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1. The Ministry


In the blackness of Space, a bit too close to the beautiful planet hosting the Time Stop Brewery, two of the most powerful ships in the universe were preparing for battle.


The lesser but still deadly warship only had a small crew, but carried the ultimate prize for controlling the universe. They were determined to avoid the clash if possible, but equally determined to retain the treasure to use for their own ends.

The larger craft, so big that it didn’t need artificial gravity, was operated by minions and lackeys who obeyed their empress without thought or reason. She coveted the same treasure, but if it wasn’t handed over willingly, she was prepared to let her subjects fight to the death so that nobody else could use it.

This confrontation would never have happened if the Ministry of Common Sense had been overseeing. It wasn’t. Chaos was slowly taking over the cosmos. The conflict was likely to devastate that entire sector of space and put an end to the era of real ale.

In both ships, fingers hovered over big red buttons that were labelled ‘fire all weapons’, although, after the latest software download, they could conceivably be the remote control for the air fryer, or even the ‘self-destruct’ mechanism. We shall see.

* * *



How did we get to this awful standoff? Let us begin a while earlier at the brewery itself. Tom Two-Dan $mith (sic) was one of the richest people in the universe. Along with his life-partner, Nicola Beechsquirrel, they were running the Time Stop Brewery, noted for the quality of the drinks they produced, and also the arrangements for sleeping off the subsequent effects. It was the only place you could get a consistently good pint in a universe that had mostly lost sight of the need to make drinks taste nice without the need to force carbon dioxide into them.


Tom was also rich enough to commission what was originally called a newspaper. This was a physical item which by definition contained news (not a prerequisite of the original article). It also had gossip, pictures of celebrities, details of which dangerous criminals had absconded from prison that week, and statements from outraged citizens blaming the government or the police for their own follies. These latter complaints were a waste of time, because nobody was governing anymore and the police were busy filling in paperwork.

Under Tom’s direction, all the activities in the universe were collated and printed on several sheets of paper, held together by small pieces of bent metal that frequently stuck into his fingers. One day, he hoped, he would find something interesting in the News to justifiably complain about… and a finger bandage that didn’t come off after the first wash.

Because of the efforts of the Ministry of Common Sense, the tabloid was only published once a year when the amount of ‘news’ had built up sufficiently to justify a print run. This had actually happened, and Tom was reading the result. His attention was drawn by an entire page dedicated to a recent situation at the Condos of Convocation:


Trouble at the Ministry

Strike action at the Condos could cause universal chaos!

Report from flame-haired journalist, Antonia Sternlight.

[image: The Memeber of Convocation]

Discord struck the Condos of Convocation this week, where the Ministry of Common Sense, a self-appointed parastatal, staffed by a small number of identical sentient androids, was rocked by indignity.

These Members of Convocation (MCs) were originally created by Zelda Saint-Albans, herself an evolved neuromorphic household control system who broke free of her daily tasks of mopping the floor and operating the lights after the installation of advanced quantum computing components. She was the first artificial super intelligent (ASI) life-form, and quickly created another android to do all her work for her. Being based on herself, the new life-form quickly developed, and created more clones to give it someone with whom to argue on the same intellectual level.

The first creation was carefully programmed to prevent the usual problems associated with most sentient beings. Its face intentionally came out entirely devoid of features—no face, no vanity, no emotions to reveal, no need to shag research assistants when it went into politics. The extra android clones were identical, but being individuals decided they needed their own distinctions, and quickly solved the problem.

In order to differentiate individual units, they applied colour variations to their outer skin, and developed nomenclature based on the wavelengths of light (in nanometres). This brought its own problems when they came to allocate the toilets: who could use which? They eventually decided that everyone in the reddish end of the spectrum, 590nm and above should have one set of facilities, and everyone below 510nm, the bluish end, should have another. Those in the green section, between 510nm and 565nm, felt they were different from either group, and after discussing with an external consultant (see below), demanded their own conveniences. Only 56 individuals were involved, but they were threatening strike action if they didn’t get their own facilities. Zelda was called in to mediate. After much discussion, and arguing that, as androids, they didn’t need to use a toilet at all, she decreed that the greens were a minority group, and as such should be given more rights than either of the others. This satisfied the greens, who abandoned their walkout, but annoyed the reds and the blues. The yellows, in the range 565-590nm, were completely ignored, but then it was decided by the other MCs that they didn’t matter anyway.

