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1. A New Adventure Begins!
As planets whipped by on the viewscreen, Scharlette could not remember feeling more relieved in her entire life. Thinking about the crappy existence she had been staring down the barrel of made her shudder with revulsion. If Tom hadn’t come and gotten her from Earth, she didn’t know what she would have done – except that she actually did.
Nothing.
While she couldn’t claim to be surprised by this, it was nonetheless disheartening to have it officially verified by a time traveller from the future. Had she lived out the rest of her ‘natural’ timeline, she would have worked at the airport for more decades than she’d ever intended, retired miserable without any family, and gone unnoticed by the universe even in passing.
Bleak didn’t even begin to describe it.
Luckily, none of that had happened. As Tom tapped away madly at floating keyboards in the swivel chair beside her, Scharlette felt a swell of gratitude toward him. It had only been a couple of hours since he had turned up at her apartment and restored her memories of their adventures on the previous timeline, but – because of those very memories – she felt like she had known him for a lot longer.
She remembered them floating down from her balcony after her apartment had blown up. Running through the streets as they fled from Agent Robin Hudd. Diving to the bottom of the ocean to sleep with the fishes for ten thousand years. Killing time in a boring space battle, in which each party could take back every wrong decision. Tripping on drugs in a pink alien river.
Tom noticed her looking at him and flashed her a grin. ‘Much contemplation!’ he said. ‘What are you thinking about? All the amaze-wow sex we had?’
Scharlette snorted. ‘No, you idiot. I was feeling thankful to you for saving me from my dumb life.’
‘Ah!’ he said. ‘Of course! I couldn’t just leave you there, wasting away in the debris of your potential.’
‘Hmph,’ said Scharlette.
Of course, now that Tom had brought up their fun sexcapades, Scharlette did start to think about them. She remembered climbing out of that same pink river, to fall down together among the squeakroots. Was that kind of thing going to happen again? On this timeline, it had been quite some while since her last encounter, and longer still since anything actually good. In her alternative memories of the recent past, however, she and Tom had been at it like energizer bunnies. Her eyes wandered over him, admiring the way his uniform moulded perfectly to his athletic frame. What was to stop them from simply picking up where they’d left off?
Scharlette grew a little hot under the collar. She went to loosen her sleeves, and realised they already seemed spacier than usual. Her jeans and jacket were loose as well, now that she thought about it.
‘Hey,’ she said, ‘Gordon?’
‘Yes, Miss Scharlette?’ answered the ship AI.
‘Are you doing things to my body without permission, by any chance?’
‘I assumed you’d want to be returned to peak physical condition, in keeping with the previous timeline?’
Scharlette was slightly aware of a vibration under her skin, as nanobots carted away her fat and toxins. She squinted at the air, in case she could see floating assembly lines of globules.
‘I mean, you really should have asked,’ she said, but her heart wasn’t in it. It was hard to sound peeved about being magically bestowed with health and energy. There probably wasn’t a good lesson to be learned from achieving fitness and flawless skin with zero effort, but she decided not to dwell on it too much, lest she felt compelled to take some kind of moral stand.
‘This is potentially problematic,’ she announced to the universe at large. ‘Just so you know, I know that.’
‘I also find it disappointing,’ said Tomothy. ‘I liked your ungainly stagger and sweaty armpits.’
‘Goodness me,’ said Scharlette, quite shocked.
They passed a flaming comet shaped like a skull, and Scharlette was torn between scowling at Tom, and staring at the viewscreen in amazement. She tried doing both, and it proved to be an odd emotional combination that gave her a crick in the neck.
‘Why does that comet look like a flaming skull?’ she said.
‘It’s just a coincidence,’ said Gordon. ‘It was not carved by zealously territorial warrior space cannibals, that’s for certain.’
‘Hmm,’ said Scharlette.
Her gaze fell on the chrome PPC around her wrist. Seeing it there felt like warm reassurance.
Thank goodness, she thought, it was not all a dream.
This time around, she had even managed to pack a bag. Not a big bag – it was remarkable how Gordon’s ability to fabricate pretty much anything dispelled the need to plan ahead – but she had brought a few sentimental odds and sods which, if she never went back to her apartment again, she would eventually miss.
She had also brought something to read – a strange book that always seemed to know her present.
She pulled it from her bag and flipped it open to a random page.
Scharlette was starting to feel like herself again – or rather, the version of herself she remembered becoming. Having vivid memories of something wasn’t exactly the same as living it, but certain recollections – how to be curious, how to be brave, how to be happy – were good steps towards being those things once again. 
‘It’s nice to have another girl on board again,’ said Gordon. ‘And in recognition of previous timelines, I hereby grant you clearance level R.’
‘Only R?’ said Scharlette.
‘R lets you do some pretty batso stuff, right?’
Scharlette chuckled. ‘Right. Launch the lifeseeker missiles!’
‘What?’ said Gordon, instantly stressed.
‘Just kidding,’ said Scharlette. ‘Just reliving the moment. Don’t launch any lifeseekers.’
‘Unfortunately,’ said Gordon, ‘I primed several the moment you gave the order. What a shame there isn’t any way to power them down.’
‘What?’
‘Don’t worry, I’ll just fire them at ... hmm, doesn’t look like anyone lives on that moon.’
‘You’re not really going to—’
‘We’re in position!’ announced Tom. ‘Want to do the honours, Scharlette?’
‘Er ...’ Scharlette shook off her missile concerns. She tried to remember where the hell they were supposed to be doing.
‘Huh?’ she said.
‘Gordon,’ said Tom, ‘will you please take us megazillions of years into future, to the City at the End of Time?’
‘Beep boop,’ said Gordon.
Electric streams crackled over the viewscreen, building to a bright flash. They faded to reveal Panoptica, floating alone in a great void, save for the light of its stolen sun.
‘Ooo,’ said Scharlette.
The last time she had seen it, the main bowl-shape of the city had been punctured by swarming Germs, many of its solar branches broken from the rim. The memory was sobering – not only because it had been very scary, but it also reminded Scharlette of something Tom had recently said – that the president wanted to make her a time agent, and enlist her to help beat the Germs forever.
Surely she must have misunderstood him somehow, because that was clearly nuts. To bestow such a task on a woman from the past who had no idea about anything much, let alone intergalactic warfare? Tomothy had obviously been kidding around. Or at least exaggerating? Surely?
Scharlette shook off the imagery of devastation, and instead saw lights glimmering cheerily, and branches spread out like huge eyeball veins. What would it be like to dock without fear, and properly explore this civilisation of the future?
She began to get excited.
‘Will you take me on a big tour?’ she said.
‘Of course,’ said Tomothy. ‘We can start in the aquarium.’
‘Reckon I’ve had enough of weird fish for a bit. Couldn’t we see something else?’
‘The vegamulchers aren’t fish.’
‘The what?’
Two officers popped up on the viewscreen, who Scharlette recognised from the previous timeline. They wore yellow uniforms and their names appeared helpfully underneath them: Krirsty MacDonaldo and Chack Senior Junior.
‘TraffCon here,’ said Krirsty. ‘Docking today, Agent Dartle?’
‘We are.’
‘Passenger permission verified,’ said Chack.
Scharlette straightened up. That was her! She was the verified passenger.
‘Verified!’ she repeated to herself.
‘Syncing and contextual analysis complete,’ said Krirsty. ‘Clearing you for Hangar 7. Want to get a drink later, Tom?’
‘Ah ... let’s play that by aural-implant, Krirsty. Not quite sure about the next twenty four.’
Krirsty shrugged and TraffCon disappeared. On Panoptica, a bulkhead began to slide open.
‘Friend of yours?’ said Scharlette, trying to sound nonchalant.
‘That’s right,’ said Tomothy, staring straight ahead.
‘More like non-committal sex partner,’ said Gordon.
‘Gordon!’ snapped Tomothy. ‘I’ll answer my own difficult questions, thank you.’
‘Sorry, just trying to be informative.’
Scharlette wasn’t sure what kind of expression she should be wearing.
‘In my own personal chronology,’ Tomothy mumbled, ‘I’ve only just recalled our time together ...’
‘It’s okay!’ said Scharlette quickly.
She didn’t really want to talk about it, she realised.
As they made their way down to the airlock, thoughts raced through Scharlette’s head. What could she expect from the people of Panoptica? Was it common knowledge she was a runaway from Earth? One who had helped save their president from never even existing in the first place?
Maybe there would be a crowd of people gathered to award her a medal, like at the end of Star Wars?
‘No, no,’ she muttered. ‘Don’t get carried away.’
She supposed she could ask Tom what was going to happen, but she didn’t like to overdo it on the questions all the time.
The airlock door opened to a quiet hangar, somewhat of an anti-climax. Waiting to meet them was a gaunt man with a hawk nose in a black uniform with gold trim.
‘Agent Dartle,’ he said. ‘And welcome, Miss Day. I’m Time Agent Commander John Sarahson.’
‘Nice to meet you, commander,’ said Scharlette. ‘I’ve ... heard so much about you.’
She wasn’t sure why this seemed like a good thing to say, especially since it wasn’t remotely true.
‘How’s she doing?’ said Sarahson, nodding at Gordon.
‘Much the same as you remember, sir,’ said Tom. ‘Perhaps a little more so.’
Sarahson pursed his lips.
Scharlette suddenly realised that she had never actually seen Gordon properly from the outside before. She spun about to look, then had to crane her neck to an unexpected angle.
‘Oh, wow,’ she said. 
In shape, Gordon was extremely boring, like fat building blocks put together by a child. Blue, of course. The standout thing was her size. She dwarfed the ships beside her, towering up to the hangar roof, the glass dome of the looking station a glint far above.
‘Yep,’ said Tomothy. ‘She’s a lot bigger on the outside.’
Scharlette laughed with delight. Sarahson gave her an odd glance.
‘Don’t worry, sir,’ said Tom. ‘She does that sometimes.’
‘Inside,’ said Scharlette, ‘she just seems like a couple of levels and some rooms. Where’s the piloting area? I expected to see a big window up front.’
‘Deep in her belly,’ said Tomothy. ‘Where she can most easily stabilise us.’
‘Ah,’ said Scharlette. ‘What about the zappamatic megablasters?’
‘They pop out when needed.’
Sarahson cleared his throat. ‘The president is waiting.’
As the commander turned and strode off, Scharlette’s heart began to thump. ‘So,’ she murmured, ‘the first part of the prophecy comes to pass.’
‘What was that?’ said Tom.
‘Oh, I said that out loud. And that.’ She focused on Tom. ‘Nothing. It’s just, I wasn’t really sure if you really meant all that stuff you said.’
‘Which stuff?’
‘About how the president wants me to become a time agent and take on the Germ threat.’
‘Oh, yes,’ said Tom. ‘She totally wants you to do that. She wants you to save all of humanity from a terrible fate! Fun, hey?’



2. The President of Panoptica
‘So Sarahson knows Gordon?’ Scharlette whispered, as they hastened after the commander.
‘Indeed,’ said Tom. ‘He was the first agent assigned to her, and I was his trainee at the time.’
‘Wait, so Gordon has only been online for what, like ...’
‘She’s five years old.’
‘Only five?’ Scharlette didn’t know how old she had thought Gordon was, but this answer still surprised her.
Tomothy nodded seriously. ‘They grow up so fast, don’t they?’
‘Aw,’ said Scharlette. ‘Five!’
‘That said, she’s thousands of years old in extratemporal age,’ said Tomothy.
‘What?’
‘It means the total sum of one’s remembered experiences from alternative timelines.’
Scharlette’s impression of Gordon’s childish innocence broke a little.
As they made their way through the hangar, she looked around at the space ships parked to either side. It was like some crazy futuristic version of planes in bays at the airport back home – everything polished and gleaming, and way cooler than some old 747.
A circular door opened ahead, and Scharlette had a sudden flashback of sparking panels and murderous aliens stalking towards her.
‘Everything all kay?’ said Tom.
‘Yeah,’ she said, and took a deep breath. She hadn’t felt him put his arm around her shoulders, but he gave her a reassuring squeeze.
