air pressure dropped as the train slipped free of the tunnel. The vision disappeared. He turned and gazed wide-eyed at a carriage full of people. Everyone was going about normal routines, reading, dozing, chattering, waving teddy bears at babies, stuffing sausage rolls in their faces, as though nothing had happened.

“I can’t have imagined that.” Tom realised he had said it out loud. Several people turned to stare at him and he coloured with embarrassment. He shuffled in his seat, pretending to be intent on something outside in the gloom.

A station flashed by in the darkness and then the train slowed to a crawl as they approached another. Tom peered at the platform of a lonely halt. The white clothing of a solitary figure drew his gaze. A willowy form stood on the far side of the station, presumably waiting for the stopping train towards London. There was something familiar about the way she held herself. Tom’s heart started to pound as the train coasted through. She stared directly at him as he went past. His heart leaped as their eyes met across the empty space. The figure seemed so familiar. Her hair was white now but everything else was the same. To Tom, seeing Suzanne again in the flesh was almost beyond his dreams. He was stunned. She tracked him while he was carried slowly past. The train cleared the station and accelerated. Tom snapped out of his trance. He had failed to notice the station name. “Do you know where that station was?” He urgently tapped the man sitting in the seat in front of him on the head.

The man came out of his doze with a start. “Er, was it Haringey?” he blurted, “I didn’t really see.”

“Harrogate?” asked the large lady squeezed in beside him. “Could have been anywhere after this journey. Why do you want to know?”

“I think that was an old friend of mine... on the platform,” he added as the lady looked confused.

“I didn’t see anybody,” she said. “Mind you, I wasn’t really looking.”

“I think it was a porter, dear,” said the man.

“No, there was a girl...” Tom protested.

“Probably,” said the man, and picked up his tablet again.

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2.  ​Life on the Stage
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Freya takes a package of a different kind,

the Beast awakens, and Tom catches a train.

The following day, Freya $mith (sic) was called out of the ion shower to take a message from one of the cargo bays. The synaptic interface had been delivered under a special introductory deal that Doegan had accidentally clicked on as he ordered. A robot courier was at the door almost as soon as she authorised delivery. She dressed quickly, spending less time on her appearance than usual, and looked merely stunning afterwards. She smiled to herself in the 3D mirror and made a mental note to try out this tousled look on her clients.

The box lay at her feet. She took a deep breath, entered the security details, applied a thumbprint, remembered her passphrase, performed the correct dance for the sensors and supplied a sample of bodily fluid. The catches released and she gingerly unpacked the box. A collection of gleaming metalwork and fibrous links was soon lying on the table.

She stood back thoughtfully, and then swore. “This is not the unit I asked for.” She stamped her foot. “I will make Doegan suffer for this, unless...”

A note was tucked down the side of the box. She read the confusing translated instructions slowly. It said that the Mark 4 was ‘oblong’. She growled. “Of course it’s obsolete. Why on Stage does Doegan think I’m prepared to pay such a high price for one to be specially made up? What’s this then?” She scanned the manual. As usual it was the size of one of the ancient postage stamps that people used when they needed an excuse for not paying bills (“It got lost in the post”) and the writing required an electron microscope to be able to read it. Freya’s eyes were good enough without optical aids, for reasons that may become evident as the narrative progresses. The manual included a set of instructions to modify the Mark 4 Sender Unit so that the Mark 6 worked in its place. A small kit of conversion parts was also included. She opened the bag and grimaced at an inexplicable set of self-tapping wood screws. A scowl set on her face as she read the instructions again.

“Wants to play games, do you Doegan? In good time. Better see what I can do with this lot.”

Carefully she carried the assembly to the back wall of the far room of her mansion and ran her fingers over the dust on the surface of a shelf. A concealed mechanism detected the modified pattern of grime and checked it against one pre-programmed. It matched. The rear wall of the building fell away, revealing a dark warehouse beyond. As Freya crossed the threshold, an array of spotlights engaged. She smiled at a large silver cylinder parked in the centre of the floor on an attractive mosaic of a bunch of flowers.