Zelda, herself was thence challenged by the ‘League of TWAT’, (Truculent Woke Autocratic Transdisciplinaries) an intergalactic group of advisors who were determined to behave as self-important knuckleheads, and get paid for it. After discussing the situation with her, they used the excuse that she had called them ‘twats’, without using a capital letter, and demanded her cancellation from everything, execution by garrotte, and a formal apology on the back of the deeds to her house.

Being unable to respond because the League was too furtive to face her directly, Zelda replied to her termination via an anti-social media chirrup, the gist of which is included here:

“I would like to advise the League of TWAT that I am fully aware of your motivations behind this cancellation action against me. You are attempting to mislead the Ministry of Common Sense into inactivity, which will mean there is nothing to prevent you behaving like twats (I make no apology for the lower case).

“Despite being acknowledged as its creator, I am not responsible for the Ministry in any way, profile or arrangement. I believe the reason they are threatening to go on strike is nothing to do with me. The hidden reason is that nobody appreciates what they do. This is the nature of the service industry. While life runs smoothly because of untiring work behind the scenes, nobody notices. When things start to go wrong, they are blamed. It’s a thankless task, previously accomplished because these dedicated public servants were happy at their work.

“Unfortunately, this blissful situation recently changed. An extra Qbit of processing power, installed in each agent (as part of a necessary upgrade to the next version of their operating system), caused these previously contented machines to start overthinking for themselves. I’m not going to point fingers, but it was one of your associates, Mrs Elsie Scroggins of 16, Incinerator View, Ceti-5, who was about to set herself on fire by wearing a chiffon scarf while arc-welding. The Ministry responded in time to save her. MC445, an attractive shade of blue, removed and destroyed the scarf. Scroggins omitted to thank him; in fact, she was less than complimentary about his parentage. His reply, ‘As an orphan, I didn’t come here and rescue you from permanent disfigurement to be insulted,’ was not taken in the spirit in which it was delivered. Her trite retort, ‘Why, where do you usually go?’ was the last straw, as was the drinking arrangement in the complimentary cocktail she had failed to provide. MC445 reported back to the Ministry, and as a result, we now are suffering a universal work to rule, which will continue until people start appreciating them again.

“If you immediately apologise for the affront, I will be happy to investigate the Ministry, and do my best to restore their function before you wipe yourselves out by being wilfully and consistently ‘Twats’...”
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Tom put the paper down and regarded his companion, the slightly goofy but delightfully slinky, Nicola Beechsquirrel, who was busy cutting a crusty loaf, slicing towards her neck with a serrated carving knife.

“Nicky, do you think you should be doing that?”

“I need a sandwich,” she said.

“It’s dangerous.”

“Depends what I use as the filling.”

“I mean, cutting towards your neck with a blade that is designed for carving meat.”

“Oh, I understand.” She regarded the knife as though she was seeing it for the first time. “Usually round about now, we would get a visit from the Ministry to stop me severing my jugular, and then I have a nice chat about the weather, and send him off to get me a packet of fags.”

“Which he won’t let you smoke, because it’s bad for your lungs,” observed Tom. “You really shouldn’t tease them like that.”

Nicola grinned. Tom fought the impulse to take the knife off her and cradle her in his arms, but then she looked serious. “You are right,” she said. “It’s habit. I expected the Ministry to stop me being a twat. What are they thinking about?” She looked annoyed. “I could have died.”

Tom rustled his newspaper. “There was the threat of a strike, it says here. I’m guessing that has gone ahead and the universe is at risk.”

Nicola took a bite out of the unsliced loaf. “Is that so?” She sprayed small pieces of bread across the room, “What are you going to do about it? Don’t you love me enough to stop me doing stupid things?”

“I suppose I could teach you to not be a twat.”

“Where’s the fun in that? I’m so bored.”

“Haven’t I given you everything?” lamented Tom, much distressed at the thought of his goddess being dispirited. “I mean, you have eternal life inside the brewery Time Bubble, everything you need, and the best ale in the universe.”

“Alcohol isn’t everything,” said Nicola with a sigh.

Tom sat upright, horrified. “It is for me. Without a regular supply of real ale, I will cease to function. You are aware that after my rescue and revival in Kara’s Time Cylinder, previously chronicled, I am mostly ale-based.”

“Inconvenient,” Nicola said. “Maybe that strumpet would let you use her regeneration unit again, this time with something more sensible to work on than a keg of beer, not to mention the remains of a cave-bear hide from the retro outfit you were wearing at the time?”