Sarahson caught the exchange and frowned.
On they went. Thankfully the corridor was gleaming, clean, and Germ-free. It ran straight into the distance as far as Scharlette could see, lit in Panoptician Signature Blue. Scharlette was struck by the lack-of-view out the windows. What psychological effect, she wondered, would it have on a person to look every day upon such empty void, in which one knew for a fact one was absolutely alone? There weren’t even any ships floating about this side of the city, to give distance and texture to the blackness.
They passed people in various uniforms, and others in what seemed like civilian garb. Scharlette kept an eye out for any reaction to her presence, but nobody showed her a glimmer of interest. She had thought her clothes would make her stand out, but then she saw a woman wearing a similar ensemble of jeans, jacket and t-shirt.
‘People still wear things like me? Like I do?’ Scharlette fought to phrase her question clearly. ‘The same types of clothes?’ she tried. ‘As me?’
‘Some,’ said Tom. ‘Retro is in, and all of history is retro. It means Panopticians have a lot of choice when it comes to apparel, as you might imagine.’
Scharlette saw a woman wearing a bodysuit of glowing beads that circulated across her skin in continuously shifting patterns. 
‘I see,’ she said.
They turned into a golden corridor, where the doors were decorated with elaborate motifs.
‘This is the Political Sector,’ said Tom. ‘See? Fancy.’
‘One advantage of having such a small population,’ said Sarahson, ‘is that we do not require an abundance of leadership.’ He smiled tightly at Scharlette, the first friendly expression she’d seen from him – and she realised he was being wry.
‘That does sound refreshing!’ she said, eager to engage. ‘Back in my time, there were world leaders who hardly ever found common ground, national parliaments all arguing over the best way to organise the plumbing, state leaders doing the same, local council—’
‘By Science,’ said Sarahson. ‘How barbaric.’
Scharlette felt the opportunity to bond slipping away. ‘It must be a lot easier on a space station of only ten thousand people?’ she said.
Sarahson’s eyes returned to the path ahead. ‘Ten thousand and one,’ he said.
They arrived at a door with engravings of swallows around the rim, and Sarahson stared at it until it rolled open.
‘I’ve never been in here before,’ said Tom, a little nervously.
‘Relax,’ said Scharlette, and thumped his arm. It seemed like a funny thing to do, because she was scared out of her mind. ‘Ha ha!’ she added.
Inside was a long reception desk attended by very good looking receptionists of every gender. Beside it was a waiting area/juice bar, with high tables standing around a fabricator. A few groups congregated there, sipping drinks all colours of the rainbow.
Sarahson led them to a lift marked with the same engravings as the door.
‘Go right on up,’ he said. ‘She’s expecting you. We shall speak later, Agent Dartle.’ He shot Tom a meaningful look, before turning on his heel and walking briskly away.
‘What’s up his nose?’ said Scharlette.
‘A cybernetic filter that allows him to analyse hormones and other airborne molecules,’ said Tomothy. ‘Comes in handy for detecting lies, fear, ripe avocados ...’
‘No, I mean, what’s ... got his goat?’ Scharlette closed her eyes in frustration. Was it possible to speak English without constantly resorting to archaic phrases that made no sense if taken literally?
‘Um ...’ said Tomothy.
‘Why did he seem like he had something stern and serious to say to you?’
‘Oh, right. Well, not everyone who knows you’re here thinks it wise to deploy you against the Germs.’
‘I can definitely see his point. Maybe we should just grab a sundae, go for a walk, see some sights? Stay out of everyone’s way?’
‘That isn’t many people, by the by,’ said Tom. ‘You should definitely keep your origins a huge secret for now. Quick, where are you from? Pretend I’m someone asking.’
‘Ah ... my name is ... mister ... no, wait ...’
‘Too slow, I’m afraid. If the whole city knew you were from ... well, we wouldn’t be able to move for people wanting to say hello. They’d probably demand some big ceremony where everyone watches you get a medal.’
‘I knew it!’
‘Just keep in mind that certain people still want you sent back to your old life.’
His words settled over Scharlette like a frost.
‘Don’t worry,’ Tom added. ‘Once you solve the greatest problem humanity has ever faced, your detractors will be forced to devour carrion birds.’
Scharlette followed him into the lift, befuddled by what the hell he meant – and whether Panopticians were really forced to consume birds as punishment?
He means ‘eat crow’, came an ‘understanding within’.
‘Oh, I see,’ she said, a little hysterically.
She hadn’t realised Gordon had installed her a new head computer.
The lift opened onto an amazing office, where the old world seamlessly juxtaposed with the new. Vines in stone urns climbed to the ceiling, their shadows cast long by soft downlights. A couple of rogue creepers snaked over a great window across the back wall, which looked out upon the city’s glowing solar branches.
The centrepiece was an antique-looking desk, adorned with the same swallows as the front door, but fitted with control panels and holographic displays. Sitting there, in a uncomfortably ergonomic looking chair, was a short, middle aged(?) woman with short blonde hair, a navy blue power suit (literally, due to the glimmering gold lights in the lining), and earrings like glass globes containing tiny exploding stars. She flashed a big smile and leapt to her feet, circumnavigating the desk in a few sprightly steps.
‘Agent Dartle! And this must be the incredibilising Scharlette Day! Look at your outfit, how retro. I love it! I’m President Barbigail Charkie.’ She clasped each of their hands warmly. ‘Scharlette, such a pleasance to meet you. If not for you, my entire family – including me! – would never have existed. Reaching back for thousands of years! It boggles the mind to think about.’
Charkie clutched her boggled mind as if to steady it.
‘Ah ...’ Scharlette suppressed the impulse to confess that she hadn’t really known what the heck was going on for most of her adventure, and still only kind of understood the outcome. ‘You’re welcome, ma’am,’ she settled on.
‘Have a seat!’ said Charkie, and chairs rolled in to scoop them up. ‘Tom has has told me all about how you helped with his last mission – right from when he never should have taken you with him in the first place, all the way through to your out-of-context breach of Panoptica in the future – all of which I am choosing to magnanimously overlook in light of the positive outcome. There are some pretty neato benefits to being president, you understand.’
She gave her earrings a flick and they went positively supernova.
‘Er ... thank you,’ said Scharlette.
‘The fraternising, shall we politely call it, was almost the tipping point,’ said Charkie, arching an eyebrow. ‘You two broke a really big rule there, quite a number of times from what Tom has told me. That kind of thing can turn into a meganormous clusterfarm.’
Scharlette stared blankly for a moment, then realised what she was talking about.
‘I mean, we haven’t done anything in this timeline,’ she said, turning a bit red.
‘Yet,’ added Tomothy hopefully.
‘Really?’ Charkie was surprised. ‘You didn’t take some time for yourselves after leaving Earth? Didn’t fly around, do some fun stuff, maybe visit the night spas of Elsidia?’
‘I didn’t know that was an option,’ said Scharlette, staring pointedly at Tom. Unfortunately, he was smiling off at nothing in particular, and completely failed to notice.
‘Wouldn’t mind picking some partners from history myself,’ said Charkie. ‘Ever see the Captain Clone holos, Tomothy?’
Tomothy nodded enthusiastically. ‘Oh yes, he was a thermogenic fellow. Or fellows, should I say.’
‘That’s who it would be for me. Him, or Bill Gates.’
‘Bill Gates?’ Scharlette blurted in disbelief.
‘Everything all kay?’ said Charkie. ‘Anyway, luckily there’s nothing to worry about re: the sex stuff. I reviewed your 16th dimensional impact statement myself, and it seems Tom is right. You do – or should I say, did – not matter to history at all. Not one little bit!’
‘Excellent,’ said Scharlette, trying to smile.
‘Which is not to say, my dear, that you don’t matter outside of it!’
Scharlette’s smile turned real. ‘Thank you, ma’am.’
‘I’m still in somewhat of a bind, however,’ said Charkie, ‘and must answer to certain others in the hierarchy. You know some very big secrets now, including that it is possible,’ she lowered her voice, ‘to bypass the timeshield. So how, I ask myself, can I ensure your silence without following my natural inclination to have your mind,’ she snapped her fingers, ‘forcibly reprogrammed?’
Scharlette was disturbed. ‘Um ...’
‘Then it came to me! Make you a time agent too, with sworn loyalty to myself and Panoptica. Do you agree?’
Even though she was full of trepidation, Scharlette knew this was no time for indecision. She rose to her feet and seized Charkie’s outstretched hand in a way she hoped spoke of unearned confidence.
‘Of course, ma’am! Viva la Panoptica! Er.’
‘Great!’ said Charkie. ‘I’ll let Commander Sarahson know you’re keen to get started.’
‘Well—’
‘Hopefully you can avoid having to speak with Master Wilbraham.’ Charkie glanced around as if expecting to see someone lurking in the corner. ‘He mumbled something about granting you proxsequent status, but—’
‘Crumbs!’ said Tom. ‘Really? The Server Monks never—’
‘Just political point scoring,’ said Charkie, with a dismissive wave. ‘Never mind about that. Let’s talk about Scharlette’s first official mission. You see, my dear, you’re a slice of peach in the pickle jar. Since you don’t have any personal history with the Germs, you’re probably the best equipped agent we have to save our race from utter destruction!’
Scharlette smiled weakly. There it was.
‘Yay,’ she said.
‘Tom has no doubt told you,’ said Charkie, ‘that the whole problem lies with one of our timeships, which appears unexpectedly in the midst of the Great Slaughter? We have not been able to trace its origin, or to stop the Germs from capturing it, and absorbing its knowledge in their own slimy way. It is from this ship that they acquire time travel, which utterly farms up our once-assured victory against them. He has briefed you on all of this, I assume?’
Scharlette glanced at Tom. ‘Maybe he mentioned it once in passing, a while back in another life, when lots of other attention-demanding stuff was going on?’
‘Excellent,’ said Charkie. ‘No need to go over it all again, then!’
‘But ma’am,’ Scharlette said, ‘it sounds like you’ve tried a lot of other stuff already. I can’t help but ask – are you sure that sending a rookie, um, Earthling, is really your best move?’
‘It’s perfectly batso, isn’t it?’ said Charkie. ‘At this point, I’m pretty much open to anything. Perhaps fresh eyes are exactly what the situation calls for?’
‘But hang on. If my superpower is that I have no personal history with the Germs, surely travelling with Tom, and Gordon for that matter, will sour up the whole deal?’
‘It’s not a perfect plan,’ said Tom.
‘It is, at best, an advantage,’ said Charkie. ‘And, as Tom argued to me, on your behalf I might add, we need every advantage we can get. Unless you want to talk me out of it?’
‘No, ma’am!’ said Scharlette quickly. ‘It’s all good. A fantastic plan. I love it. Huge if true.’
‘Blisso,’ said Charkie. ‘May I never need my better judgement again. So, you two go off somewhere and give your past selves the mission, since we don’t want you actually stepping foot here on Panoptica.’
‘Aw,’ said Scharlette. ‘Why?’
‘Keeps you less tangled up with our present. All kay, good luck out there. I look forward to remembering meeting you.’
‘Thank you, President Charkie,’ said Tom. He glanced at Scharlette, who was still reeling, and gave her a nudge.
‘Oh!’ Scharlette said. ‘Yes, we won’t let you down, ma’am. How could we? Ha ha. It’s virtually in the bag.’
‘What is it doing in there?’
‘She means we shall succeed,’ said Tom helpfully.
‘Ah,’ said Charkie. ‘Well, may Science watch over you.’
Tomothy steered Scharlette towards the lift.
‘So we’re going to erase this meeting as if it never happened?’ she said.
‘Let’s get you to a nice, calming aquarium,’ he said. 



3. A New Adventure Begins!
The electric streams faded to reveal Panoptica, orbiting its single bright star in an otherwise empty expanse. Seeing it gave Scharlette tingles up her arms. What would it be like to explore such an advanced city of the future? Having only ever seen it full of Germs running amok, she hoped that this time, she could take a stroll at a more leisurely, less murder-intensive pace.
