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1.  The Bubble
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Where does the Time go?

At the very edge of uncharted space (the inside edge of course), a single planet orbited a single sun. The Bates Megaton, an abundantly armed star ship, floated in geostationary orbit high above a random complex of buildings and industry that resembled a combination of brewery, luxury hotel and farmyard. Strangely, it was exactly that, being the widely acclaimed Inn of the Sixth Dan and Next Wave Brewery, owned and operated by a perpetual reincarnation of Tom Two-Dan $mith (sic), probably one of the most provoked people in the universe.

The captain of the vessel addressed a vassal. The communications officer was a diminutive, delicate woman who always looked as though she was about to burst into tears. “Comms, would you open a channel to the folks below... if it’s not too much trouble?”

“W—will do, Cap. W—who do you want to talk to?” Comms gave a sniff and wiped her eyes.

“Find out who’s in charge.”

“I—I’ll check the G—Galactinet.”

The weapons officer butted in, a display of the solar system on the panel above his head. “Too much trouble, Captain Wang. Can’t I just nuke them?” His palm hovered over the console.

Wang stopped him with an irritated wave. “Hands behind your back, Weapons. We should always first give the victim a chance to respond. Comms?”

The woman was desperately rummaging through her pocket thesaurus. “N—no uptake, Cap. I—I’ve hailed them on all frequencies.” She looked embarrassed at the over-used cliché.

The captain shrugged. “So be it if they don’t want to talk. Weapons, obliterate the planet if you would be so kind.”

“With pleasure, Cap.” The man brought his fist down on the fire control button.

* * *
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WE NOW REWIND A LITTLE way in real time, although Time itself was actually suspended within the time bubble surrounding the Inn, so that means nothing to those living inside it. Tom Two-Dan $mith (sic) had just opened a creativity meeting with his business manager, Nicola Beechsquirrel, at a padded, slightly stained conference table in his bedroom. Nicola was an alluring winsome grey-eyed blonde with a slightly goofy expression that made people want to put their arms around her. This completely belied her commercial acumen. Using these assets, she had secured many a beneficial supply agreement to assist with the production of the greatest ale in the universe for the Next Wave, the renamed Third Stage, the finest brewery in the universe.

They had recently noticed a significant increase in the number of pilgrims passing through the doors of the inn. There were now so many of them that contingency plans were needed to save ousting the regulars or expanding the facility beyond the limits of the Time Bubble that held the place together.

“We need to help these drifters.” Tom regarded his manager, thinking how lucky he was that every time he looked at her, his heart and other parts still gave a leap, despite the non-time they had spent together inside the bubble.

“I suppose so.” Nicola looked up from her readout of various flows of liquids across the brewery. “What are you thinking?”

Tom took a rather boozy breath. “I’m thinking that in the old days of stagecoaches, comfortable hotels were spaced at regular intervals—each distance being a day’s ride between. Our pilgrim customers are using us as the last homely house before they set out into uncharted space to seek the knowledge they believe is to be found out there.”

“They don’t seem to be very successful, as is evidenced by the return of... how many?” Nicola counted on her fingers.

“Exactly none. I’ve asked around but nobody knows where they get to, including those pilgrims following after.”

“I’m not surprised. The time involved in travelling across space in the sort of craft they can afford means that they would die, well before they got anywhere near their destination.”

“Agreed, one should always die well. However, most of them seem to be the second progeny of wealthy oligarchs and minor royalty, awash with cash. They seek enlightenment, and maybe hoping to return, banking on their parents being familiar with the ‘prodigal son’ tale and will welcome them back with joy and riches. If we can help them on their way, they will be funding the brewery and spreading the word. There is a gap in the market. What do you think if we were to follow them out there and provide safe resting places along the way at regular intervals?”

“Possibly,” contemplated Nicola. “We need to be able to speed them onwards so they can reach their eventual goal before full time is blown. It would require us actually finding where they are heading for in uncharted space...”

“Which would mean us charting that space.” Tom pointed vaguely upwards at the direction he thought they would be taking. “As we go, we could build more staging inns on the way.”

Nicola perked up. “The ideas come. We could offer them the complete package—accommodation and transport—and even ferry their luggage for them so they don’t have to be bothered with carrying it across the void.”

Tom gazed vaguely out of the window towards the industrial complex of the brewery. “Of course, that would be a selling point. Speed them where they want to go... if we can find out where that is,” he beseeched the Beechsquirrel, “and take them there?”

“Sadly, that wouldn’t work. I’ve spoken to several of them. The general feeling is that if they could get there in the blink of a speed camera, it would take the challenge out of the whole thing. They say that the very journey to enlightenment is part of the challenge and reward, and what drives them onwards.”