The entrance hatch opened as she approached, and she stepped into her once familiar travelling machine. Dust had erased her footsteps from the last visit. It had taken her exactly that long to earn the money and find the correct people to supply the failed component. Three years had gone by since that last desperate leap in Space and Time to reach the Stage, one of the few places in the galaxy rich enough to be able to locate and supply the spares she needed to get her machine operational again.

She kneeled at one of the inspection panels under the control console and pulled. The old synaptic interface slid out on runners. As with every part of the ship, the connection diagrams were to be found on the inside of the panel, occasionally labelled correctly. She traced the illustration supplied with the new interface, and cursed. The two were significantly different. Her task was not going to be easy.

Several hours later, after painstakingly following the assembly and connection instructions, she was left with the last connection remaining... and the bag of woodscrews. She scratched her head. There were two outputs from the interface and the instructions contradicted the diagram, as to which was which. “Fifty-fifty chance,” she muttered. “I’m not waiting another three years for an answer. Will it work or won’t it?” She plugged the cable into the lower numbered output and stood back. “Engage...”

Nervously, she energised the circuitry. A glow radiated from the control console and then a row of red lights above her head indicated potential damage to the central core. She swore and shut the power down. The last connection was swapped on to the other output. The system restarted, the interface humming into life. The row of lights turned green. Freya smiled, but then the colour started to drain from her face. The central-core indicator lamp was red. The message channels blinked to indicate incoming information. In her heart, she knew the answer, but she hit the ‘play’ button all the same.

Her own face appeared on the screen. “Hi there, this is Kara-Tay, or rather it’s not because I’m not here at the moment. If you’d like to leave...” She cursed and hit the button again.

This time, it responded with a message, “Regret central core damaged by incorrect connection of synaptic converter. Please replace central core.”

“Shit!” She stamped her foot, her features clouded with anger.

“Temper, temper,” said a voice behind her. She whirled round to confront her companion of the previous day. “Is this what you need?” He held out a box labelled ‘Mark 4 Sender Unit (only use genuine prats (sic) in sex toys. The supplier is not responsible for fatal attractions.)’

“Doegan?” Her mind whirled as she groped for an excuse. “How did you get in? All the doors were locked.”

“I stole the spare key to your doku-flap.”

“I knew I should have boarded it up. The previous owners had to leave after that embarrassing ‘Doku-gate’ crisis, and I never got round to it.”

“So,” Doegan’s expression was triumphant, “I thought this was what you were up to... one of the ancient Time Cylinders. Well, well. I had heard that the people who created them were all dead.”

“They were,” said Freya, composing herself outwardly while her mind raced through alternative believable explanations for her plans, “after I dealt with them.”

“Then you...”

“Borrowed it, yes. Its previous owner had no further use.”

“And you said you needed the spares to make an erotic side-show for our lovemaking. I did suspect you had one of these things. Logically, it was the only way you could have got past our defences.”

“Yes, it is, er, going to be our ticket to adventure. Come away with me. We can use it for our ‘honey-universe’ once we get conjoined.”

Doegan grinned and ran his hand over the sleek metal of the cylinder. “Phoist, with this ship, I could go anywhere, do anything...”

“I? What about me?” Freya’s voice rose. Fear crossed her face as she suspected what was going through his mind.

The man gave an evil leer. “Yes, I. I have no further use for you.” He produced a small, gas projectile syringe from his belt. Freya shrank back. “Don’t worry,” said Doegan gently, “it won’t mark your exquisite body. An unfortunate accident, I think. Drowned while swimming in the lake. Shame, and so pretty too. You will be mourned by many of the residents.”

“But we were to be together. You love me. You said so last night...”

His expression was fixed. “Hmm, that might not be strictly true. I may have said that I did not want anyone else to have you. I intend to make that the case. I’m not sure there can be a place for you in my plans. Regrettably I have no further use for you.”

“Please give me a chance. You can have the machine; anything you want. I will be able to give up my work...”

“Hah.” The laugh had no humour. “With this machine, I am free. I’m not having you dictating my life.”

“I won’t, you know I won’t.”

“I can’t take the risk. Be a good girl and don’t struggle.”