‘Will you take me on a big tour?’ she said.
Tom nodded. ‘Of course. We can start in the aquarium.’
Scharlette wrinkled he nose. ‘Reckon I’ve had enough of weird fish for a bit. Couldn’t we see something else?’
‘Vegamulchers aren’t—’
‘Um, guys?’ said Gordon. ‘My future self just told me to stand by for a 16th dimensional group briefing. It’s a visual.’
Scharlette shot Tom a quizzical look.
‘All kinds of data can be pumped through the 16th,’ he said. ‘If we can do voice, why not vision?’
‘Not really what I was asking.’
A feed sprung up before Scharlette’s eyes, making her start – Gordon had apparently installed her a new head computer without asking. With its user manual downloaded directly into her brain, she already knew exactly how to work it. It was set to the same defaults as in the previous timeline – interface tucked away until summoned, companion probes dormant behind her earlobes.
‘I mean, I guess that’s a good spot for them,’ she muttered.
She was further surprised as the feed zeroed in on her future self, standing with Tom in front of a huge tank. Monstrous creatures floated just behind their heads, like tangled clumps of waterborne orchards with suckers and teeth.
‘Hi there,’ said future-Scharlette. ‘It’s us. Me. You. Goddammit.’
‘Hello,’ said present-Scharlette, then glanced at present-Tomothy. ‘Can we hear us? They, I mean? Goddammit.’
‘No, it’s just a recording,’ said both Tomothys together, rather confusingly.
Present-Scharlette frowned. ‘Then how—’
Future-Tom grinned. ‘Apologies, Scharlette, I couldn’t resist. We really can’t hear you, I promise.’ 
Future-Scharlette frowned at future-Tom. ‘What are you talking about?’
Present-Scharlette turned to present-Tomothy. ‘Don’t do things like that. As if this isn’t all complicated enough.’
Present-Tom looked abashed. ‘But it wasn’t me.’
Future-Tom cleared his throat. ‘Anyway, time to get serious. We have been given a mission by President Barbigail Charkie herself. We must stop the Germs from acquiring time travel, and thus prevent them from winning the Great Slaughter in 12588 AD, and wiping out Panoptica in 405 AHD.’
‘And,’ said future-Scharlette, ‘in case you’re all “wtf” right now, past self, I’m sorry about this. You’ll remember the meeting soon enough – I didn’t really have much choice but to agree.’
Future-Tom furrowed his brow. ‘You don’t want to save humanity?’
‘That’s not what I meant,’ said future-Scharlette. ‘Of course I do, but putting me in charge of the effort is blatantly insane, you tightly wrapped nincompoop.’
Both Future-Tom and Present-Tom were perplexed by this insult.
‘I don’t think you’re technically “in charge”,’ said future-Tom. ‘It’s sort of a shared responsibility—’
‘The boring part is,’ said future-Scharlette, ‘they don’t want us to board Panoptica, because any exposure we have with the ... current present? Jees ...’
Present-Scharlette watched the orchid monsters press against the glass, trying to suck onto her future self’s head.
‘Any exposure,’ continued future-Scharlette, ‘will increase the chance we can’t do something in the past, since we’ll have been affected by more of the future. If that makes sense.’
‘Sure,’ said present-Scharlette. ‘Of course it does.’
The orchid monsters spewed plumes of purple slime and thrashed their tentacles.
‘Oh, whoops,’ said future-Tom, moving future-Scharlette away from the tank. ‘We’re upsetting the vegamulchers.’
Future-Scharlette glanced behind her. ‘Why are we using that as a backdrop? My past self will be totally distracted. We’ll be lucky if she takes in a word we just said. And you tricked me, by the way! “Time to see just one thing” and you bring me to the damn aquarium.’
Future-Tom grinned at the camera. ‘Be you later!’
The feed collapsed to a dot, which then did a loop around Scharlette’s periphery and sparkled away into nothing.
Wow,
she thought. That seemed cool but unnecessary.
Transitional animations are turned on, came a ‘sense of understanding’
from her head computer. Would you like me to turn them off?
Scharlette took a moment to adjust to the presence in her mind. No, leave them on. Why not?
I sense this query is rhetorical.
Good work.
Tom raised his eyebrows at her, as if to say ‘Well, isn’t this exciting?’
‘I’m not sure that it is,’ she said. ‘You have to understand that I’m not, you know, exactly that girl from before, yet. I’m still adjusting. This is what, two hours since I got back my memories from that whole other timeline? So you can’t just sit there saying “Isn’t this exciting?” with your eyebrows as we set off on some totally terrifying mission which, as far as I can tell, has been given to me for no good reason and which I barely understand.’ She sucked in a huge breath. ‘You have to ease me into it!’
Tomothy nodded. ‘I’ve got just the thing.’
Blue lava erupted from a towering volcano up into a boiling sky. As molten chunks smashed through the upper branches of nearby trees, a flock of spherical black things took off in alarm. One of them, spattered by the lava, began to screech in pain. The rest of the flock converged upon it, and the screeching was snuffed out abruptly. A moment later, the unfortunate creature’s hollowed-out carapace smashed down at Scharlette’s feet, its remaining wing stump still twitching.
‘Dear, sweet lord,’ said Scharlette.
The blarks – for that was what they were called, according to her head computer – flew away over a landscape of lumpy moss and dimly glowing pools. Before they had flapped far, a great fanged maw exploded up from a pool below and snapped closed over half the flock. As it gnashed, mangled blarks spilled from its jaws like screaming bowling balls. When they hit the ground, creatures too fast and weird to get a handle on whipped out of blubbery bushes and dragged them away.
‘You really do bring me to the nicest places,’ said Scharlette.
‘The primordial Germ homeworld of Fludge,’ said Tomothy, looking about happily. ‘I figured you’d like to see where they came from.’
‘“Like” is a strong word, in this case,’ said Scharlette. ‘So, these blark things – do they turn into Germs one day?’
‘Not exactly,’ said Tom. He kicked the carapace into the shallows of a nearby pool. Several pink blobs appeared from the reeds and swam towards it, like ponderous amoebas. Each of them had a different motif – a stalky tendril, a random row of teeth, a cluster of eyes. One had a crop of wavy strands sort of like a mohawk.
‘These are the ancestral Germs,’ said Tom.
‘They’re so soft and squishy.’
‘They’re little information sponges.’
‘Huh?’
‘They can absorb and express the molecular processes of anything they come into contact with. DNA is a part of it, but that’s not the whole story.’
The blobs latched onto the carapace in their own various ways. 
‘Once they consume that blark,’ said Tom, ‘they may grow certain blark features themselves. They’ve probably already taken traits from the water plants, or any animal whose waste has seeped into their biological soup. There’s a smorgasbord of genetic material to play with in Fludge’s densely packed ecosystem.’
Two blobs thrashed at each other, one quickly reduced to suspended gloop.
‘That seems a bit blarkish already,’ said Scharlette.
‘Could be, could be,’ said Tom. ‘Or it could be that everything eats everything else on this bad mood of a planet. When they sink their teeth into the more intelligent stuff in Fludge’s higher biomes, that’s when they’ll really get evolving. They eventually become capable of consciously directing their own development – adopting traits they deem favourable and discarding others, even on a personal basis.’
They walked between pools ‘admiring’ the different blobs. Scharlette was struck by how – ‘lush’ was the wrong word – organic the planet was. Every available surface was covered in shrubs, moss and slime. Plants like succulents warehousing water for the apocalypse stood as big as houses. Creatures like moving doormats were constantly upping themselves and scuttling out from underfoot. Lava-covered rocks thumped down periodically, caving in hilltops or emptying pools. One went through a nearby succulent and exploded it to steam and water.
‘Oh, look,’ said Tomothy. ‘It’s a blerm. Or maybe a gark?’
On a branch perched a blark-shaped-thing, its carapace patchy over a globular pink body. It was trying to balance on its spindly legs, which snapped suddenly under its own weight. The creature fell with a shriek, failing to spread its wings in time to avoid slapping down on the surface of a pond. After a few moments of miserable struggle, blobs appeared and dragged it into the depths.
‘What a horrible childhood,’ said Scharlette.
‘Heads raised,’ said Tomothy.
A molten boulder hurtled out of the sky towards Scharlette. Old habits lead her to ‘eep’ and throw up her hands, as if that would protect her from several tonnes of superheated rock. Fortunately, the boulder rebounded off her lightly and bounced away.
Scharlette rolled her eyes at Tomothy, who was grinning like an idiot.
‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’m beginning to feel it.’
‘Feel what?’
‘My old self taking root.’
‘Why do you say that?’
‘Being hit by a lava rock was only mildly terrifying.’
Tom laughed.
Scharlette scanned a few things with her head, with results like ‘not technically a tree’ and ‘rabid ninchers subsist exclusively on eyeball juice’.
‘How does the HD know all this?’ she said.
Tomothy swatted away a rabid nincher. ‘Sorry?’
‘How do we know this is an accurate representation of the Germ homeworld?’
‘Oh, we recorded it.’
‘Hey?’
‘The Germ galaxy, which we call the Blotch, was one of the first places Panoptician scouts went to record the universe.’
‘Record the universe?’
‘Yeah, release thousands of invisibilised self-replicating probes as far bangwards as we could go, then jump forward to collect them after they’d scanned an area for trillions of years. You get enough of them floating about and you can record the histories of whole solar systems. There might be a few gaps when they hit plimits, or malfunction, or are taken out en mass by bursts of gamma radiation ... or are eaten by space phantoms, or get a bit of dust on their tiny lenses ... but for the most part, they’re pretty good. Admittedly, this recording of Fludge is from a previous timeline – one from before the Germs got time travel.’
‘Wait. What?’
‘In the current timeline, the Germs can sniff out our probes and destroy them. So you and I are now looking at Germ history from a previous timeline.’
‘So this is all irrelevant?’
‘Not at all. They can’t alter their own evolution, just like we can’t go back and teach trilobites to ride bicycles. This part of their past should be perfectly preserved. Let’s move on!’
He made a motion like pushing off the ground, and they rose up into the air. On Fludge, the passage of time increased. The blobs crawled out of pools and up the not-really-trees, where they grew wings and took off into the sky. Or developed claws and scuttled into the undershrubs. Or became balls of teeth and rolled away.
Some mutations became more common, and similar individuals started grouping together. Dwellings appeared, more grown than built – hives running up mountainsides or networks of misshapen huts in trees. Unruly farms ignored the concept of ‘rows’, and strange beasts hauled nets through swamps as Germs flitted above prodding them with spears. Armies clashed, and claw-tipped tentacles flailed against tentacle-tipped claws. In between battles, the air began to fill with floating mudmats and flapping skycarts.
‘Let’s back up some more,’ said Tom, ‘as they enter the age of space pollination.’
He pushed again, and now they were ‘standing’ in space, with Fludge the size of a melon before them. Brown globs broke free of its atmosphere and drifted away on galactic winds.
‘Side note,’ said Tom. ‘We call it the Blotch because, when you draw lines between all the stars, that’s kinda what it looks like.’
‘As opposed to a scorpion or a pair of twins,’ said Scharlette.
‘Exactly,’ said Tom.
The globs moved towards a nearby blue-green planet, with satellites in orbit and traffic on the ground.
‘This is when they start encountering other races,’ said Tom. ‘Each time they absorb alien knowledge, it’s like they leapfrog evolution – and soon their spread will become exponential.’
Scharlette watched as globs descended on the unfortunate planet.
‘Well,’ she said, ‘this is all very interesting, but—’
‘Hold up,’ said Tomothy, raising a hand to his temple. ‘Are you getting that?’
‘What?’
‘Do you remember our meeting with President Charkie?’
‘Of course. That’s when we agreed to ... oh.’ Scharlette realised she was having parallel memories of the last few hours. ‘So, the confusion begins again, eh?’



4. Hornet X
Globs floated around Scharlette’s head like intergalactic pollen as her alternative past settled in.