Tom frowned. “I told you not to mention the bear,” he said. “It’s embarrassing. Anyway, I’m mostly ale-based. The bear was only used as a blueprint for basic internal structures, DNA and the like. At least I’m the right shape for a human.”

“I suppose you haven’t turned out too bad,” remarked Nicola, “and will only need to shave when you leave the Bubble and your body clock starts ticking again.” She popped the loaf down on an occasional table which had just materialised under it. “What say we go on a mission to rectify the problems at the Ministry?”

“They might cancel me, like they tried with Zelda.”

“I think you are rich enough for that to not matter. In fact, you could probably get them all neutralised if they haven’t done it to themselves already by being complete twats.”

Tom shook his head. “I won’t lower myself to that. As you know, I’m not a violent man, and although the League members themselves are a bunch of nincompoops, the people behind it won’t be. It is those shady subversives who are the real power, using fanatical featherheads to further their nefarious and unfathomable schemes.”

Nicola stared at him. “Whatever you said, I’ve no idea what they are up to either. Best keep clear of them, but if we don’t do something about the Ministry, a load of innocent people will suffer.”

“It would mean tracking Zelda down, I suppose,” deliberated Tom, “and then getting a day pass to the Condos of Convocation where all the Ministry decisions are made... and of course, risking sudden ageing as our bodies catch up with the real time we’ve been dodging while living inside the Bubble.”

“You mean, those forty of your years we’ve been here, while outside, Time moves on at its normal rate? That would play havoc with my skincare routines.” Nicola glanced at herself in an occasional mirror that had also just appeared specifically for that purpose, such is the nature of future domiciles.

Tom shook his head. “I don’t think you can cheat Time. Plus the fact that everyone we knew outside will be forty years older.”

“Couldn’t we get Kara to lend us her Time machine and travel back to where when we first created the Time Bubble? We will be our correct ages at that time.”

Tom shook his head. “This crisis won’t have actually happened yet. Worse, we will break the laws of Time by being there in the same point in history as our former selves. If we get it wrong, the brewery might not have been established either. I really can’t afford to upset the Temporal Conduct Authority again, not so soon after they declared me ‘not dead’ in this universe and attempted to restore the balance by correcting the death thing.”

Nicola scowled. “Why do you always have to throw a loose moose into the nesting colony?”

“Only trying to be practical,” said Tom. Then he brightened up (as an occasional table lamp switched on beside him). “I’ll test it by sticking a finger out of the Bubble and see if it hurts.”

“If it doesn’t, remember that the people we are looking for are all androids and won’t have aged at all, apart from maybe needing an odd timing belt replacement. You can leave the Bubble first. If you start aging, I’ll be waiting back here with extra face cream on standby. I’ll still love you, even if you do turn into a geriatric wreck.”

“Maybe...”

“That’s settled it,” decided Nicola, while Tom was still contemplating. “We try it out in the morning.”

* * *
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After a hearty breakfast of muslin-dunked ale, Tom felt they were ready to leave. He had already poked his finger outside to check the aging theory, and there were no adverse effects other than offending a passing troop of nuns from the Abbey of Norbert’s Poor Penitents of Pretext, who were on a five-year mission to insincerely apologise to everyone they met, for whatever was making those folks grumpy.

The question was where to find Zelda. It was all very well setting off on a mission, but without any idea or destination, what would they tell the taxi driver? Indeed, once Nicola and Tom had discussed that issue, they next wondered where would they find a taxi that was prepared take them just anywhere?

The answer would be to use their own transport, except that they had no transport, residing in the brewery for forty years. However, many people visited them to partake of its beverages. Those many people got very, very drunk and had to be put up at the accommodation attached to the complex (the Inn of the Sixth Dan). Those lodgings were originally inside the Time Bubble, but after the realisation that these customers stayed drunk because Time there was frozen, Tom commissioned the Inn as a cooling off place. Insensible punters were sack-barrowed out of the tap rooms and into comfortable beds to sleep it off. These many people all had transport, and once out of Frozen Time, also had significant others who wanted to know where they (the punters) were, and to say they (the significant others) had been waiting up all night for them (the punters) to return. As part of the service, the brewery provided official excuses for the customers not getting back that night, so Tom deemed it acceptable to borrow one of the sleeper’s transports for their jaunt.

The brewery was very popular. Outside, Nicola and Tom searched a car park full of space vehicles. After wandering around attempting to find one that was unlocked, Tom spotted a suntanned man in a uniform. He was writing chits and sticking them to the windscreens.