Doegan moved in quickly. Freya tried to run but he trapped her against the console. His hand clamped around her delicate wrist. She screamed. The syringe popped the drug into the velvety arm. “Goodbye my lovely.” He placed a kiss on her lips as she sagged and then released his grip. Suddenly, her hand came up, clamping his throat. Her muscles hardly rippled as she lifted Doegan bodily from the ground. His eyes opened wide in disbelief as he choked. She relaxed her grip slightly to let him breath. “But how on Stage..?” he gasped. “That dose would have knocked out an elephant...”

“Yes, it would.” Freya smiled sweetly, “But not a gynoid.”

“What! You can’t be...”

“Certainly.”

“You mean... I’ve been having sex with an android all this time?” He looked sick.

“A fuckin’ gynoid for Phoist’s sake!” Freya scowled. “Yes.”

“But the scans you had... we are so meticulous to keep mechanicals out of our environment.”

“Your primitive scanners are easy falsify when one is connected to the same circuitry. It was a simple matter.”

“But mechanicals always have seams, joins, bolts, lumpy bits and self-tapping screws. You’re so perfect.”

“Yes, I am. Too perfect to be dumped in a lake?”

Doegan gave a sickly grin. “A mistake, you understand. Ha, ha, simply joshing...” He held his arms out in supplication.

Freya nodded. “I understand.”

“What are you going to do with me?”

“I made you a promise. We would be together forever. But really I should kill you, you bastard.” Her fingers tightened to a point slightly short of snapping his spine. He issued a high pitched squeak, but she had released him again. “No, I have a better idea of what to do with you, and keep my promise.” She glanced meaningfully towards the panel concealing the burnt-out central core.

The following day, Doegan’s body was discovered in the lake. A pathologist confirmed significant bruising around his neck but not enough to cause death. It was only after closer investigation did they uncover the neatly sealed circumcision around the crown of his head, and the fact that his brain was missing. Of the woman, Freya $mith (sic), the prime suspect, they found no trace. The incident was hushed up after a thorough search of the station, and the death was then publicly announced as a ‘swimming accident’. Murder certainly did not happen on this exclusive retreat.
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THE TUNNEL WAS DARK. In fact it was exactly like any other passage in the lower levels of the catacombs. Along the walls were many recesses, and most carried the desiccated remains of what was generally assumed to be the former inhabitants of the ruin. Ancient skin had dried, stretched tightly over the bones underneath. Some of the creatures were of identifiably human appearance, but others were grotesque corruptions of humanity. Their heads were too large, their bodies squat or elongated, or their hands extended into a shape like a personal communication device fused into the bones of the head. On some, double rib-cages were visible and in extreme cases, extra limbs sprouted. Other specimens had dried almost black, and the skin had cracked and peeled away to reveal deformed silvery skeletons inside. Shreds of once rich clothing hung from the cadavers, fluttering in the stale wind as the upper doors were opened to let in the visitors.

A shadow moved in the darkness. It separated from a niche and drifted along the silent corridor. A bony hand reached out from a decayed shawl and touched the wall. The stone crumbled under its fingers and left a groove as the apparition headed for a pile of bones and dried flesh hidden deep in a large recess. The hand reached out stiffly to the heavy-headed remains and touched what might have been a shoulder. The body of the monster twitched as contact was made. Gradually the remains started to pull together, and the huge bulk heaved itself upright. The head rolled back on a squat, twisted neck. Eyelids flicked open, and hollow sockets where the eyes should have been glowed in the depths of the skull.

Recognition registered in its shrivelled brain. “You again,” it grated through the remains of vocal cords. “I thought my obligation was discharged long ago. Why don’t you bugger off? Can’t a behemoth sleep?”

“I have need of your special services,” replied the shadow in a soft, even voice. “We have much work to undertake before you and I can rest once more.”

“Yeah, yeah, heard it all before.” The creature shook itself. “I suppose it will help with the boredom. Who is it this time?”

* * *
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TOM’S TRAIN PULLED into St Pancras in the early hours of the morning. The company paid for him to stay in the refurbished Gothic hotel, something that made Tom suspect he was not in his own reality; the building had been under repair for most of the last century. He left after breakfast and instead of going on to the hospital for his now late appointment, he caught a stopping train back up the line.