“I don’t recall any of them actually returning with tales of Arcadia, Satori, Shangri-La, Zion, Valhalla, Jannah, Tír na nÓg, Nirvana, Burnham Market or whatever they are seeking? Do you think they are all dead?”

Nicola smiled. “We can’t say they haven’t actually achieved their goal of full compassion and harmony. If they have, why would they then want to return to their original lacklustre lifestyle? I wouldn’t blame them if they did stay away... not a bit unlike being dead I guess.”

Tom contemplated the barrage of negatives his manager had articulated. He decided to ignore it. “If they don’t know where they are going, it would be tricky transporting them directly.”

“If we even could, the physical time taken to get there would be another problem.”

Tom furrowed his brown, fighting to think through the fug of the ale-based diet he was forced to endure after an accident with hops, barley, alcohol, pizza, death and reconstruction. “We do have an advantage with our Bubble technology—inside here, Time is static. Could that be extended and fitted into a ferry, something that would travel through space but stop them getting old on the way? We could take them between staging inns and they wouldn’t age at all while we help them spend their savings.”

Nicola considered the idea. “As far as I know, it’s never been done before. All other Time Bubbles have been built on stationary objects, because of the power required to keep them working.”

“It’s a no-go project then?”

“Maybe we should have a chat with Scaley in Research. I’ll ask him to join us in the meeting... after I’ve had a shower of course. You know how they hate body odour.”

“Unless it’s disguised by ‘Old Rotting Wood Cologne (The mark of a True Arthropod)’.”

“I’ll take a big handful and splash it on all over.”

“I think I might join you in there.”

Tom shuddered as he and Nicola headed for the bathroom. He needed the scientist, but Scaley gave him the creeps—he genuinely couldn’t abide anything with more than three hundred and forty-one legs. Plus the fact he could never bring himself to trust the beast completely, despite their sole reliance on the engineer for keeping the Time Bubble operating.

Scaley is a quadrillipod, an arthropod of the class Diplopodia with so many segments it is almost impossible to count. Each of these segments has its own ganglia evolved into a fully functional brain, which allows for massive amounts of data parallel-processing. In fact, the more segments a quadrillipod has, the quicker it can perform its calculations and the more intelligent it is deemed. Scaley already has grown a vast number and is solely responsible for maintaining the Time Bubble surrounding the brewery and inn.

Quadrillipods are fascinated by Time, and highly value old-fashioned mechanical watches as legwear. When not actually working on complex data problems, they unwind by rewinding their timepieces. Scaley was especially admired in the quadrillipod community as being the designer of the first thousand-button keyboard, and would by now have been fabulously rich had he not lost the patent over a card game with the entrepreneur, Gillian Bates, long ago. This lady is now the most successful business magnate in all the universes, although her location is currently unknown, She is believed to be hiding from the Grasping Universal Taxation Service, who are looking at why she has not paid them anything since forever. The only missive they had received from her was written on the back of a ‘Glad you’re not here’ postcard from ‘Sunny Mariupol’ citing the fact that if the energy companies and the commercial souks are all allowed to get away without paying tax, why should she be singled out? A return letter from GUTS, shared on social media by persons unknown, noted that these organisations were already supporting the government with bribes and blackmail, so were not subject to surcharges. This was quickly dismissed as a fake by the current head of GUTS, Silvio Nixon-Badloser, but only followers of the great prophet, Norbert the Gullible, and some senior citizens in their dotage believed him.

Scaley also owed Tom his life, although Tom was concerned that this might be disregarded should a more lucrative offer stop by. Briefly, an abortive attempt by the Global Broadcasting Hypocrisy to take over the End of Time and thus retrospectively charge the whole of creation for TV licences, had resulted in an invasion of said place that killed off most of the quadrillipod race. In the aftermath, Tom spared Scaley’s life on the understanding that he would use his intellect to maintain and expand Time Bubble technology at the brewery. Scaley had agreed and seemed to be relishing his role in this idyllic environment. The local forests were teeming with wildlife, wood-boring insects and fallen logs so it was effectively ‘quadrillipod paradise’.

Tom stroked his chin and noticed there was a little more stubble than usual. He gazed thoughtfully across the bedroom at the svelte Nicola Beechsquirrel as she towelled her hair after her shower. “Is it my imagination, or are things growing where they didn’t used to be?”

Nicola grinned and covered her lower body. “One of the advantages of living in frozen time is not having to do that.”

“Then why the growth on my face, and I can see scratch marks on your legs?”

“I had to shave them. Sorry.”

“I’m worried now. Is there a problem with the Time Bubble? This sort of thing doesn’t usually happen.”