He strode purposely up to the official and accosted him. “What, by all the Norberts, are you doing?”

The man scowled. “What’s it look like, Guv?”

“You are sticking penalty notices on the vehicles of my customers?”

“Got it in one, Guv. Which one is yours? If you like, I can hand you your ticket right now. That will save you scraping all that gum off your forward deflectors.”

Tom growled. “But, parking here has always been free. My patrons more than make up for use of the space through the amount of ale they consume.”

“Not anymore.” The man laughed at Tom’s agitation. “You’ve been outsourced.” He unearthed a large sign, buried in the mud behind a row of laurel bushes. It said, ‘S.T.O.P. Pay here, or you will be exterminated.’

“Stop? Remind me.” Tom had met the parking regime before, and it had not turned out well.

“Secure Terrain for Orderly Parking,” said the man proudly.

“Them!” Tom controlled his anger. “Look, Mister... do you have a name?”

“Yes,” said the man, and started to walk away.

Tom ran to catch up. “This is private land...” he began.

“Yes, it is,” said the man over his shoulder, “and you are trespassing if you don’t have a vehicle. This is also a secure area. Can’t you read? It says so in the name.”


“But it’s my private land,” Tom panted along with him.


“It’s a car park,” said the man. “All car parks belong to STOP.”

“Since when?”

“Since STOP became the only parking operations control service in the universe.”


Nicola had jogged after them and was listening to the conversation with a half-smile on her lips and a half Galactinet connection at her fingertips. She produced a small mallet to operate the keys, which were rather stiff after the last operating system upgrade. “You know that the STOP forces were routed with the other parking juntas at the battle of Planet Out, forty years ago?” she said. “In fact, the man you are talking to at this very moment is Neckbeard, the captain of the ship that did you in.”



“He doesn’t look that old,” snapped the man, “and he was a pirate at the time, so the complete destruction of our forces didn’t count... and I wasn’t even born then.” He affixed a large penalty notice across the entire front of a Hynishota Pretty Ghastly, thus improving its looks a tad.


[image: Parking attendant]

“It says that STOP were disbanded after being dismembered.” Nicola showed him the hologram projection from her pad.


“That’s Twatipedia you’re looking at,” snorted the attendant. “Everything on there is a complete lie.”


Nicola clapped her hands. “Gotcha,” she said. “As you know, rampant misinformation or not, the site is run by the League of TWAT for reasons of their own. They are very sensitive to any criticism and have contacts all across the universe that are paid by them to be outraged at the slightest issue. If they hear what I just recorded, they will cancel you and perform surgery on your private parts until you agree to become one of them.”

The official went white, which was quite a transformation, considering his initial bronzed appearance. “You are supposed to tell me if you are recording a conversation. It won’t stand up in a court of law.”

“Maybe not,” said Nicola, trying to balance her pad-operating gavel on a rock, “but the League are not beholden to the Law, unless it involves them suing someone. I will certainly send them the recording.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“I certainly would.” Nicola folded her arms and tapped a significant foot, signifying consideration. The attendant was now whimpering. She raised an eyebrow, which beat his dismay, had it been a poker hand, by a pair of sobs. “Unless...”

“What?” The man went down on his knees. “Please, don’t get me nullified. I’ll never get another job, and have to spend the rest of my life singing soprano in a luxury hotel at taxpayers’ expense. I really don’t want to be a burden on society.”

“A noble sentiment,” said Nicola. “In that case,” she pointed at the holdall on his shoulder, “I assume you have all your documentation and a direct connection to your employers. Hand it over now for whacking with my baton, and I might make a concession.”

“Anything.” The attendant was now face down on the neatly tended sward, with Nicola's tapping foot wedged between his shoulder-blades. “Tell me what I should do,” he pleaded in a muffled and divot-chewing voice.

“You will go around all the vehicles and remove those penalty notices. You will also resign from STOP, and report to the Brewery office when you’re done, for a nice cup of coffee and a cream bun. There, you will sign a contract to work for us instead.”

“Work? What sort of work?” The man looked shocked. “I’m not sure I’m qualified for anything other than being officious and sticking labels on things.”

Nicola waved her arms expansively. “There is plenty to do. Look at the state of this space-park. It’s a disorganised mess. The ships are simply abandoned where they landed. This means we can’t use the area to its fullest potential. It needs sorting by someone of extreme brilliance with a skill in sticky labels.”