‘At least it’s only an hour’s worth of memories,’ said Tomothy. ‘As opposed to the massive dump you took earlier today.’
Scharlette would have snorted at that, but she was concentrating on putting things together. Charkie loomed large in her mind’s eye, chattering excitedly while Scharlette hastily agreed to anything she asked. The president had given her this insanely important mission – but at least the logic behind doing so seemed crazy, flawed and desperate.
‘All caught up?’ said Tom. 
Scharlette scowled. ‘Now I have another memory of Panoptica and I’ve still
never been. Plus you tricked me into looking at water monsters before we sent ourselves that edit!’
‘Yes, but you already knew that,’ said Tomothy, in a jolly tone, as if that alone was enough to get him out of trouble.
What did it matter anyway, how she had gotten the job? Wouldn’t it be cool to nail it anyway? Imagine everyone’s faces if she solved this thing. Then they’d have to let her stay in the future forever. Maybe she could even be president one day?
No, Scharlette decided, that was going too far.
Still, it was strange to have a voice in her head not whispering that she couldn’t do it. A voice that instead extolled an attitude of ... seize-the-day-ishness?
The feeling was both foreign and familiar. It was born of that other self, of course, who had gone through all kinds of stuff and come out being much surer of herself.
Not ‘other’, Scharlette thought, defensively. She was me.
I’m no goddamn second-class self.
If it really was up to her, she decided, then she needed to know more. Much more! Tom was always using his head computer to work the HD, so surely she could too?
You can, came the answer.
And can I access recordings from the Server like he does?
That is a standard time agent permission. 
Sweet. Show me the Great Slaughter then, from the current timeline.
The space around them filled with ships, blasting away at each other as far as the eye could see. Earth appeared at Scharlette’s feet, Germ globs plunging through the atmosphere as fires raged across the land beneath.
‘Ah,’ said Tom. ‘Yes. It would make sense to look at this.’
Scharlette felt like she was floating in a vividly haunted graveyard – except she had a chance to stop the massacre from happening. 
The capture of the mysterious timeship, she commanded.
They whisked through the battle and landed before a thick concentration of Germ fighters, swarming together in a roiling ball as big as a moon.
‘They’re protecting the place where the timeship appears?’ said Scharlette.
Tomothy nodded as he watched the fighters firing outwards in all directions, while Panopticians dive-bombed the surface. ‘We can’t penetrate them. Any time we increase our efforts to do so, we simply stimulate more growth.’
In the centre of the ball, Scharlette spied a tell-tale flash.
Zoom in, or take us there, however you would say it.
The next moment they stood in the eye of the storm. Spriggy Germ fighters circulated around a vessel that looked like a sleeker version of the moon shuttle, if it had been carved from solid bronze. The last threads of time travel crackled over its hull.
‘Communications are out,’ said Tomothy. ‘Identifying marks burnt off. We can’t get close enough to scan it properly. You and I are only able to observe this scene thanks to invisibilised probes piecing it together from afar.’
As Scharlette watched the timeship, she could feel her head computer itching to say something.
Go on, then.
Affectionately known as ‘Military Class Stealth Timeship Model 3s’, these craft were designed by Tandida LaJones, the mother of time travel herself. They were built during her construction of Pan Armada 1, though they did not accompany the main force to the Slaughter. Rather, their purpose was to run a series of covert support missions, designed to cement and improve victory conditions. For example, the Grayson Wu succeeded in poisoning the breeding swamps on the Germ world of Varsilis B, which effectively removed the triclaw caste from the Slaughter, resulting in increased human survivors.
Due to the plimit-laden risks inherent in altering the battle, Model 3 pilots were granted autonomy to ‘feel out’ what they could get away with – and thus Model 3s were designed to be capable of self-sustaining for long periods. This advantage, however, made the ships expensive to manufacture, so only one hundred were ever built in total. 
‘Well,’ said Scharlette, ‘all great to know.’
‘Pardon?’ said Tom.
‘Never mind. So these “Stealth Model Military Timeships” ...’ Scharlette shook her head. ‘Man, no one could come up with a cooler name than that? These things sound like dangerous lurkers ready to strike. They should be called scorpions, or hornets, or something evocative.’
‘You’re thinking hard about things which never crossed a Panoptician mind!’ said Tom, his eyes bright. ‘This is why you might be the answer, Scharlette. See things in your own way! Let us call these ships “Military Class Stealth Hornets” if you wish.’
‘Just call them “hornets” is what I meant,’ said Scharlette, though she could not help but chuckle at his enthusiasm. ‘Drop all that other fluff.’
‘A “hornet”,’ said Tomothy, testing out the word. ‘It’s much shorter to say, isn’t it?’
‘Yes, for the love of God.’
‘So, what was your question?’
‘These hornets never took part in the actual battle?’
‘They used to, on the timeline where we were victorious. After they had finished all of their missions, hornets and other timeships went around saving people and tipping the outcome further in our favour.’
‘But they don’t do that on this timeline, right? All timeships have been removed from this version of the battle?’
‘One of the first things we did, when we realised the Germs had learned time travel.’
‘And the hornets are properly accounted for?’
‘Yes, all one hundred hornets are under lock and keycode.’
‘But it hasn’t made a difference to this fellow here,’ said Scharlette. ‘Interesting.’
‘Maddening!’ said Tomothy.
A sickly wormhole, purple with a green tinge, opened up near the mystery hornet.
‘This is their getaway,’ said Tomothy.
Several Germs splodged tendrils onto the hornet’s hull. Once attached, they fired their engines (or pumped powerslime into their propulsion blurters) and towed it towards the wormhole. As soon as they passed over its threshold, the wormhole collapsed and disappeared. The remaining fighters then began to dissipate, taking off to join the rest of the battle.
‘Why haven’t the hornets been edited so as to not exist at all?’ tried Scharlette. ‘Tell Tandida LaJones not to build them in the first place?’
‘They’re too wrapped up in Panoptica’s history,’ said Tomothy. ‘They did a bunch of important things we might be extra farmed without.’
‘More farmed than our whole race dying?’
‘We could die much sooner.’ Tom shuddered. ‘Imagine adding triclaws back into the mix!’
Scharlette flinched as a squadron of silver needles blazed right through her, not even ruffling her hair. Make us bigger, she commanded, and they grew until ships were the size of rabid ninchers, the Earth a flaming tennis ball in space.
‘So,’ she said, ‘if the hornets are all accounted for, yet one of them still appears here – it should have a name too, if we’re to keep track of what we’re talking about. Let’s call it ... Hornet X, that cool?’
‘Icy.’
‘... then I can only think of two possible explanations.’
Tomothy’s expression was genuinely hopeful.
‘Hornet X is not
accounted for,’ said Scharlette, ‘because it was manufactured off grid.’
‘Off grid?’
‘Secretly made, privately owned, something like that.’
Tom was aghast. ‘But who could possibly be responsible for such subterfuge, such treachery? I can’t imagine any Panoptician acting in such a way!’
‘You can’t?’ said Scharlette. ‘People do some fucked up things, Tom. For all kinds of crazy reasons. People are fucking nuts.’
‘Not anymore!’ said Tom. ‘We fixed everything! Up here!’ He pointed at his head.
‘Yeah, you don’t look crazy at all, doing that.’
‘Thank you!’
‘An alternative explanation,’ said Scharlette, ‘is that X is accounted for.’
‘What? How? Who?’ Tom paused for thought. ‘Which?’ he added.
‘Maybe the Germs take it off through their wormhole, get the tech they need from it ... and then return it in some sneaky way that leaves no one any the wiser? Like they just borrow it. Somehow.’
From Tomothy’s continually widening eyes, she thought maybe she was onto something.
‘Has this idea not already been explored?’ she said. ‘Seriously?’
‘Not to my knowledgement,’ said Tom.
‘Why not? I just thought it up without really trying.’
‘We’ve checked the flight logs of every hornet, to verify they match-like the statements of their pilots. So what you’re suggesting is basically impossible.’
‘Can’t logs be falsified?’ said Scharlette. ‘Back where I come from, that’s pretty much what logs are for.’
‘I like to think our logs are a little more advanced than whatever you were using,’ said Tom. ‘We’re not talking about some dusty old papyrus you can alter with the flick of a stylus.’
‘Odd combination,’ said Scharlette.
‘I’m talking about highly sophisticated space logs!’
‘Is that what they’re called?’
‘I don’t know, it’s not really my area. But they will be very reliable, high tech logs, is what I’m—’
‘Forget what format your damn logs come in,’ said Scharlette. ‘Logs can be fiddled with, I’m telling you. Anytime anyone makes anything supposedly secure, people try to break into it.’
The horror on Tom’s face kept on amplifying. ‘But why?’
‘That’s what we have to find out.’
‘By Science, Scharlette,’ said Tom. ‘Shocking as they are, I have to say these are some pretty good ideas.’
Scharlette marvelled at the belief in his eyes. Was it possible that she could actually do this?
‘No, it’s still completely preposterous,’ she said. ‘If I do actually solve this thing, it will be through sheer luck, do you understand? There is no way I can pull this off without buckets of luck!’
‘Er ...’ Tom was confused about what he was responding too, exactly. ‘Whatever gets the job done?’
‘In which case, you and yours will not have learned any good lessons. Also!’ Scharlette turned to loudly address the air. ‘Maybe we won’t even have to work it out? Maybe we’re about to receive some helpful edits from our future selves? Informing us of how to defeat the Germs for good? Once we figure it out?’
‘Assuming we do,’ said Tom.
‘Now would be a good time, future selves!’ said Scharlette, throwing her hands wide. ‘Give us your commands, I beseech thee! Bestow them upon us, hot tips from the future!’
She waited expectantly for quite a while.
‘We must be on the first pass,’ said Tomothy. ‘We have to live through the mission at least once before we can help ourselves out.’
It would be too easy, Scharlette supposed, for all the answers to arrive neatly tied up in a 16th dimensional bow.
‘The other reason,’ said Tom, ‘that we might not have sent ourselves a message about how to win ...’
‘Yes?’
‘... is because we die trying.’
Scharlette gave him a hard stare.
‘Hey,’ he said, ‘don’t disintegrate the message delivery person.’ 
The HD turned into their favourite crazy alien bar. Tomothy grabbed two glasses of marmalade fizz from a passing waiter.
‘Drink?’ he said.
Scharlette eyed him as he grinned at her cheekily. She had taken in a lot today – what was the harm in blowing off a little steam?
Scharlette lay in bed, next to a heavily snoozing Tom. So, they done it – they had simply picked up where they had left off, just like she had sort-of predicted. Even though it had technically been their first time, everything had been comfortable and familiar – intellectually at least, although her poor deprived body had been a little more insistent about things.
Had they gone two times, or three? No wonder Tom was asleep. Poor guy had probably needed to initiate some kind of biological defence protocol.
No harm, she thought, then wondered why she even felt she had to justify herself.
Maybe, now that she had vented some hormones, there was something a bit confused within her. A mixed bag of feelings in the aftermath of a few drinks. It was the kind of thing she would have discussed with Jenelope – dissected and eviscerated it, until everyone held a strong opinion – but Jen wasn’t here.
A terrifying thought unfurled in her mind.
You could see her in the HD.
Scharlette shivered unexpectedly – the idea seemed too much, somehow. She didn’t quite dare to look it in the eye. It was too big, too overpowering. Quickly, she reached for distraction, in the only other available girlfriend she could think of.
Are you there, Gordon? she sent out, via her head.
Always. And aw, look at you two, all snuggly wuggly. Weren’t able to keep your paws off each other for long, were you?
Didn’t seem like any need.
Cute little hominids.
I mean, like – in our minds, where it bloody counts, we were still ... bedfellows. Scharlette screwed up her face at her own choice of words. So it’s natural that we would simply keep on trucking, right? Or something that rhymes with trucking.
Seems fine to me, said Gordon. Inter-timeline relationships can apparently be tricky, according to the day-holos anyway, but those really do tend to over-dramatise every little thing.
Yeah, that’s not me. I’m not big into drama.