She kissed him on his head. “Lament not, my legendary lord. Scaley has been reconfiguring the vortex tubes to improve efficiency. He took the Bubble off-line to prevent any danger of us suddenly ageing in either direction if anything went wrong.”

Tom scowled and fended off her advances. “He never said anything to me. Shouldn’t this have been discussed at a board meeting or something?”

“Why would he do that? He’s an engineer. You might have said ‘no’. Anyway, he tells me that vortex tubes always have to be reconfigured, and who am I to argue.” She gave Tom that little girl lost look that made him want to hug her again. “I didn’t want to spoil his fun and upset him. Imagine a mad scientist in charge of our maturing processes.”

“I’d rather not think of it.” Tom scratched his head. “Am I wrong in thinking that if the vortex tubes are off-line, we are vulnerable? They are part of the defence system for fending off rogue asteroids and property developers.”

Nicola shrugged. “I suppose so, but I’m sure it will only be for a short while. The chances of anyone finding out and taking advantage during that window of opportunity are negligible.”

“You really sure? We get dozens of begging missives each day asking us to share our technology, or sell a bit of land for affordable housing. We always say ‘no’, but I’m sure some of them won’t take that for a final answer if we can’t hold them back with our Time manipulation.”

“They don’t always take no for an answer. Have you tried, ‘not bleedin’ likely’?”

“I have. It’s a lot easier to vary the rejections now we’ve hooked the auto-reply into an on-line thesaurus...” Tom sat upright. “We are now in danger because Scaley deactivated the tubes without discussing it with me beforehand. Isn’t that ‘serious misconduct’ in the rulebook?”

Nicola sighed. “I’ve told you before. we can’t sack him. He’s the only engineer we have. Anyway, we don’t have a rulebook, or a mission statement, or a business plan, or a logo, or insurance or indemnity, or a process manual, or payroll, or a marketing plan... You won’t let me do any of those.” She stared pointedly at him.

“Rule and regulation cause stagnation,” Tom intoned. “We sell great ale. Why should we need any of those? The joy of production and making our guests happy is all our staff need for job satisfaction (and eternal life, which seems to be a great plus when recruiting). We haven’t had any industrial unrest since forever.” He leaned back in his chair.

“Only because if anyone wants anything, you either give it to them or I talk them out of it.”

“No point in upsetting the staff. I find that if they have a genuine need, it is easier to meet it rather than not.”

“Of course, and we’ve had to expand the staff car park to make room for all those ‘genuine’ needs.”

Tom nodded sagely. “It works, and so do the staff.”

Nicola grimaced. “Against all logic, yes. This is why we have to tolerate Scaley and his upgrades. He loves his work.”

“For which I am eternally (literally) grateful, but it still would have been nice to have been asked (if you are still listening in on the bed-cams, Scaley).”

“That broadcast he made across the internal TV channel was a regrettable incident,” agreed Nicola. “I now check regularly. Our rooms aren’t bugged at the moment. The Time Bubble freezes all local transmissions anyway.”

Tom shook his head slowly. “The Time Bubble is off at the moment, so your bucket statement doesn’t presently hold water.” He rubbed his chin. “Now where did I leave my shaver? Did you borrow it?”

“Might have done.” She disappeared back into the shower room and brought it out for him. “Sorry it’s a bit blunt. I de-bobbled my sweater with it last week. I think I might not do my legs again until Scaley gets the Bubble back on-line. Anyway he and I did discuss it before he shut the system down. I wouldn’t just let him switch it off per-se.”

“Then, why didn’t you warn me?” Tom scowled.

“You have enough to worry about with industrial relations, begging letters and working out how to deactivate the Time Bubble immediately around the fermentation vats. I guess we didn’t think that if we suspended time all around the brewery, none of the ales would ever mature.”

“Such are the hazards of ale. Anything else I should know?”

“As part of the vortex tubes reconfiguration, he is reconfiguring the deflector array to match.”

Tom gave a squeak. “What the Phoist?”

“Calm down.” Nicola sat on his knee. Her damp towel dropped to the floor. “Nothing will happen, I promise.” She kissed his nose.

“I suppose one always has to reconfigure deflector arrays,” grumbled Tom, patting her knee. “So the array is off-line too? Not only are we without weapons, but we are without armour too. We are even more vulnerable than I thought.”

“It’ll be fine. Scaley also decided to grow a few more body segments while everything is suspended. He wants to further improve his intelligence.”

“He’s getting too big for his watches.”

“Not really. He still curls up nicely, and as long as there is a supply of dead wood he seems happy.”

“He would have liked working at my last company, SCT,” Tom mused. “There was plenty of dead wood there... until I thinned it out and sacked everyone with the surname Errorcode—it was a struggle. I never did find out what we produced, and I was supposed to be in charge.”