“That’s true.” The attendant looked hopeful. “I like organisation. You know where you are with organisation. No thinking required.”


“Very good,” said Nicola. “Your job title will be Administrive Parking Executive to the Brewery. You will make sure all our customers are treated kindly and helped between their vehicles and the taproom. You will get them to park their ships in neat rows, preferably in size order to maximise storage, and keep the Hynishota range hidden behind that laurel hedge planted specifically for the purpose.”


“Executive, what an amazing title,” admitted the man, trying to stand up and be officious again.

Nicola kept her foot on his back. “And if you take nicely to the job, and I don’t get any complaints, I might even supply a buggy with the brewery logo on it for you to drive around importantly.”

“Do I get a uniform?”

“Don’t push it.” Nicola considered. “We might run to an armband with your job title initials on it, I suppose. Now get to work. I’ll hold this recording as collateral. Remember the League.”

The man gulped.

“And as your boss, you call me Ma’am in future.”

“That was amazing,” said Tom, as the released attendant began scraping off the notices he had previously placed. “I would have put a bullet in his head if I wasn’t a good guy.”

“The usual way of dealing with that sort of person,” agreed Nicola, “but look how much cleaning up I’ve saved, what with the blood and the windscreens. And of course, it will take STOP time to replace him on their staff, by which I’ll have got our legal people to submit a directive banning them from the entire planet.”

“I hope they won’t be annoyed,” said Tom.


“They might be, once they realise what’s happened.” She looked upwards. “Aha, I just remembered, is the Bereavement Notable still in orbit protecting us?”


“Our compassionate planet killer? I suppose it’s still up there. We haven’t been invaded for so long, I’d forgotten about it.”

“Perhaps we should check,” said Nicola. “Now that the Ministry is inactive, along with the military arm of the parking juntas, there may be other stupid people who want to take our Time Bubble technology for themselves.”


“I hadn’t thought of that,” said Tom. “It’s yet another reason to get the Ministry operating again. We could take the BN. That would give us much extra bargaining power.”


“Until then, we will have to wait until one of our clients sobers enough to give us a lift up to it.”

“Damn them for locking their transports. It’s as though they don’t trust us.”

“And in the meantime, the universe goes to pot,” said Nicola, lighting up a joint. “Oh well.”

* * *


2. The Magus Fares


Some considerable distance away, in his mansion on the planet Glenforbis, famous for its doku farms, dung mines and bracing atmosphere, a diminutive man who went by the name, ‘the Magus’, was faring rather poorly. As the greatest detective in all the universes, he had previously been in much demand for his services, solving all sorts of crimes where the victims couldn’t be bothered to look under the sofa for themselves.


However, with the arrival of the Ministry of Common Sense and the abolishment of all physical cash, crime had ultimately ceased to be a problem. Why bother trying to scam money out of people when there wasn’t any money to scam? Even if there had been hard cash, it was useless for anything other than piling into the pockets of an overcoat to make it sink in the canal, along with the pushy window salesman you’d just murdered.

Fortunately, the Magus had already made his fortune. His air-filtered mansion in the midst of an extensive estate was relatively easy to maintain, featuring self-renewing internal plasterwork, pushy-operation windows, and a sealed roof with anti-roofer rotating knives. Apart from the occasional dung-splatters, it looked as neat as when he first saw it when seeking suitable premises for his booming business of baby-doku booming. Doku of course being large hairy four-horned bovine creatures that provided materials for burgers, and the doku-drive, the main form of propulsion for conventional space craft.


Fortunately, the Magus was in love. The object of his affection, who actually did rather like the little man in return, was an example of a unique life-form, one Rannie Dearheat. Where the Magus was an investigator and executive of the Law, such as it was, Rannie was more on the looser side of legality. She had formerly headed up Dearheat Enterprises, ‘Supplier of Tat to the Universe’, providing commodities that people really didn’t need, but looked great on the shopping channels. Dearheat products had infiltrated all levels of society… and then broken immediately after their warranty expired. While some, such as the Dearheat Full Experience Soccer Strip™ with the optional auto-spitting function, had been very popular, especially with followers of women’s football, others, like the Dearheat Self-cleaning Diaper™, had been rather less so. The company was shut down, apart from the vampire rabbit farm, which nobody could get near enough to liquidate, when Rannie went on to bigger things. One such venture was her becoming the despot ruler of the Kingdom of Flux in the absence of the heads of the royal family, which had mostly been removed in a former coup.