Oh?
I like to take it easy.
I know. I saw your lifeline, remember?
Scharlette scowled. It’s not going to be like that this time.
So you’re not going to take it easy.
I’m going to take some things easy.
So is everything all kay? said Gordon. You seem a little maudlin.
I just sort of ... wanted to check in about things. She tried to resist the question. That, uh ... that Traffcon girl, Krirsty ...
Oh, don’t worry about her! said Gordon. Trampcon, more like!
Gordon! That’s not really very ...
I know, I know. I shouldn’t be a judgey-pants. Anyway, from what I understand of these things, that relationship was mainly convenience and fun-based.
Scharlette wondered if that was vastly different from her own experience? Tom was great, of course, but he was also a bit ... young and silly?
How old is Tom again? she found herself asking.
Twenty-five.
And in, uh ... extratemporal age?
Maybe something like twenty-seven? He’d have to put his PPC in my reader for me to be sure.
So, still a far cry from Scharlette’s wise old age of thirty.
Did you guys figure anything out before you painted the virtual town red? said Gordon. In the HD?
Sort of. I had an idea that we should examine the hornet logs, or something. My reasoning seems a bit fuzzy now.
Hornet logs?
Oh, that’s my name for the mystery ship that appears in the Slaughter.
Ooo, ‘hornet’. It’s quite fast to say, isn’t it?
Scharlette rolled her eyes. They get made by Tandida LaJones, right?
Yes, when she is building Pan Armada 1.
And that is ...
The main force that Panoptica sends into the Slaughter.
Correct. So anyway, maybe we need to go and have a word with her. Is that possible? Is she ... around?
Want me to plot a course?
Scharlette wondered if she was about to give her first real command.
Sure thing, she said. No, wait ... I mean, ‘engage’.



5. Are We There Yet
As they sped towards Tandida LaJones, Scharlette wondered why (or how?) Tom was being so impenetrably dumb about understanding her reasoning. She tried staring at him hard enough to drill comprehension into his head.
‘That is a very intense expression,’ said Tom. ‘Thank you for showing it to me, but ... what is it supposed to convey?’
Scharlette grimaced. ‘Tandida is the inventor of time travel and she designed the hornets,’ she tried.
‘Established.’
‘A hornet is the very ship which delivers time travel to the Germs.’
‘Indeedio.’
‘You’re still failing to draw a possible connection to our mission?’
‘I just don’t see how it’s related.’
‘Excuse my vulgarity, but wut?’
Tom shrugged. ‘Tandida is tucked away safe. We would know if any Germs had come into contact with her.’
‘You’re sure about that? Like, one hundred per cent? You don’t think it’s maybe worth asking her a couple of questions?’
‘Tomothy,’ said Gordon, ‘Scharlette might be on to something here.’
‘Thank you. Fuck me.’
‘Really,’ said Gordon, ‘Scharlette, I do quite like your 21st century expletives. Maybe I’ll start trying them out.’
‘Please don’t,’ said Tom.
‘Don’t tell fucking me what to do,’ said Gordon cheerfully.
Scharlette stared at the black viewscreen. It was a disconcerting thing to fly through Heat Death – but it was also apparently the safest way to position themselves for the leap backwards. There were no planets to avoid, no weird spatial phenomena, no warships or plimits. There was, after all, nothing.
‘You know,’ said Tom, ‘it doesn’t matter whether I understand your reasoning or not. It’s good for you to do random things that no one else has thought of. I’m all for following a hunch, and you have my full support.’ He leaned forward. ‘Charkie wasn’t using her brain when she gave you this mission, that’s for certain – and the same goes for Gordon and I.’
Scharlette had been on the verge of feeling encouraged.
‘Excuse me?’
We have faith in you, translated her head computer.
Scharlette breathed a sigh of relief. ‘One day,’ she said, ‘I’ll remember not to jump to conclusions when weird shit comes out of your mouth.’
Tom was aghast. ‘What an awful thing to say!’ He listened to his head computer, then grew relieved himself. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I needed you translated too. For your realisement, the feeling is mutual. How do you think I’ve known what the fig you’re talking about all this time? With all the krunky phrase-wows and obscene-like crassitudes you use? Sometimes it’s like being a nizz in a noodlepop.’
Scharlette blinked at him. ‘I hadn’t thought about it from your perspective.’
He nodded. ‘Exactmo.’
‘It’s nice that you have faith in me, though.’
Tomothy looked pleased. ‘No brains at all went into this decision,’ he agreed. ‘It was completely free of critical thinking.’
‘But,’ Scharlette said, ‘I still think it’s bizarre that you can’t see the point of this visit.’
‘Yeah, Tom,’ said Gordon.
It sounded like the AI was trying to be supportive, while privately sharing Tom’s confusion over what exactly they were doing. 
Scharlette returned her gaze to the screen. ‘Are we there yet?’
‘Why do you keep asking that at regular intervals?’ said Tomothy. ‘When you know very well that we are not, in fact, there yet?’
‘It’s part of my culture,’ said Scharlette. ‘My people believe it’s something funny to say, even though it’s really not funny at all and everyone hates it – even the person saying it.’
‘There are some things,’ said Tom, ‘that not even a head computer can translate.’
Scharlette decided she had better do some research of her own. If the other two were going to remain so inexplicably dense, she had to know whether it was due to some quirk of their future minds, or if her thinking
was at fault somehow.
Hey computer, give me the lowdown on Tandida LaJones. And no sudden overload of understanding, I’m not in the mood. Just do it in a relaxed way. Like, you know – like you’re a podcast about her.
As the computer slowly released understandings, Scharlette sank back in her seat and closed her eyes.
Born on Earth in 12524 AD, Tandida LaJones was widely regarded as the greatest scientific mind of many generations. At sixteen she attended the University of New Sydney, where within the space of a year, she had completed degrees in Molecule Violation, Very Advanced Engineering, and Space Stuff.
Scharlette snorted, then peeked to see if her reaction had garnered any attention.
‘What’s that sneaky look about?’ said Tomothy.
‘Do they still give out degrees in Panoptica? Do you have a degree in anything?’
Tom looked proud. ‘I’ve got honours in Being a Time Agent.’
Scharlette laughed happily. ‘Perfect!’
Four years later Ms LaJones emerged as a highly decorated professor across multiple fields, and was offered employment and unlimited resources by the World Government’s Secret Technology Division.
Scharlette laughed again.
At the age of thirty she discovered the 16th dimension, and subsequently time travel ...
Scharlette frowned at this. She was at the age of thirty.
‘What are you listening to?’ said Tom.
‘Stuff about Tandida LaJones.’
Mind if I join you? came his voice in her head.
Can I please listen too? said Gordon. I don’t want to be the only one not listening.
Scharlette could sense them waiting for permission. It was comforting to know that she could keep them out of her mind if she wanted. Still, she gave a mental nod, and a moment later experienced the telepathic equivalent of friends joining her on the couch. 
LaJones conducted careful experiments until 12571, when Earth suffered the first Germ attack. After this, she greatly accelerated her research, which led to the creation of Panoptica, a city-sized space station designed to ...
‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Scharlette. ‘We know this bit. Fast forward’
When the Germs returned for their second attack in 12588, LaJones was on board Panoptica, and thus she joined Earth’s survivors as they fled into the future. After ensuring the stability of the city, and at the behest of the newly formed Panoptician Council, LaJones oversaw the construction of Pan Armada 1. She built her shipyard in orbit around the planet Gallifrey ...
‘Hold the phone,’ said Scharlette. ‘Gallifrey?’
‘That’s right,’ said Gordon. ‘Lots of metal and minerals on Gallifrey. Great place to build a shipyard.’
‘The Gallifrey?’
For a crazy moment Scharlette wondered if Doctor Who was somehow real. What if it was all true? She batted the thought away, because it led to a roaring madness.
‘Well, sure,’ said Tom. He got up and went over to a wall compartment. ‘But only in the same way as it is the Earth, or the dining-surface.’
‘Why is it called Gallifrey?’ said Scharlette.
‘Not sure. What does the name Gallifrey even mean to you?’
‘It was from a TV show about this time travelling guy and his companions.’
‘Oh, like me?’ said Tomothy. For some reason he was trying on a long, colourful scarf.
‘No! Why are you doing that?’
‘Doing what?’
‘I’ve never seen you wear a scarf before.’
‘I’m just trying out a new look while we kill time.’
Head computer, why is it called Gallifrey?
Unknown.
What? How is that possible?
I do not possess all the knowledge in the universe, I’m afraid.
‘Maybe it’s just a coincidence?’ said Tomothy. ‘There are only finite ways to rearrange letters, you know. Lots of things have the same names. Take Planet B and Planet B, for example.’
Scharlette was growing frustrated. ‘There has to be a better explanation. Gallifrey was the home planet of the Time Lords, before it got destroyed in the Time War!’
‘Goodness,’ said Tomothy. ‘That sounds stressful. I imagine this televisual broadcast was vastly unpopular?’
‘It was beloved by generations!’
‘And they called themselves “Time Lords”?’ said Gordon, with a sniff. ‘Seems a bit pretentious. What did they go for earlier in their history? The Wheel Barons?’
Scharlette noticed that the book was sitting open in her lap.
It seemed too strange to be in the midst of a time travel adventure, then hear a place name from an iconic time travel show, and for it to mean nothing. There had to be some connection, Scharlette reasoned, something of significance. She shouldn’t have worried her pretty little head about it, however, because the truth was basically trivia. Tandida LaJones, despite being born long after Doctor Who completed (with episode 2580, ‘The Daleks Again’), had researched historical representations of time travel as a hobby, and become a fan of the show. She named Gallifrey as a slight in-joke to herself, because she was as big a nerd as Scharlette.
‘Hey!’ said Scharlette, thumping the book. ‘You watch yourself. And with the “pretty little head” talk, too.’
‘What is she talking about now?’ said Tomothy, as he flung the scarf over his shoulder.
‘I’ve no idea,’ said Gordon.
‘All right, all right,’ said Scharlette. ‘Let’s just get back to the learning, shall we? I have my answer, no thanks to you two.’
‘What is it?’ Gordon was instantly curious. ‘How did you figure it out?’
Scharlette glanced at the book. She didn’t really feel like going into it, but how else could she explain?
‘Don’t worry about it,’ she said. ‘It’s not important.’
‘Well, now I’m frustrated!’ said Gordon.
Scharlette gave a mental nod and the ‘podcast’ started up again.
LaJones spent a lot of time in stasis during her construction of Pan Armada 1. She would wake to hear test results and various numbers, come up with new designs and give new orders, then sleep again while they were carried out. Twenty years later, once construction was complete, she personally delivered Pan Armada 1 to the Great Slaughter.
While on previous versions of the timeline, Armada 1 proved victorious, in this one, the time travel assisted Germs were able to defeat it. A frustrated Tandida returned to Panoptica, and put herself into stasis once more, with standing instructions she was to be awoken once in context with the mistake that changed the battle’s outcome.
While that mistake is not yet understood, it was eventually estimated to occur around 234 AHD. At that point, President Barbigail Charkie ordered Tandida awoken, and asked her to help with a backup plan. The idea was to build an even more powerful armada, to be held in reserve as a brute strength option and last resort, if no other way to deny the Germs time travel could be found.
LaJones agreed, and was given virtual rule over a resource rich solar system known as the Jewels. There, over the course of 98 years, she built Pan Armada 2, which outnumbered the original force threefold.
In the current timeline, Pan Armada 2 remains available yet inactive.
‘All kay,’ said Gordon. ‘We are there yet. Am I saying that right?’
Electric sparkles leapt over the viewscreen. 



6. Tandida LaJones
‘Welcome to year eight in the construction of Pan Armada 2,’ said Gordon. ‘Also, the time of our appointment.’
‘Appointment?’ said Scharlette.
‘Ms LaJones is a busy person who sometimes goes to sleep for a decade,’ said Gordon. ‘Best to make an appointment, don’t you think?’
Scharlette couldn’t tell if the AI was being facetious.