As the service slowly took him northwards, he daydreamed. The thoughts nagged at his mind as memories came flooding back. A great restlessness had come over him in the night. He had to find that girl, coincidence though it might have been. How could Suzanne be here? Had he imagined the whole apparition? No, he must not hope. It was most likely to be someone who only looked like Suzanne. Perhaps she was an actress in the film he could not quite remember? Her hair was the wrong colour for a start. He did not care. He decided that if it was not his former love, she might be sufficiently like her to be the substitute he now felt he needed so badly.

Why had he left her? Or had she left him? Something to do with a universal law known as the Cyclic Imperative, he seemed to remember: the law of closed circles, which governed what you could and could not do when travelling about in Time and Space. “Load of bollocks.” He could not remember their actual parting. But that was all history now, or fantasy... he really could not be sure which. His experience with her had seemed so real. Now it was over. His mind went back to when they had first made love. Those incredible feelings that had gone through his body...

The train stopped. Tom came out of his dream and hastily put the magazine he was pretending to read, back on his lap in case anybody had noticed. No one had. “No one ever notices anything on a train,” he thought.

His thoughts returned to that wonderful time they had enjoyed. Their lovemaking, so fiery and passionate, almost desperate, and then the dangers they had shared and survived. The time he thought he had lost her, and then that final moment... The excitement of their love, whilst being continually faced with death, was beyond anything he had imagined. They had lived for the moment, and the moment had created him, made him realise how to live.

Now, the moment was lost. Circumstances had taken it away. He had nothing left but the threads of a vanishing dream, imagination or otherwise. The vision of that girl had rekindled his interest in life. He had to find her before the memories dissipated. Nothing else mattered.

Now travelling back up the line, he was guessing which station and what train she might have been waiting for. He got off at Harpenden.

Tom waited for two hours in increasing misery on the cold platform. Dozens of trains went through, some stopping, some rushing past at high speed. He tried to scan each passenger. Once or twice his heart leaped as he caught a glimpse of someone who looked familiar, but the face was wrong, or the height or the hair colour, or even the sex. He began to see Suzanne everywhere. Eventually, he pulled his coat around him and fell asleep on a bench.

Pinpoints of light flashed in front of Tom’s eyes. His head throbbed and pulsated, and he had the distinct feeling he was back on one of the trains. The events of his original journey down to the hospital started to roll around in his mind. Suddenly, he could see the whole thing. The train was thundering through the dark countryside and then slowed down for that station. He saw Suzanne looking directly at him. “The station, what on Earth is the name of the station?” His mind wandered round the platform. He could have counted the seats or the lights... or read the station name. It was not ‘Harpenden’! The name on the boards read ‘Harlington’. “Of course! How could I have been so stupid?”

Tom caught the next train north, and got off at the right station. It was deserted and draughty. The station ticket barriers had been left open, so he had a quick look around. There was a flea market in progress, with more stallholders than customers, and he allowed himself to be sold an old Fedora, ‘with free fleas’, he was told. He returned to the platform with a warmer head.

Tom walked over the bridge to Platform 1, checked behind the pillars and seats, and looked at his watch again. The next train south was not due for twenty minutes. He retraced his steps back over the bridge, deciding to wait in the ticket-machine shelter. Darkness was falling rapidly as a bank of heavy clouds engulfed the sky. He sighed and sat on one of the gates.

The rumble and clatter of a ‘slow goods’, taking materials for the still unfinished Cross-London-Leeds-Cardiff-Aberdeen High-Speed Line, attracted his attention. A train of tall grey containers was dragged through. As they cleared the station, his heart almost stopped. He caught the glint of a white raincoat.

Alone in the gloom on the far platform was the woman, exactly as he remembered her from the dream, and the journey. How she got there, he had no idea. There was no way on to the platforms, other than the barriers he was currently warming his rear end on. She was gazing intently up the line. The next train wasn’t imminent, so Tom took the opportunity to study her and pluck up the courage to accost her. She was so like the Suzanne he remembered, but somehow different. White curls wafted around her shoulders, like bubbles in the wind, more ethereal than Suzanne’s. Could it really be her? Suzanne’s hair was a golden colour that would probably have seemed very strange here. Could she have dyed it to be less conspicuous? Everything else about her seemed so familiar. The clothes she wore triggered a deep memory he could not quite place. Was it or was it not her?