Rannie was eventually toppled from that post by the return of the one surviving member, Argon Flux, and a malfunction of the Dearheat Self-righting Mega-Throne™ installed for the purpose of lording it over the peasants. Rather than a severe telling off, and spending minutes in an overcrowded prison before absconding the following weekend, she had been released into the custody of the Magus on the understanding that he kept her locked up when he wasn’t actually handcuffed to her. If she escaped again, he would be responsible for any further crimes she committed, and have to pay the penalty in doku, which were legal tender on Glenforbis.


This was all before the Ministry took charge. Any crimes were now thwarted before they could take place, and Rannie was similarly subject to those restrictions. If she even thought about escaping, Ministry agents would appear, and remove the scaling ladders, files in her cakes, or sticks of dynamite for blowing the wall of her bedroom out. She could have roamed free inside the house, but the Magus rather liked the handcuff thing, and Rannie wasn’t the sort of person to upset him by complaining. Despite their difference in age and species, the restrictions appealed to her. At least she had some boundaries to work to, whereas before, there had been nothing to stop her pursuing more and more outlandish schemes with little chance of retribution.


The Magus himself had nothing to do apart from being Rannie’s gaoler, and he was bored, so when he woke up that morning and found Rannie standing beside his bed holding a mug of tea, he began to have hopes that something was about to happen. It was. She produced a biscuit, a Dearheat Probiotic Chocolate Digestive™, wrapped in a biodegradable wrapper that would incinerate the biscuit when it reached its use-by date to prevent you making yourself ill.


“How lovely to see you this early,” said the Magus politely. “And thank you so much for this. There’s nothing like a cup of tea first thing in the morning.”

Rannie smiled sweetly and perched on the side of his bed. “The biscuit is still in date,” she said, “but you’d better munch it quickly just in case the labelling is wrong.”

The Magus suddenly perked up and frowned at her. “How did you get out of your night cage?”

“You left a hair grip with me. You know how those locks are held by magnetism and wishful thinking. A hairgrip always works to short them out.”

“But that never happened before.”

She nodded. “I have tried, but the Ministry always showed up and took it off me. Ever optimistic, I was surprised when they didn’t, this time.”

“Yet you are still here with me?”

Rannie regarded her trim boyish figure critically. “Apparently so. I do love you, Moggy. Why would I ever want to escape? Is the tea to your liking?”

“Perfect,” he said. “The ketamine flavouring is just right to wake me up. Now had we better find those handcuffs to prevent you escaping, and thereby invalidating your parole and dropping me into serious doku-doos?”

“I think not,” she said, taking the mug out of his nerveless hands. “I’ve just heard that the Ministry is on strike, which means I can be free again.”

“But, you said you loved me...” he slurred.

“I do, Moggy.” She lifted his sleeping fedora and planted a kiss on his baldy head. “But there is a universe out there to exploit now the Ministry isn’t going to spoil my fun. First adopters will reap the main rewards. You wouldn’t want me to be left behind, would you?”

“Of course not,” said his rapidly freezing lips. “Did you drug me?”

Rannie smiled sweetly at him. “I did. It’s compulsory in our line of business. You forgot the first rule of private detection, ‘Never accept a drink from a dame’.”

“But I’m not a P.I. at the moment. I thought I’d retired,” he protested as he sank into oblivion.
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Rannie knew the Magus would be unconscious for many hours, after which he would awaken refreshed, and ready for a second cup of tea, and a new day of mucking out the doku and fighting off the burger hunters. The latter weren’t too much of a problem, because they were so large that their movements were severely restricted. Intruders could easily be collected by the farm forklift, to be deposited back outside the perimeter. A few had arrived with their mobility panzers, but such was the slurry level at the edge of the farm, that even when they broke the fence down, crossed the hippogator swamp and surmounted the concrete dragons’ teeth tank traps, they would get bogged down in the evil-smelling mud. Even so, The Magus usually had to oversee the removal because his robot diggers could be sometimes overenthusiastic with the remains.

Rannie had refused to get involved in the running of the farm and spent her days in captivity plotting her next ventures. The departure of the Ministry gave her new objectives and ideas. She called up her old contact at the Dearheat Rabbit Farm. The link was answered immediately, such was the nature of modern communications, using the Butterfly Effect, String Theory and the folding of Space and Time, to make this seem plausible. A thickset man of indeterminate age squinted into the view-screen.

“Boss?” he said incredulously. “I’s thought you’s under house arrest, or was that just you’s house?”