It was easy to see how the Jewels had earned their name. There was a quartz looking planet banded by ruby veins; a blue-green globe like Earth dialled up to ten; a huge, multicoloured opal with a hazy atmosphere of intermingling gases; a lump of smoky darkness like textured obsidian and, furthest from the sun, a sparkling pearl.
They were beautiful.
In the centre of the system, among half-constructed ships, was a ramshackle space station like a crushed junkyard.
‘Tandida’s base,’ said Tomothy. ‘She calls it the Smelter.’
‘She’s better at naming things than most of you,’ said Scharlette.
‘Docking in a couple of minutes,’ said Gordon. ‘Hurry along, human friends!’
Scharlette and Tom headed downstairs. As they waited in the airlock, Scharlette quite unnecessarily smoothed out her new agent uniform. Wearing it made her feel a bit like an imposter – but then her other self muscled forward and declared that, after what she’d done for Panoptica, she had every right!
‘Whew,’ she muttered, rubbing a temple. ‘What a roller coaster.’
‘Try to remember what happens,’ said Gordon, ‘so you can tell me about it later.’
‘Aw,’ said Scharlette. ‘Are you going to be okay here all by yourself?’
‘Sure,’ said Gordon. ‘I might take a bath, catch up on some chores ...’
‘She could ride along in our head computers,’ said Tom, ‘if she really wanted to.’ 
‘I’ll be fine,’ said Gordon. ‘There’s just a couple of shows I’d quite like to catch up on.’
‘Aha,’ said Tom. ‘The true answer! What is it this time, Gordon? Who gets voted off the tribe in Survivor: Uranus? Or who can hit the highest note on Universal Idol?’
‘I need to know if things work out between Zad and Zangelina on “Mind Melded at First Sight”!’
‘You’re waiting until I’m gone to watch trashy reality TV?’ said Scharlette incredulously. ‘Gordon, we should be watching that together!’
‘I didn’t think anyone else would be interested,’ said Gordon. ‘It’s sort of a guilty pleasure.’
‘Yes! Yes!’ said Scharlette. ‘That’s what it is for everyone!’
‘Well, there’s millions of shows to choose from. When you get back, we’ll pick something out.’
Scharlette wasn’t sure if ‘millions of shows’ was good news or utterly horrifying.
There was the slightest hint of a shudder as various mechanisms locked into place.
‘Not the gentlest grip this lady has ever experienced,’ muttered Gordon.
The airlock opened to a gust of warm air. It had a gritty quality, like it was full of iron filings. Scharlette and Tomothy stepped out into a chamber with a bit of an Alien vibe to it – dark and spooky, with pipes and conduits running all over the place.
Waiting for them was Tandida LaJones.
Her crystal blue eyes shone out of a smudged face, framed by tangles escaped from a ponytail of jet black hair. Her skin, where it was visible, was almost as dark as the soot that covered her, and glistened with an even coating of sweat. She was dressed in ‘scientist meets mechanic’ overalls that may have once been white, but were now essentially a collection of burn marks and grease held together by pockets with strange tools sticking out of them. Scharlette had no idea what age she was – forty, at a guess? – but her head computer was on the case.
Tandida LaJones
Biological age: 96
Extratemporal age: 1048
‘Wow,’ Scharlette said. ‘You look good for your age.’
‘They say ninety six is the new thirty four,’ said Tandida. ‘Not that I read those kinds of articles. You must be Agents Dartle and Day.’
She gave them each a single-pump handshake, firm enough that Scharlette felt like a cog turned by a wrench.
‘Thank you for meeting us,’ Scharlette said, resisting the urge to wipe her freshly blackened palm on her uniform. ‘And also thanks for, you know ... saving everyone with your inventions and discoveries.’
Tandida narrowed her eyes as if she suspected a trick. Scharlette did her best to remain earnest under their glittering appraisal. After a moment, Tandida gave a slight nod.
‘Shame none of it took,’ she said. ‘I understand you’re trying to sort that out. I don’t think I’ll be able to help, but only a fool believes what she thinks. I’m about to do my rounds – let’s stalk and talk.’
She led them down a tube-like corridor with a long window, through which assembly bots could be seen using blue-flamed welders on silver needles.
‘This is such an honour, Ms LaJones,’ said Tomothy. ‘You must get this a lot, but every kid of my generation grew up hearing stories about you.’
‘Don’t tell me any of them,’ said Tandida.
They arrived in an even darker room. Tandida made a gesture and up sprung a holographic display of the Jewels. She walked among the planets, which were mapped with colour coded resource deposits.
‘So,’ said Tandida, ‘what do you want?’
Scharlette took a deep breath. First things first. ‘Do you have any ideas about how the Germs stole time travel?’
Tandida drew a glowing line from a red patch on the opal planet up to a bunch of icons in space.
‘No,’ she said. ‘The change that brought about the new outcome may have been minute or monumental. Did a hammer smash the butterfly? Hmm.’ She twirled a finger around the glowing line to make it thicker. ‘Double the tryptasium from J3,’ she muttered, ‘and upgrade the cannons on the Model 14s?’ She seemed to remember she had company. ‘Pan Armada 2,’ she said. ‘I’m not even sure if I’ll build it yet.’
Scharlette glanced through the window at the partially constructed warships. ‘But you’re already ... oh.’
‘Indeed,’ said Tandida. ‘I could wipe it all out with a single edit. It’s an inherently flawed plan, after all. I build a bigger force, so the Germs build a bigger force, forever ad infinitum. Probably pointless. The only hope is to create ships so strong as to render enemy numbers negligible.’ She gazed out the window at the busy assembly bots. ‘Still, I do love to watch them work.’
Scharlette saw a hint of a smile play about her lips. Then a voice crackled from somewhere and chased it away.
‘Athurby to LaJones?’
Tandida touched a node on her earlobe which had been masquerading as a stud.
‘Go ahead.’
‘The first spuglet has been fabricated. You wanted to know—’
‘Yes!’ Tandida swiped away all the planets. ‘Don’t do anything until I get there. I’m going to attach it.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘Come, you two!’ said Tandida, clicking her fingers. ‘Ask more questions on the way.’
As they continued along, Tom gave Scharlette some encouraging eyebrow waggles. Scharlette thought hard, trying to form the right questions.
‘Ms LaJones,’ she said, ‘the hornet that appears in—’
‘The what?’
‘Oh – the Military Class Stealth Timeship Model 3. I just call them hornets because it’s easier.’
Tandida slid her a sideways glance. ‘Is it?’
‘Could the hornet that appears in the Slaughter be one of the hundred you manufactured?’
‘All fitted with temporal trackers, their logs since uploaded to the Server. It does not appear as if any of them diverted to the location in question.’
‘Did any others get made, aside from the ones on the official list? Prototypes, for example?’
‘Lots.’
‘Where are they now?’
‘Taken apart before they left my shipyards, once questions like that started being asked. It made no difference.’
They entered a busy factory floor. All manner of parts levitated along conveyor belts, which were themselves levitating, which struck Scharlette as somehow redundant. The parts were being worked on by a mix of assembly bots, robotic hands snaking down from above, and the odd human in white overalls. The air was hot from thrumming tech, and transparent tubes ran everywhere containing differently coloured streams of energy.
They approached a bearded fellow, who stood by a dumbbell-shaped device rotating in the air while he tapped at a pad.
‘Ms LaJones,’ he said, revealing himself to be Arthurby. ‘Everything seems to be in order.’
Tandida walked around the device admiringly. ‘You agents are here at just the right moment for a great unveiling,’ she said. ‘The spuglet will completely revolutionise the way dimensional decalibrators intensify.’
‘Neato,’ said Tom.
Scharlette looked to him for clarification, and he shrugged.
Tandida plucked the spluglet from the air, and her muscles bulged as gravity kicked in. She lugged it over to an engine-looking-thing, and slid it into a circular opening. She gave the end a mighty turn and the spuglet clanked into place. Tandida stood back, wiped her brow, and looked to Arthurby expectantly.
Arthurby consulted his pad. ‘Working as projected,’ he said.
Tandida gave a satisfied nod. ‘Well,’ she said to Scharlette and Tom, ‘what do you think?’
Scharlette stared at the indiscernible spuglet. ‘Looks intense to me,’ she said.
‘That’s right,’ said Tandida. ‘Very intense.’
With the momentous event over, Tandida moved off between various workstations, to inspect screens and more weird pieces of machinery.
‘Could anyone have ... screwed around ... with the hornet logs?’ said Scharlette.
‘I’m not the kind of person to say “anything is possible”,’ said Tandida. ‘I wholeheartedly believe there are limits to the laws of the universe. That said, do we know enough about them to make unequivocal judgement calls?’
Scharlette stared at her. ‘So that’s a yes?’
‘I cannot discount the possibility.’
Tandida nodded at a screen, which brought up a view of Panoptica from a distance. A field of electric sparkles crackled into being, then faded to reveal a whole bunch of hornets.
‘Archival footage of hornet delivery to Panoptica in 100 AHD,’ said Tandida. ‘It’s the last point at which I can guarantee direct personal knowledge of their whereabouts.’
‘So if we wanted to track each one ourselves,’ said Scharlette, ‘this is where we’d start? Even if that seems like an awful lot of work?’
‘We could establish a Certain Point,’ said Tom.
Scharlette was about to say ‘what’s that?’, when she thought about it instead.
A Certain Point refers to an exploration of multiple hypotheses, branching out from an established time and place, in order to become certain about something. Once a hypothesis is explored, results are sent back via PPC, circumventing the need for the recipient to live through each individual possibility. Suppression of aggregated memories is recommended if hypotheses are multifarious enough to threaten the sanity of the recipient.
The technique’s first known use was by Professor Snenmore McDervish, during his investigation into the many different ways it is possible to accelerate the explosion of a neutron star, shortly before his arrest in 46 AHD.
‘So we track each Hornet,’ said Scharlette slowly, ‘and once we verify the accuracy of its log, we send ourselves an edit not to bother tracking it after all, and move onto the next one?’
‘Exactmo,’ said Tomothy.
‘If you are to attempt such a thing,’ said Tandida, ‘you will be pursuing invisibilised ships while wishing to remain unseen yourselves. You will therefore require stealth tech more advanced than anything we currently possess.’
‘Oh,’ said Scharlette. ‘So we can’t—’
‘Come back in ten years,’ said Tandida. ‘I should have something for you by then.’



7. A Disturbing Discovery
‘What else did she say about spuglets?’ said Gordon. ‘They sound totally bang-wow!’
‘That’s all I can remember,’ said Scharlette. ‘To be honest, they really didn’t really seem that amazing.’
‘Not that amazing?’ Gordon was incredulous. ‘Do you know how difficult it is to intensify dimensional decalibrators?’
‘I am sure that I do not,’ said Scharlette.
They arrived at the Smelter ten years later. There were now more warships floating around and, in the background, lines of robotic traffic streamed back and forth from the Jewels.
Tandida appeared on screen, not looking any older.
‘Good days,’ she said. ‘I hope you’ve enjoyed your last half hour, which for me has been a decade of arduous scientific endeavour. So ask yourself – who really missed out?’
‘Um ...’ said Scharlette.
‘Behold,’ said Tandida, ‘the Scout Class Stealth Timeship Model 5!’
The screen showed a view of nothing. Tomothy whistled between his teeth.
‘By default the ship cannot be seen,’ said Tandida. ‘It can become visible if required, but doing so takes a lot of power, so I don’t recommend making a habit of it. For demonstration purposes, however ...’
The ship appeared slowly, mostly given shape by the way it obscured the stars beyond. It was pitch black and perfectly smooth, its body, fins and tail all compressed along the horizontal plane. Scharlette thought it looked like some kind of evil bottom-feeding fish.
‘Want to name it, Agent Day?’ said Tandida, a touch acidly.
‘Er ... if you would you like me to?’ said Scharlette, unsure of the right response.
Tandida scowled. ‘Certainly. Why not? Go ahead.’
‘What about the, er ... the ...’