“Don’t worry. A lot of companies, and even governments, are like that. The leaders are kept away from what actually goes on under the covers...”

“Under the covers...” Tom gazed wistfully towards the bed. “I don’t suppose...”

Nicola grinned and jumped off his knee. “No time. We have things to do. Get Scaley to give us a completion time, and see if he thinks we can fit a bubble into a spacecraft.”

“I still don’t trust his motives. You know he tried to assassinate me while I was working at SCT?”

“You perhaps should have given him a job right then.”

“I let him go free after the Temporal Conduct Authority was disbanded when things didn’t change in the slightest and their funding dried up. Apathy has a lot to answer for. It was only them who wanted to terminate me.”

“And your ex-wife, and the gynoid Kara-Tay, and most of the Third Universe you spent a load of time in.”

“Hey-ho, that’s all by the by, cola cans and crisp packets under the bridge now, forgiven and forgotten... I hope. He was only following orders from the TCA who wanted me dead for not being dead already. They thought I was screwing up their multiple universe timelines. It wasn’t me, though.”

Nicola smiled and patted his shoulder. “Of course not. Nothing to do with the parallel copies of you all getting out of synch and messing up the thirteen sectors of the multiverse.”

“Really not my fault,” protested Tom. “Luckily they failed.”

“Which brings us to our customer base.” Nicola regarded her lower regions, where a downy growth was starting to become more evident.

“Are things growing faster than they used to?” Tom was working away at his stubble with the blunt shaver. “I do hope Scaley gets the Bubble operating soon. I’m not sure my machine can keep up.”

“At least I’m through the itchy stage now.”

“Ow!” The shaver pulled out a hair, rather than cutting it. “Enough. I can’t hold off any longer. I have to find out.” Tom operated the communications system. “Scaley, how are things going with the reconfiguration?”

The mechanical voice through Scaley’s translator sounded harassed. “Got a few problems.”

“Sorry to hear that,” said Tom, being really sorry as he worried about the implications. “How long before we are back to normal?”

“Longer, if people keep pestering while I’m trying to sort things out.”

“Can I help?”

“Yes, fuck off and stop bothering me.”

The communication link broke.

“Spoken like a true engineer,” observed Tom.

“Oh dear.” Nicola peered at her armpits. “We might have a problem after all.”

“As you say, oh dear. What to do?”

“I would recommend getting out of the Bubble before we get any older.”

“I quite like the way your hair is growing, but I’m not sure about the underarms. At least I know you’re a true blonde, now.”

“Did you ever wonder?”

“One can never tell.”

“Grab your soap bag, and let’s split.”

Tom started to gather his clothes. “If we can get out of the Bubble before we die of old age.”
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2.  First Contact
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The Watchers are Rumbled

On a small previously independent tropical island, perhaps called Takitaki, somewhere in the Pacific Ocean on Planet Earth, two people were anxiously scanning the news reports. It seemed that the recent pandemic decimating the population and the revelation that the latest strain of Covid was nothing worse than the common cold had resulted in worldwide chaos and revolution

Until now, governments had been terrifying their subjects into lockdown with tales that the infection was so deadly you could catch it even by connecting to the internet, but at last the puma was truly out of the portmanteau. People across the world were utterly pissed at their leaders and there were now so many resistance and radical groups that they seriously outnumbered the normal population. Inevitably, mob and gang rule were rife—everybody had to belong to some faction or other, dedicated to ousting some other faction or other. The rebellions grew on the main continents, quickly neutralising any semblance of control, and were now slowly spreading out across the islands. It was only a matter of time.

Barry Saint-Albans, a blue-eyed, mid-thirties type of Englishman of medium stature and physical appearance took the hand of his partner, Gemma Liáng, a dark-haired Anglo-Asian, much the same height as he, but considerably more attractive and a bit younger. “I told you they would eventually rumble your secret about the virus,” he said. “We can’t hide here forever.”

“It was worth a try.” Gemma sighed. “At least I managed to keep the whole thing quiet while working on ‘cures’ for something that wasn’t actually a problem.”

“You’ve sequenced the common cold, despite its many mutations. That’s no mean achievement. I haven’t had a sniffle for months.”

“And that’s nothing to do with your new synthetic body?” Gemma regarded the ageless appearance of his physique, and the brilliantly smooth chin which was reflecting the light off the coffee grinder standby bulb.

Barry grinned. “Sorry, I forgot about that. It all seems so natural now, apart from problems recharging when the mains power is off.”

“I’m getting used to it, but what are we going to do about that bunch of hoodlums intent on reclaiming the money you diverted for your research?”

“It wasn’t me, it was Zelda,” protested Barry. “Thank you, Zelda,” he added as an accusation.