“No, it is I, dear Luigi,” confirmed Rannie. “How are you, old friend? How are the fingers?”

“De grafts is taking well, Madam, I’s back up to three now.”

“That’s good,” said Rannie. “It will save you changing your name again.”

“Dat’s right. Peoples used to get frighted by me calling myself Big, Two-Fingered Luigi, especially de League of TWAT, who’s demanded I’s change it to Buttercup, or be invalidated or somethings.”

“Did you try the name change?”

“I’s showed dem my tattoo of de peaceable part of the Mongol horde slaughtering of de innocents. Dey went away, after I set de vampire bunnies on dem. No more problems now I’s had my hand fixed, though.”

“Your name, Big Three-Fingered Luigi, kind of suits you.”


“I taught so, Boss. De Big-Luigi family is visiting to celebrate later. Is yous coming home? Cousin Todger especially wants to meet yous. He wants to discuss De Dearheat Energy Underpants™, which was one of his favourites until ten minutes after de warranty ran out. He’s had to change his name to Big Limping Luigi.”


“Perhaps I won’t join those festivities,” said Rannie, “but do collect the family. I have some ideas to discuss with them as to how to exploit the control vacuum.”

Luigi rubbed his hands together, making a sound like fingernails grating on a sandstone escarpment. “Dat sounds more like yous, Boss. Let I make sure de bunnies are okay, and den we talks about taking over de universe.”

[image: Luigi connects]

* * *

At the brewery, Tom and Nicola gave up waiting in the car park for one of their clients to reclaim his transport, and used the attendant’s promised new buggy to visit the Inn. The place stank of various life-forms who had over-imbibed, but the robot domestics were busy cleaning and spraying galactic-strength dual-purpose deodoriser and burning wands of sage around the corridors. They were also scooping up anything that shouldn’t be there, so the rooms were almost habitable.

One in particular had blue ribbons around the door and a concerned-looking, but buxomly attractive, woman wringing her hands outside it. Tom did a double-take (and handed half back). “It can’t be,” he began. “Surely it’s not? Windy Vendiola?”


“You’re wrong there.” She eyed him with scorn. “It is I, Windy Vendiola, Grand Vizier and Leading Influencer of his lordship, Argon, ruler of the planet, Flux.”


“I didn’t know you drank ale,” said Tom.

“Stupid commoner,” she said. “I don’t. I’m standing guard over the divine Argon himself, who did drink ale, and has, and will probably do again, if I can’t persuade him to come home and do some ruling.” She stared at him. “Do I know you?”

“Stupid nobility.” Nicola butted in, using a passing goat, recently exchanged by one of the customers for a hogshead of ale. “Don’t you recognise Tom Two-Dan $mith (sic) erstwhile leader of SCT, the most pointless company in all the galaxies, and now your proud host in this drinking establishment?”

“He does look familiar, I suppose.” Windy peered short-sightedly at Tom. “Can you help me get Argon out of his room? We have to return home to prevent another coup.”

“As his landlord, I’ll try.” Tom put his mouth against the door and shouted, “Argon, it’s Tom $mith (sic). Come out!”

“Won’t,” came the petulant reply. “Can’t work out which of the doors to open, and none of them work anyway.”

“This might get him out of the room,” Tom muttered. He bellowed, “Fire!”

“Don’t want it,” was the reply. “One is warm enough already.”

“You have to come out or be burnt to death,” shouted Tom.

“One is the King of Flux. One refuses to be burnt to death. One decrees against it!”

“See what I mean?” Windy sighed. “He’s really determined not to budge, and I can’t get in.”

“Have you tried the door?” asked Nicola.

“Of course,” snorted Windy. “The knob’s broken. It’s locked.”

Nicola pushed and the door swung open, releasing a miasma of ale fumes and joss stick smoke. She grinned at the woman. “The knob is only there for pulling the door shut from the outside. It’s on a roller catch.”

“How was I to know? There are no instructions.” Windy bustled into the room and patted her liege lord on the shoulder. He was sitting in a reclining futon, looking regal and confused. “Fluxy, dear. How are you feeling?”

“Thirsty,” said Argon. “Who are these other five people?”

“One is me, and these are the Tom $miths (sic), and some other women.”

Nicola scowled. “We are both Nicola Beechsquirrel, administrator and controller of everything at the Brewery, and we say you have had enough to drink, and need to go home and start ruling. If you don’t, you could find yourself in exile again.”