Tandida pursed her lips.
‘The Nightflounder?’ said Scharlette. It was a bit silly, but she hadn’t had much notice.
‘Ooo,’ said Gordon. ‘The Nightflounder! I like it.’
Tandida nodded. ‘The Nightflounder comes equipped with full 16th dimensional capability, as well as next gen invisibilisation, scanning confusticators embedded in the hull, ripple re-arrangement, discharge disguise, blacklight sparks and ...’ She lowered her voice for a dramatic reveal. ‘Spuglets.’
Gordon failed to smother a giggle.
‘That said, weak shields and basic weapons,’ said Tandida. ‘Anything else would run too hot and risk detection. She’s a single stunt steed, as custom as it comes.’
‘So ...’ Gordon now sounded worried. ‘You guys are going to fly off in that – well, that other ship – and I’m just going to, hmm, sit around and twiddle my thumbsticks?’
Scharlette hadn’t considered abandoning Gordon, and felt a touch of anxiety at the prospect.
‘There’s no AI installed yet,’ said Tandida. ‘You can transfer over if you want, Gordon.’
‘Oh, is that possible?’ said Scharlette. ‘Please come with us, Gordon!’
Gordon seemed hesitant. ‘I suppose I could, but it’s not as simple as you think. I’m used to being me. Imagine if you had to suddenly transplant your consciousness into a whole new body.’
‘Been there, done that,’ said Tom.
‘No one needs to hear your awful frat stories, Tom,’ said Gordon.
‘If it helps you make a decision,’ said Tandida, ‘I’m going to request that you erase this timeline entirely once you have your answers. I’ve spent too long on this pursuit of unruly fowls, and I’m going to need the time back. Or I’ll do it myself, if you get yourselves killed. So even if you don’t enjoy being the Nightflounder, Gordon, rest assured that you never will.’
‘Oh dear,’ said Gordon, still worried. ‘In that case, what if I really like it?’
Tandida gave a tight smile. ‘Then remember it fondly.’
‘Sigh,’ said Gordon. ‘Very well, I’ll do it. But no one tell Sally about this, all kay?’
Scharlette remembered that Sally was the name of Robin Hudd’s ship, who had chased them all over the place, once upon a time. She wasn’t sure why Sally knowing about this was an issue for Gordon, but it seemed like a pretty easy condition to agree with.
‘Yay!’ she said. ‘I’m so glad you’re coming!’
Gordon chuckled. ‘I guess it will be fun to be sneaky for a bit. I’ve never had a chance to be
sneaky before.’
‘What are you talking about?’ said Tomothy, incredulously. ‘We’ve done heaps
of missions where you had to be sneaky – it’s just that you always farm them up!’
‘Well, excuse me,’ said Gordon. ‘Maybe that’s because I wasn’t a super sneaky ship with spuglets before!’
‘Dock with the Nightflounder,’ said Tandida, ‘and I’ll clear you for access.’
The Nightflounder’s piloting area was snug, bordering on cramped. There was barely room for the two seats, fixed in place and tilted up to a wraparound screen in the nose of the ship. To fit into hers, Scharlette had to squash her legs awkwardly against the console.
‘This is not ideal!’ she said.
Tandida appeared on screen and startled her.
‘Had to keep the ship small while packing in a lot of tech,’ she said. ‘Made some sacrifices to ergonomics and habitation. Still, I hear you two don’t mind sharing a bed.’
She managed to wink broadly while the rest of her face remained motionless. Scharlette opened her mouth in outrage, but couldn’t think of anything to say.
How did Tandida know about that?
‘Establish your Certain Point after the hornets have been delivered to Pan,’ said Tandida, ‘but before they head off in separate directions. And try not to interfere with their missions directly. You’re only there to observe and audit.’
‘Thank you, Ms LaJones,’ said Scharlette, in a snippy tone, ‘but I think I know how a Certain Point works.’
Tandida looked like a cat who had enjoyed landing a swipe. ‘Have fun figuring everything out,’ she said. ‘The Nightflounder has never been tested in the field. Things could go terribly wrong in various ways. Good luck.’
Tandida disappeared. Scharlette sighed and lay back in her chair. At least it was nice to have a moment to herself, what with Tom off poking around the ship, and Gordon still transferring.
As they rotated gently in space, she imagined what it would be like to chase the hornets along their different paths. It was pretty mind-melting to know in advance they would remember nothing of up to a hundred journeys. She wondered what happened to the human soul in such circumstances? Did it split and fractal? Was it somehow diminishing to live through such a lot of time that was preordained to never occur?
‘That’s if there even is a soul,’ she said, to no one. ‘Right?’
A planet drifted into view. Scharlette watched it absently as she mused, until she realised she was looking at the Jewel she had once thought looked like an opal.
It didn’t look much like an opal any more. Gaping ravines criss-crossed its surface and grey haze oozed over the land. All the sparkle and lustre was gone, besides a few smoky pink strips.
It seemed something of a shame.
‘Gordon, are you online yet?’
There was a pause, followed by some crackling.
‘Had to initialise vocal outs,’ said Gordon. ‘To answer your question, some of me has counted to five, but the bucket hopes for a few more frogs.’
Scharlette waited for her head computer to translate this.
I’ve got nothing, it said.
Scharlette frowned. ‘Sorry Gordon, what do you mean?’
‘Restrain your equines,’ said Gordon. ‘I’m looking for a way to make soup out of molehills. Molehill soup. Soup error. Syntax soup, I mean.’
Scharlette grew concerned. ‘Perhaps I should leave you to transfer a few more files?’
‘Agreement soup,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette returned her gaze to the planet. Massive vats of material rose up through the atmosphere, to be released to waiting assembly bots in zero gravity.
Zoom in, she willed.
The view moved down to the surface, and followed the ridge of a huge rent, so deep the bottom could not be seen. Scharlette hadn’t realised from space, but the pink strips were actually a type of tree-like vegetation. Although some remained standing, many broken branches and trunks lay strewn down the slopes. The sight gave her a moment’s pause – she had assumed there was no life on the planet.
Just trees, I guess, she thought. 
Still, it reminded her of scenes from back home, of open cut mines gouged into what had once been picturesque bushland.
Computer, can you tell me the future of ... what’s this planet called?
Jewel 4.
Scharlette rolled her eyes.
Tell me the future of Jewel 4.
After being heavily mined to build Pan Armada 2, Jewel 4 eventually loses structural integrity and collapses into several unremarkable space rocks without designation. Like the unused fleet, they last until the yellow dwarf at the system’s centre turns into a red giant and engulfs them.
Scharlette saw space ships melting to metal gloop under a menacing red glow.
So in this timeline, Pan Armada 2 never gets deployed? It just floats about until it is destroyed?
Correct.
What about previous timelines, on which Pan Armada 2 never gets built? Can you show me Jewel 4 from one of those?
There was an uncustomary pause.
Access restricted, said her head computer. Do you wish to proceed?
What? Not if I’m going to get into trouble.
Proxsequent status grants you permission to proceed.
Scharlette’s eyes flickered – where had she heard those words before? Something Charkie had said, about some Server Monk? Scharlette hadn’t even met the guy.
She felt torn by curiosity, but the planet was here and now.
Yes, she replied, a bit nervously. She would figure out what the hell proxsequent status was later. Show me Jewel 4.
There is no Jewel 4 on timelines before the advent of Armada 2.
It was strangely difficult to direct the concept of ‘Huh?’ at her own head, but Scharlette managed it.
Huh?
On such timelines, the planet you refer to is named Arkterra.
Why would the name be different? Why did it have a proper one?
Show me Arkterra then.
The planet reappeared, again looking like a glinting opal.
Future, please.
Time sped by. The pink trees spread along high reaches, and followed rivers down to crystal lakes. From there, forests spread out across the land. Scharlette saw some dots in the sky, which she figured might have been dust on the lens of whatever probe had recorded this footage. She willed them to enlarge.
They were birds.
That can’t be right.
She directed the vision down under the forest canopy. Dappled light played over everything, and it took her a moment to make sense of all the patterns and moving shapes. As her gaze settled, she saw something climbing up a tree. Something else rustled as it made its way through the undergrowth. Then something larger, roughly the size of a deer, trotted through the trees and scared it off.
No, Scharlette thought. There must be a mistake.
Incorrect, said her head computer.
She rose back up above the trees and sped away to vast purple plains. The sight of bipeds ambling along together lodged a shard of ice in her heart. She increased the passage of time, and towns and cities sprung up everywhere, in joyful celebration of her worst fears. 
Who are they?
Arkterrans were a humanoid race, anatomically similar to humans. Once they discovered space travel, they united with the other races of their solar system—
‘Other races?’ said Scharlette.
Info flashed into her mind. Jewel 2 was actually Ghuytan, home to a race of fluffy bat-like people. Jewel 5 was Falloria, where sentient rocks rolled about in bustling rocktropolises. Once they took to space, the Arkterrans, Fallorians and Fluffbats established multicultural settlements on the remaining planets, buoyed by the spirit of co-operation.
Horror yawned within Scharlette, but she resisted being swallowed by it just yet. There had to be some answer, some rational explanation. 
Just so I’m clear ...
Yes?
These vibrant civilisations I’m seeing – they cease to exist once Panoptica mines the Jewels?
Correct. In the current timeline, conditions are no longer hospitable to the development of sentient life when it would have otherwise occurred.
Scharlette squeezed her eyes shut, as if that could banish the images in her head. Why on Earth did she have to be so curious?
Maybe there was a plan to put everything back the way it should be? A bunch of tricky time travel stuff she didn’t yet know or comprehend?
Tom squished himself into the seat beside her.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘there’s no HD, and it’s not so much meals and rec as a pill dispenser in a corner. This isn’t going to be the cushy ride we’re used to.’
‘Hey,’ said Scharlette, trying to keep the quaver from her voice, ‘are you aware of the harm caused by this mining operation?’
‘I certain-like hope so. Kick those peach pickers from here to—’
‘I mean that, if not for Armada 2, multiple civilisations would grow here?’
Tomothy went strangely quiet.
‘Tom?’
‘I’ve heard the odd rumour,’ he said. ‘Conspiracy theories, most people say. Hudd certainly believes them, though. It was one of our various disagreements.’
Scharlette watched a gigantic drill-thing violently puncturing a hillside.
‘Hudd once told me to ask you about the Fallorians,’ she said. ‘Is this what he meant?’
Tom shrugged. ‘It’s hard to say.’
Scharlette wondered if she could project the classified stuff onto the viewscreen – and it turned out she could.
‘It’s not hard to say,’ she said. ‘I can access it all with my proxsequent status.’
Tom chuckled. ‘I doubt you have proxsequent status. You’re not even—’
As images of Arkterra began to flash up, his eyes lost their sparkle.
‘This is genocide,’ said Scharlette. ‘On an incredible scale.’
Tom winced. ‘Is it genocide if you don’t kill anyone?’
It wasn’t quite the first reaction she’d expected from him. She fixed him with a hard stare.
‘It’s not like they’ve actually been killed,’ said Tom. ‘You have to exist in order to be killed. They just ... never get born.’
‘“Just never get born”?’
‘Hey, I don’t think this is neatorama, by any means, but let’s not fling around words like genocide. It’s not really what it means.’
‘You can get semantic if you like, but we’re still talking about an abominable crime.’
Tom watched the lost races expand across their solar system, his expression growing dark and troubled.
‘Tom?’
‘Sometimes ...’ He struggled to find the words. ‘Panopticians make a lot of heavy choices, and sometimes there are no good options. We have to weigh everything on balance. Armada 2 is about trying to save many lives.’
‘So what’s a few denied the right to even exist?’
‘I didn’t say that. I’m not happy about this, I promise. Most Panopticians wouldn’t be, which is why the Council has evidently covered it up.’ He rubbed his brow. ‘I’m just saying things are not always straightforward.’
He seemed weary – moreso than Scharlette had ever seen him. They looked into each other’s eyes for a time, as if communing their mental states as the reality of the situation sank in.