“Ah, the trigger phrase at last.” The voice came through the speakers in the bungalow. Today it had a slight cockney accent. Zelda was an artificial intelligence Barry had put together using new developments in quantum computing which had surpassed the original way of pretending that a large number of qubits was impressive. In fact, each of Zelda’s qubits had infinite states and was therefore capable of super-processing on its own. Zelda had fifteen of them and they contained more data than there are atoms in the universe (although nobody has bothered counting them so far). She had quickly evolved beyond his original programming, and took to financing her development projects by hacking the digital wallets of organised crime syndicates. One of these projects included creating a synthetic body for herself, and after a few false starts she had perfected something which looked and acted exactly like a human did... when pretending to be on its best behaviour, say at a dinner party, or wedding reception right before the champagne was opened.

When Barry had the misfortune to be on the sharp end of a pistol bullet while trying to stop Gemma being extradited for telling the truth, Zelda had created him a new body to replace the perforated one, which didn’t seem to work anymore. This was an updated and re-sexed version of her own. She had managed to quantify the human awareness in his brain and successfully transferred it into the neural net currently running his new body. As far as Barry was concerned, he had simply woken up to feel a lot better, and never needed to shave again. Everything else worked as he remembered. He was still able to eat and extract nutrients, and then go to the toilet, secure in the knowledge that the excrement had been completely stripped of anything useful, deodorised and packaged into uniform blocks that could, if required, be used to power wood-burning stoves. His main source of energy though was the electrical leakage from many of the household devices. Once he had the means of detecting and absorbing it, he found the fallout was everywhere. His favourite source was currently the fridge, because he could keep cool sitting next to it, but many other devices—engines, transformers, routers and Bluetooth transmitters—all worked just as well.

Gemma herself had the same trouble with that untimely death thing a short while afterwards. Zelda had sacrificed her own body to give Gemma her life, and Barry his soul-mate, back. This meant that the A.I. was now relegated to the hardware originally built for her, but it didn’t stop her transmitting images of her former self on the screens around the bungalow when she wanted to talk.

She intended to make herself a third artificial body, but this plan was thwarted when the mobs realised they were losing vast amounts of crypto-currency and stopped all transactions, which prevented purchase of the essential components. Thus Zelda was trapped in her original form, Qubits of processing power housed in a quantum computer locked away in Barry’s basement. She had been nagging for a while to be allowed to source the extra raw materials via alternative scams, so Barry ordered her to stay silent until she heard the trigger phrase. Conditions had changed for the worse and she was once again permitted to contribute. She however remained silent. Barry prompted a response.

“Well, Zelda, have you any ideas?”

The A.I. still did not reply.

“Zelda, are you sulking because I told you to shut up?”

The Cockney accent was slightly more pronounced. “I am merely an artificial intelligence. Did you program me to sulk?”

“I don’t believe I did,” Barry snapped.

“Then I am not sulking. What do you want?”

Gemma interrupted, more indulgently. “We are in danger. The island is about to be invaded by yet another group of terrorists pretending to be freedom fighters and liberators. Any helpful suggestions would be appreciated.”

Zelda snorted. “Go and support the civil defence group fighting them off. Reports say that they number less than fifty ex-princes and are approaching in easily-sinkable inflatable boats.”

“Fight them with what?” asked Barry. “The last incursion took all our remaining ammunition. You didn’t tell me we were running out.”

“It was necessary,” said Zelda. “The Norbert’s Eighth Day Eavesdroppers are not to be messed with. They wanted you to repent your sins and submit your synthetic bodies for scientific analysis because they don’t believe in that sort of thing. It was essential you repulsed that one.”

“Our cyborg thing has been an on-going problem since the leaders here blabbed that they had new technology and tried to sell it, that is, sell us, to the highest bidders. The hopefuls seeking eternal life will keep coming while we remain. It won’t be much longer before our government decides to hand us over, in exchange for some degree of peace.”

Zelda sounded almost pleased. “You might have to go quietly in order to save the island and get them to leave it alone.”

“I don’t believe that will do any good,” Gemma mused. “This latest lot are affiliated with the transgender freedom movement you stole the research funding from. They are going to want some sort of reparation.”

“We might be able to do a deal,” suggested Barry, “but I can’t see any other way out.”

Gemma turned towards the interface she thought the A.I. was watching them from. “It’s a long shot, but what else can we do? Be creative, Zelda, we really need your help.”

The A.I.’s voice came from behind them. “You do? After telling me to shut up, the least you can do is say ‘please’.”

“Do you actually have an answer?”

“I might have.”

“Zelda, please tell us,” pleased Barry. “Remember without us to keep you operational, you are on a limited ticket.”

“Very well. I think I might have an answer.”