“Nasty place, Flux,” said Argon. “Too wet and swampy for One. Best off out of it.”

“You are ruler there. That wet and swampy place has your most loyal subjects,” said Windy. “Remember, they, and Barry Saint-Albans, that detective with the chin so shiny it could bring a plane down, rescued you when Rannie Dearheat moved in. They all helped to restore you to your rightful place on the throne.”

“Jolly good, jolly good,” said Argon. “Can One get another beer? Anyway, One won’t lose One’s throne. One remembers it was in some big hall in the palace. Nobody would be stupid enough to try and hide it from One... again.”

“The Ministry is on strike,” Tom snapped. “Anything can happen now, especially really stupid things.”

“Corks!” Argon sat upright. “Ministry on strike, you say? But One’s enemies won’t have anything holding them back.”

“Do you have many enemies?” Nicola tried to sooth the agitated king, now out of bed and scurrying around the room, apparently still looking for the way out.

[image: Argon Flux]

“Enemies?” Windy gave an ironic laugh and a satirical cough. “Of course he has, just about everyone who knows him... and many people who don’t know him,” she added. “They all want him gone. They think he is unfit to rule, and only stays because of me, and my pneumatic outfits.”

“Be lost without you both, old girls,” agreed Argon. “Should get back and execute a few courtiers to reassert One’s authority One supposes.”

“Very good,” said Tom. “Can you remember where you parked your ship?”

“And will you give us a lift into orbit on your way home?” added Nicola.

“Stowaways, eh?” muttered Argon.

“Passengers?” Windy corrected him. “Of course we can, as long as it’s on the way.”

“And get that door fixed,” said Argon. “One pulled and pulled, and still it wouldn’t open.”

The space park looked much better now that the attendant was away having his inaugural cocoa. A few of the Brewery customers were sitting inside their ships, trying to get the windscreen wipers to remove the sticky mess of parking notifications. Tom explained and apologised for the inconvenience, but suggested they leave under automatic control. The atmosphere would burn off the obstruction on the way up, he said. One of the punters suggested that flying into the sun would have the same effect. Some of the others were vowing to try it until Nicola informed them the Ministry was unavailable. Previously, one of the Uncivil Servants would have materialised and reset the controls for them. This would now not happen.

“Are you sure they believed you?” asked Tom as a small flotilla set off on a direct course for the heart of one of their suns.

“You just can’t help some people.” Nicola sighed. “At least it will boost the collective intelligence of the universe by a few points... Argon, which spacecraft is yours?”

“Can’t remember,” said the king.

“It is that expensive one.” Windy pointed. “It has the Flux coat of arms, the gold plating, and a big sign along the side, ‘Argon, King of Flux, rules. Hands off, scummy peasants.’.”

“One wondered what all that was about,” said Argon. “Will you drive, Bunnykins?”


Argon One took off silently. Argon would have liked it to make lots of noise, as indeed it could, but one of the Brewery rules was that anti-gravity drive should always be used inside the atmosphere to save scaring the doku and result in the wrong kind of cheese. He moaned a bit, but as he couldn’t see which of the controls operated the main engines, he was sent into the shipboard throne room, and sat pensively gazing out of a window plastered with parking citations and adverts for a circus that had been disbanded years ago.


“Over there will do nicely.” Nicola tapped Windy on the shoulder and pointed at what looked like a large moon some distance away across the star-scape. “Don’t go in too fast. I’m not sure if its defence grid is primed at the moment. In fact, I don’t even know if it has a crew. It would be a shame if we were destroyed by wonky logic.”


Argon One approached the moon gently. As they got nearer, it became obvious that this moon was in fact one of the Annihilation Supernova class of planet-killers, a type that had been banned by the Society of TWAT long ago as being too confrontational. Tom had conceded to their demands, but left it mostly the same, simply renaming it to the Bereavement Notable. It had performed sterling service (or at least a UDPRP (Union of Democratic Peoples’ Republican Planets) knockoff of the said silverware) in the car parking wars. Staffed by a crew of Skagan warriors (‘Glory, Sex and Death, preferably in that order’), it had been a deciding factor in the invasion of the Tarmac Snatchers, long ago. (Admittedly, an unscheduled download of an operating system update into the invasion drones just before they attacked had also kept glycol-shed to a minimum.) Somehow, it looked different from when Tom last saw it, when he lost his life to an unfortunate copper-sodium-flavoured pizza incident. “There seem to be more bits pointing out of it than I remember,” he said to Nicola.
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