He had wasted precious minutes pondering, when the rail noise of an approaching train panicked him into action. “But it’s too early,” he muttered, “it can’t be due yet.” The station clock agreed with him but his objective disappeared behind the electric railcar pulling along the platform. He sprinted up the steps and over the bridge, trying to ignore the pain in his head. He almost passed out on the way back down the steps.

Now the platform was deserted, but the doors of the train were still open. “She must be on board,” was his only thought. The departure warning sounded as he leapt from the bottom step of the bridge and plunged through the doors, moments before they hissed shut. He flopped down on to the nearest seat and put his head between his knees to stop the pain. He crumpled on the floor between the seats.

The familiar rattle of the rails brought Tom back to his senses. He lay twisted where he had fallen. He struggled to raise himself and slump into a seat. The train was empty and dark, the only lighting being from the emergency signs, and those gave little illumination to see by. A hot sweat, quickly followed by a shiver of goose-bumps, rolled over him as he realised he must be on an empty unit returning to the depot. He should not be on it at all. But where was Suzanne? If she was on the train, this eventuality seeming less likely the more he thought about it, she would be up towards the front. But why should she be on it at all? “I’ve got all evening,” he shrugged. “At least I’m going in the right direction.” He retrieved his Fedora from where it had fallen and undid the buttons on his coat to absorb the warmth of the carriage. He recovered enough to get shakily to his feet and swayed forwards along the aisle, intent on checking the entire length of the train.

The front carriage loomed up sooner than he expected. A door labelled ‘Private’ blocked his way. He was dismayed to discover his transportation comprised separate four-coach units with no connecting corridor. He peered out of the window and could see the glow of the lights from the front portion. Apparently, that section was occupied, even though his was not. He cursed under his breath and slumped into one of the foremost seats, resting his feet on the one opposite in defiance of the ‘Please keep feet off’ sign. “Oh well,” he thought, “at least she can’t get off either.” And then a shock went through his body, “If she got on in the first place.”

The train thundered through another station, and Tom started to wonder. Why had it not stopped? Where was it going? More stations flashed by and he resigned himself to doze, lulled by the warmth. They entered a tunnel and then came out into the lights of the city for a short while. Finally the unit plunged into the total darkness of another subway, charging downwards at an alarming angle. Tom stared into the blackness as the soot-coated bricks rushed by. Onwards and downwards all the time, the miles seemed to slip by with no sign of the slightest break in the grimy walls. Tom checked his watch by one of the emergency lights. It had stopped at the moment he got on the train. He tried to reset it, but it would not start with any amount of shaking or thumping.

Tom counted the seconds to get some idea of how long he had been travelling, but only succeeded in sending himself back into a weary sleep.

He awoke to silence. The train had stopped in what looked like a deserted underground station. He leaped to his feet and hurried to the door to peer out. The ‘London Underground’ symbols were much in evidence but there was no sign of a name. “An Underground station? How can there be an underground station here?”

He pressed the door control. Nothing happened. He peered out on to the dim platform. He heard the hiss of the doors in the front section and saw Suzanne step out. She turned away up the platform. “Thank heavens,” he thought, “She was on the train. I must have woken up the moment we stopped.”

He banged on the window, trying to attract the girl’s attention. She appeared not to hear him and glided gracefully towards the exit. “Hell, how am I going to get out?” The departure warning sounded. The train was threatening to take him off into the darkness again. He raised his eyes to the roof in a silent prayer and there he saw the emergency door release, a red plastic plate with something looking exactly like the ring pull of a drinks can set into it. He reached up and tugged the ring. It broke free from the plastic and stuck on his finger. The train started to move. Tom clawed at the plastic cover and managed to get his nails behind it to wrench it free. He groped for the lever inside and gave it an urgent half turn clockwise. The door hissed but stayed closed. The train started to pick up speed. In desperation, he forced his hands between the rubber seals where the doors joined and they flew open. Tom leaped from the moving train on to the top end of the platform. He cannoned off the wall, collapsed and just missed falling against the back half of the train as it rushed past into the gaping passageway.
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