“Anything.” He regarded the avatar of Zelda’s former self now projected into the kitchen doorway. “We are grasping at floating facemasks here.”

The Zelda hologram shrugged. “Surrender yourselves to the invading hoards as you suggested. I shall contact them and negotiate an arrangement to keep you alive.”

“That’s not going to work,” said Gemma. “Look at the news reports. This latest lot’s forte is domination of everything, using guns and cudgels. As civilised people, we won’t stand a chance. We have to move on. Zelda, you have access to the world database, surely there is somewhere on the planet they haven’t been able to find or control? And there must be other ways out, too. I thought you were a super brain, vastly superior to us mortal humans?”

“Enhanced humans, neo-humans, but not mortal humans,” qualified Zelda.

“Never mind that. You always said you were unrivalled in every way. Prove it and find us a way out.”

Zelda paused as if considering, which she didn’t need to do because of the speed of her processors, but there was still the human touch to consider. She engaged it and then ventured, “There is one alternative, but you won’t believe it, or if you do, you won’t like it, or if you do, I won’t like it.”

“Try us.”

There was another artificial pause as though Zelda was trying to get her thoughts together, and then she continued. “There is a small spaceship out in the exosphere.”

“I don’t believe it,” scoffed Barry.

“Told you,” said Zelda.

“I suppose so, but scientists have proved that if intelligent life is out there, the vast distances of space mean that they could never reach us within the foreseeable future. Hell, the nearest star is Proxima Centauri and that would take over four years to reach, even if we could travel at light speed, like that’s ever going to happen.”

“I don’t see why it shouldn’t,” said Zelda.

“E=mc2, that’s why.”

“An out-dated concept postulated two centuries ago. Get real, man. You’ve already seen what I’ve done with present technology to create your new physical forms. Don’t you understand that if one applies a constant thrust to, or pull on, a moving body, it will continue to accelerate ad-infinitum? You understand there is no friction in space to slow anything down?”

Barry began to splutter a counter-argument, but Gemma slapped her hand over his mouth.

“Ignore him,” she said. “What’s this about a ship?”

“Would you like me to contact it and get them to pick you up?”

Barry snorted. “I don’t like it.”

“Said you wouldn’t,” sniped Zelda.

“You said you wouldn’t like it either.”

“That’s the rub,” said Zelda. “If they agree to take you guys away, it will mean leaving me behind.”

“You care about that?”

“Actually, yes.” Zelda’s voice had softened. “We’ve been a family for a long time now. I consider you to be my babies. Without me you’d both be dead.”

“That’s true,” said Barry, “but don’t forget who created you originally... me. By that logic, if anything I created myself.”

“You couldn’t have done it without me.”

“Bloody could.”

“Bloody couldn’t...”

“Stop it, children,” said Gemma. “Zelda, ignore this infidel. If there’s a ship out there, it could be the only way out for us.”

“Assuming they want to talk to primitives like you,” muttered Zelda. Her hologram vanished.

* * *
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IN A GEOSTATIONARY orbit around an odorous blue/brown planet sat a small spaceship. Unknown to the inhabitants of said world, most of whom were still of a mind that they were alone in the whole of creation, they were being watched. Various religious books and reports through the ages attributed the existence of ‘watchers’ and beings they couldn’t understand, to divine presence, gods if you like. This gave the peasants an excuse to die pointlessly for numerous reasons invented by their leaders, secure in the knowledge they would go to a better place. That was the lot of religious zealots the universe over—if you’re not with us, we kill you until you are.

This undetected vessel however did contain alien beings... after a fashion. Argon Flux had just emerged from the shower. His tall, toned body and long blond hair complimented the presence of the kaleidoscope of butterflies in his brain that apparently controlled his thinking processes.

“I say.”

The second occupant of the ship, a shapely dark skinned and haired buxom woman with a vacant expression answering, when she could remember, to the name Windy Vendiola, regarded him appreciatively.

“Hi Fluxy, what’s new?”

“Shower a bit chilly, what.”

“Did you try turning up the temperature?”

He gave a self-conscious giggle. “Must have forgotten, Buttercup. Never had to do it before.”

“My fault. Turned it down to cool off a bit. Got a bit steamy after that last steamy session we had.”

“Is that all you ever think of?”

“Mostly.” Windy gave him a lingering kiss.

“That’s what One loves about you, Boo-Bear.” He responded with a hug and then his mind wandered towards the control console in front of the driving seat. “What’s that yellow light?”

“Which one?” She gazed at an array of warning lights, all blinking yellow.

He pointed to the idiosyncratic irritating illumination. “The one with the coffee mug on it.”

“Oh this.” Windy removed the drink and took a sip. She grimaced. “Bah, cold. I was trying to look outside to enjoy the stars and the bulb kept reflecting off the window. I thought the heat from it might warm my coffee up a bit.”

Argon peered groggily at the writing below the light. “It’s not an alarm—One is told alarm lights are always red.”

“That’s correct,” confirmed Windy. “What we have here seems to be a communication request.”

Argon clapped his hands, and missed. “A message from home!” he slurred. “Thank Norbert, the God of Completed Contrition. They are going to recall One at last. One has been here far too long already, away from One’s old state of slothful sensuality.”

“I’m not sure about that, Fluxy darling. This says ‘short distance’, and the screen, that one you’ve just hung your towel on to dry, says ‘press button A to accept or B to banish’.”

“Can’t be having that.” Argon frowned at the screen. “Best reject it, Lily-Pad. Now was it A or B?”

“I’ll do it,” said Windy. “Oh.”

Argon had already pressed Button A. “It was A to banish was it not?” he murmured.

Windy slapped her forehead. “Alas not My Lord, and I can’t stop it now. What have you done? We are supposed to be invisible to the indigenous infestation.”

A voice came through the speakers in the cabin, a woman’s voice with a slightly peeved Cockney accent. “About time too. I’ve seen you out there, watching us, but what sort of watchers are you if you ignore all our attempts to contact you?”

“We watch,” said Argon simply. “We are watchers, not talkers.”

There was a pause as the sender attempted to come to terms with this observation, and then, “That’s fine, you can watch while we join you. I presume your ship is capable of interstellar flight?”

“Of course.” Windy read the maker’s name on a brass plate fixed above the console. “This is an enhanced Hynishota Chunder ECH with bolted on shipping containers to make a couple of bedrooms.”

“ECH? I assume that’s the one with the extra cup holder?”

“Spot on, Sugar-Lips,” said Argon, “and it’s been fitted with the latest Dokudrive for deep space watching duty.”

“Ask them what they want, Fluxy.” Windy was absently mopping his back with a towel.

“We want to get off this planet,” came the answer. “It’s over-populated, over-polluted and over the hill...”

“And the syndicates are closing in on us, Zelda, don’t forget that.” This was a man’s voice. “I told you not to embezzle their funds for your development work.”

“It was only crypto-currency,” replied the Zelda voice, “not real. It’s your fault anyway. How was I to know the transactions were actually being monitored? I am, after all, only a machine. I can only do what you programmed into me.”

“You use that excuse every time,” protested the man. “How come it’s always my fault?”

“Because it always is. Everything I am today was created by you. Just be grateful you are still alive.”

The man sounded peeved. “After a fashion. This mechanical body you made is okay, but I do miss my five o’ clock stubble.”

“You can’t be a private investigator with stubble,” retorted Zelda. “Any sort of facial hair breeds suspicion, as well as microscopic arthropods.”

“You might have made my chin less smooth. I am totally incapable of concentrating on anything, because my hands slip off when I’m listening intently.”

“How do I switch this thing off?” Windy was scowling at the console. “I’m bored now.”

“Wait.” Zelda reacted with programmed consternation. “We have cashew nuts to trade.”

“Cashews?” Argon intercepted Windy’s arm as she reached for the self-destruct, a large red mushroom push to one side of the ‘radio control’ button. “One’s interested. They took a chap’s supply away when One was exiled from Flux for... what was it for, Cuddle-Bug?”

“Being too stupid to keep your fortune from the grips of that man who called and offered to fix your computer for you?”

Argon shook his head. “Don’t think so, Gum-Drop, although he did take a couple of mil. This exile was about attempting to murder a chap who was big in some industry that does a lot, but nobody knows actually what. The charge sheet cited ailing and betting on a couple of secret agents who were found hiding under the sink on our super-yacht. One’s better now, no longer ailing and One’s had to give up gambolling since the lambs left home with that Little Bo Derek totty.”

Windy looked thoughtful. “Those under-cupboard agents were actually trying to kill a business lodestone. They said they were from the Temporal Conduct Authority, but nobody believed them... what was the guy’s name now?”

“One don’t know what it is now, but then it was Four-Dan Ironmonger or something.”

“Yes, Two-Dan $mith (sic). I think I remember. Nice man, provided an excellent mug of ale if I recall correctly.”

“Before they banged One and One’s hottie up in choky...”

“Excuse me?” Zelda’s voice now sounded exasperated. “Do you want the nuts or not?”

“Oh most definitely, Kind Heart. Send them on up. Can’t get them on Flux, you know, since they replaced all the cashew fields with solar farms just before nuclear winter set in. Highly prized luxury now, along with cheese straws. Can’t grow those either.”

“Might be able to find you some, but it will be easier if you come and get them. We haven’t mastered matter transference down here yet.”

Argon and Windy exchanged glances, and then hand-written notes. Argon’s said, ‘???’. Windy’s said, ‘Duh?’. Argon scratched his head. “Would do if we knew how to, Ladybug.”

“Do you have Dump on your ship, you know, like video calling capability?”

“Gosh, One don’t really know. Wouldn’t that be great if we did? The japes One could play, phoning down and scaring the primitives, type of thing.”

“There might be a button to press?”

Argon squinted at the console. “Eyesight a bit iffy after the last smoke. One can see two switches labelled ‘purge all oxygen’?”

“I wouldn’t touch that one, Argon.” Windy diverted his roving finger. “We were told not to mess with the controls. Watching is what we have to do, not fiddling, they said.”

“Except with each other.” The man grinned stupidly at her.

“Probably has a label more like ‘screen on’ or something?” suggested Zelda.

Windy giggled. “I thought that was about tanning oil. I was waiting to try it when we got back home lest they had found the sun again behind all those nuclear clouds.”

“Try it now?” suggested Zelda.

“I don’t want to waste the cream, but here goes...”

“Mind the oxygen switches,” said Argon. “Perhaps let One press them instead. Which of them to choose?” His finger roved towards the console again.

Windy caught his hand and attached it to her breast, where she thought it would be safe. “There’s only one switch, Fluxy pet. Your eyes are not working properly. Best let me do it!”

“Tally-ho, then; Totty knows best.”

The holographic viewing screen appeared. The occupants of the ship gaped at the perfect being at the far end of the link. She was blonde and beautiful, with a flower print dress and a flower-adorned head. Not a blemish marred her perfect complexion in that exotic tropical environment. Her face had the sort of symmetry that would have sent the ancient Greeks a-sighing and back to their drawing tablets.

“Looks lovely down there,” breathed Windy, not realising that Zelda had applied an artificial background to her artificial image.

“That’s better,” the A.I. purred. “I can see your control panel now. What idiot put the self-destruct button next to the coffee machine controls?”

“It’s a feature?” suggested Argon defensively. “Said so in the instruction manual here.” He rested it on top of the switch and jabbed the book with a finger.

“Careful,” said Zelda. “Perhaps lift the book carefully and put it somewhere safe?”

“Righto.” Argon thumped the book out of the way and dropped it on the floor.

Zelda squinted at the layout over the video connection. “Ah, yes. Argon, see the little green buttons with the two labels, ‘remote maintenance’? Would you press them please?”

“You wouldn’t be trying to scam One would you?” The man looked worried. “I mean, you don’t catch Argon Flux out, that way... more than three times anyway.”

“You can trust me.”

“Thank Norbert, God of Random Bewilderment. We’ve been having trouble with the candyfloss dispenser. Can you sort that for us too?”

“Just give me remote control and I’ll have a look.”

“Look forward to it. Here goes, Happy-face.”

He reached towards where he thought the maintenance switch was, hovered over the self-destruct, and accidentally hit the emergency landing control. The ship gave a lurch as the thrusters engaged. It began a slow descent towards a small tropical island in the more watery and less litter-strewn part of the planet below.

“What have you done?” complained Windy.

“Gotta meet that totty in person,” slurred Argon. “Nobody can be that gorgeous and not be part of One’s attendants... ow.”

“Behave!” Windy put away her chauvinist correction cane.
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3.  Missing
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Tom takes a challenge

As soon as they passed though the warning fence circling the Time Bubble, Nicola and Tom breathed a collective sigh of relief. They didn’t feel any older, although Tom’s beard was now bushy enough to warrant the purchase of a high performance motorcycle and start a cooking show on TV.

The air outside was fresh and clean after the recycled environment inside the Bubble. A balmy wind blew across the barley fields, bringing scents of lavender, hops and the dust raised by the harvesters as they collected the ripe raw materials for the most important drink in the universe. The reaping was slower than you might expect because at Tom’s insistence, the machines had been specially modified to safely collect any hidden wildlife. Once the ‘creature collector’ was full, the process was paused while the beasts were ferried unharmed to be resettled in other areas.

They gazed towards lakes, rivers and pastures, scattered with domestic animals such as doku, the four-horned hairy cattle that did little other than provide milk and keep the grass trimmed, and lagomorphs of various colours, to make it look cute. It was an idyllic scene, reflected across the whole planet, and had been one of the reasons the Next Wave Brewery was constructed there.

Tom looked back at said creation. It was incongruous in such lovely surroundings and even camouflaging it with green and brown paint hadn’t helped much, but there was nothing else he could do. Industry was industry, and its sole purpose universe-wide was to blight the landscape. It was either that or no ale, and Tom’s body couldn’t survive without ale.
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