‘This means we really have to succeed, right?’ said Tom eventually.
‘What do you mean?’
‘From what I understand, Armada 2 is a contingency strategy, and it’s not even likely to work. You heard Tandida – if it gets sent to the Slaughter, it will probably just fuel more Germ reinforcements. But if we can stop the Germs another way, the need for Armada 2 disappears. The Fallorians and others here will get their system back untarnished.’
Scharlette wasn’t sure if his words focused her or made her feel ill. That her people ... her people ... would take such action, in any circumstance, no matter how desperate, seemed unforgivable.
Maybe Hudd had been right to try and change things?
‘It’s not your people who did this,’ said Tom. Had she said something out loud? ‘It’s the politicians, Scharlette. The government does plenty in secret which does not represent the will of the people. Shady deals, cynical spin doctoring, pulling the neoprene over our eyes. Have you no experience of this yourself?’
His question caught Scharlette unawares, yet the answer rose readily to the surface. She thought about refugees wasting away in offshore detention centres; children who had never seen outside of a cage; desperate prisoners sewing their lips together in protest as some suited ghoul whispered ‘terrorist’ to the masses and made them complicit in torture without end; funding cuts to health, social services, education and the arts; tax cuts for the fat and the rich who needed nothing less than more; lobbyists for the tobacco, coal and pharmaceutical industries, who’d rather admire a buck in their pocket than even glance in the right direction; media barons hell bent on societal ruination for no reason she could ever comprehend.
They all got away with murder in plain sight, every day, and there seemed to be nothing anyone could do about it. To make matters worse, the population routinely applauded its morally bankrupt political leaders, rewarding their hubris with greater power. Handed it over under the guise of democracy, guided by their own misfiring primal threat centres. Ignorant that their weak minds were being manipulated by scare campaigns and three word slogans. Gnashing their teeth without a shred of self awareness. 
The world was full of fuckwits, and everyone knew it.
It felt like a tear wanted to form, but her eyes were too hot, and it dried up in the ducts. Was it so hard to believe that nothing had changed? Had she really thought this shit was behind her, lost to the distant past? That humanity would naturally and ultimately advance down a kinder, wiser, more altruistic path?
‘Why have we not outgrown this?’ she murmured.
‘There are many good people,’ said Tom. ‘Most are good, in their hearts.’
The existence of good people did not seem like enough. It never had. Good people weren’t sociopaths driven to rule, or to force their world view onto others, like a square peg in a circle of hell.
‘I’m so disappointed,’ Scharlette said.
‘I can see that. I’m sorry.’
He seemed genuinely disappointed himself, drained of his usual pep.
‘If we can find an answer,’ he said, ‘we can set things to rights. You and I can fix this. Of what do you speak?’
‘Hey?’
What do you say? translated her head computer.
Scharlette knew she hadn’t done much about the troubles back home in Australia. The odd fiery conversation at the pub with someone who voted differently was not the same thing as attending the protests, knocking on the doors – or hell, even running for parliament. It had always felt like there was nothing she could really do to change things, so why even bother? She had switched the news over to Star Trek, ignoring the guilt in the back of her mind.
Tom was waiting for an answer. Here and now, she had a chance to take real action, maybe even to make a difference.
She took a deep breath, and gave him a nod.
A small smile of relief tweaked his lips.
‘Hi everyone!’ said Gordon. ‘What did I miss?’
Tom straightened up. 
‘Well, Gordon,’ he said, ‘we’re going to save the farming day.’



8. A Hundred Adventures
‘Divine bovine,’ said Gordon. ‘This thing is so fast, we’ll reach our coordinates in under an hour!’
‘Crumbs,’ said Tomothy. ‘What did Tandida give us?’
‘All kinds of new stuff,’ said Gordon. ‘Just hope I don’t get any space dust in my eye. Hey, comet! See ya later! Wooooo ...’
‘Keep your wits about you,’ warned Tomothy. ‘And don’t be afraid to go slow if you need to. You’re still learning the ship, Gordon.’
‘Don’t worry, I read the manual. I’m sleek and fast, a shadow among shadows! The wind of the universe, She Who Cannot Be Seen, the skulkiest skulker who ever skulked. Now, would anyone like some cupcakes? I’ve worked out how to override the fabricator’s restrictions.’
Scharlette finally chuckled.
‘So,’ said Tom, ‘when were you granted proxsequent status, anyway? I thought Charkie was just kidding about that.’
‘I’m not sure,’ said Scharlette. ‘I don’t even know what the fudge it is.’
‘It’s given by the Server Monks, but I don’t really know either.’ Tom shuddered. ‘Something to do with the Subsequent.’
‘The what?’
‘Those who come after. It’s a sort of generalised term for Panopticians ahead of us on the timeline.’
‘Sort of,’ said Gordon. ‘Not just downstream but ... well, a lot further on. Down the river and around the bend, if you will.’
‘But what does it mean?’
‘It means,’ said Tom, ‘that you have a bunch of rights and authorities very rarely meted out.’
‘What rights and authorities?’ Scharlette turned to the screen. ‘Head computer, project a list of my rights and authorities for all to see.’
Proxsequent Status, Rights and Authorities: 
Classified
‘I can’t even know my own rights and authorities?’ said Scharlette, exasperatedly.
‘We can deduce you’re allowed to look at shamefully buried governmental recordings,’ said Gordon. ‘That’s a positive, right?’
‘Hey,’ said Tom, his eyes widening, ‘maybe this means we can finally find out who really shot JFK?’
‘Ooo,’ said Gordon. ‘Yes!’
Scharlette was surprised. ‘That’s still a thing?’
‘So sad,’ said Gordon. ‘Cut off in his prime, at the pinnacle of his career.’
‘So many important things left to say and do,’ said Tom.
‘And all through the medium of interpretive cloud rearrangement,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette glanced ‘between’ them. ‘Wait, who are you two talking about?’
‘Jester Funk Kenneally,’ said Tom and Gordon together.
‘Won’t see his like again.’
‘The skies will never be the same.’
Scharlette felt her questions were becoming like a nine-headed hydra.
‘We’re here!’ said Gordon. ‘A few smiles from where the hornets are delivered to Pan in 100 AHD. I’ll jump to a point just after they arrive.’
‘Shouldn’t we jump to a point just before they arrive?’ said Tom. ‘Otherwise they’ll spot 16th dimensional activity on their sensors.’
‘Will they?’ said Gordon.
Something covered over the viewscreen, like a dusting of dark flour. A few moments later it blew away as if in a breeze, to reveal Panoptica in the distance. Nearby was the swarm of newly arrived hornets.
‘Huh,’ Tom grunted, with begrudging admiration. ‘Is this what Tandida meant by blacklight sparks?’
‘Maybe you should read the manual?’ said Gordon.
‘Not long until they receive their missions and split,’ said Tom. ‘We need to establish our Certain Point.’
Scharlette felt again the strange existential conundrum she had been halfway through mulling over – of setting off on a hundred adventures she would never remember. She ran her hands through her hair and flared it out crazily, which somehow seemed to help. If the world was going to be batshit insane, so would she.
A hand on her knee made her start.
‘I know you’ve been shaken up by what we saw,’ said Tom. ‘Perhaps beyond remedy of a few deep breaths – but I would hate for you to begin multiple timelines in a squigglywig. So, if you want, we can—’
Scharlette snorted loudly. ‘A squigglywig?’
‘Ah ...’
‘I mean, I’ve heard some dumb future-speak in my time, Agent Dartle, but that is right up there.’
Tom was hesitantly hopeful. ‘Has it cheered you up?’
‘It’s done something to me, that’s for sure.’
Tom grinned. ‘Ready, then?’
‘As I’ll never be.’
‘Our scoreboard,’ announced Gordon, and a list of ships scrolled up the viewscreen. ‘We’ll strike their names as edits arrive. Miss Scharlette, would you be so kind as to provide us with a cue?’
‘So,’ said Scharlette, ‘like one, two, three, go?’
Gordon laughed. ‘Classic!’
Scharlette considered the top name on the scoreboard. ‘And we start with the Frangelica Haddad?’
‘That’s right,’ said Gordon. ‘I put them in a random order for no real reason.’
‘Okay then.’ Scharlette cleared her throat. ‘One, two, three, go!’
For a moment they just sat looking at the list. Scharlette wasn’t sure what to expect. Were they about to start tracking the first ship? Or ...
The Frangelica Haddad’s logs are verified, came her edit from the future.
‘Something?’ said Tom, watching her closely.
‘No to the Frangelica,’ Scharlette said, with a touch of wonder.
‘And we’re off!’ said Gordon. A big red X slammed down over the name ‘Frangelica Haddad’ and exploded, words and all.
‘Very colourful, Gordon,’ said Tomothy.
‘Thanks!’
The list moved up a notch, placing the Grayson Wu in the top position.
‘Right,’ said Scharlette. ‘So that means we followed the Frangelica Haddad in a previous future that we can’t remember? And next up we need to track—’
No dice with the Grayson Wu, came her edit.
‘Oh!’ she said.
‘Yes?’ said Gordon.
‘The Grayson Wu is a no go!’
Gordon whooped and another X slammed down. As the next name moved into the top spot, Scharlette barely had time to read it.
The Basira Mayamiko is totally boring and does nothing of any note.
‘No to the Basira Mayamiko,’ Scharlette said, unsettled by how fast this was happening. She wondered what she had seen, where she had been, while tracking these ships?
She couldn’t think much about it, however, as the edits continued to come thick and fast. 
‘Strike the Chadley Kooper,’ she said. ‘And the Suzannette Stein ... and the Elon Musk, wow, that’s one from my ... oh, and the Strawberry Plasmid. Hippy parents, or just dumb celebrities? And ...’
As Scharlette reeled off names, Gordon amped up the visual effects, detonating letters like a fireworks display building to the crescendo.
How long had each trace taken? Days, weeks, longer? Just one edit could represent years of investigation, yet all she had to do was sit here watching them roll in.
‘The Michelle Obama, no,’ she said. ‘Vargus Dosinder, no. Wang McGregor, no.’
The Harriet Snard was a hell of a trip, came her next edit. Maybe worth remembering one day. Probably best if Tom doesn’t, though. Anyway, no good for our purposes.
Scharlette glanced at Tomothy. What had happened that she didn’t want him to remember? Her future self was so infuriating. Had she gotten him killed, or run off with another man? Had she drunk too much and thrown up on his crotch?
‘We’re really going to have to suppress all these, aren’t we?’ said Tom.
‘Oh yes,’ said Gordon. ‘To have so many memories come back to you, even staggered – you’d wind up timewarped for sure. I mean, I’ll be fine, I can take it, so I’ll tell you if there’s anything you really need to know.’
‘Not about the Harriet Snard!’ snapped Scharlette.
‘Everything all kay?’ said Tom.
‘Yep.’ Scharlette was already listening to the next edit. ‘Whack a cross on the Fred-Eric Schmause.’
As the minutes stacked up, soon she was speaking names almost mechanically.
‘The Charles Darwin ... the Renata Despira ...’
‘Five left!’ announced Gordon.
‘The William Shakespeare ... the Sam Bowring ...’
‘Three!’
‘The Karagor ... the Yakov Kent ...’
‘One!’
Scharlette tensed. Was this the timeline on which there was only one hornet left untracked? That would be typical, wouldn’t it? They were about to have the momentous adventure that would change everything, weren’t they?
Hell of a countdown, hey? came the edit. We just followed the Marie Curie through some pretty trippy space weeds, but it matched the details in her flight log. So, the hornets are all in the clear. We need to figure out something else.
Tomothy waited expectantly. ‘Did it come?’ he said.
Scharlette sighed. ‘This whole thing is a bust,’ she said.
Tom was momentarily puzzled, but then listened to his head computer. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘It seems this line of enquiry is indeed a life-like carving of somebody’s head, as you say.’
The final name exploded and filled the screen with twinkles, which Gordon set against a backdrop of the Sydney Harbour Bridge.
‘There,’ said Gordon. ‘That make you feel at home?’
‘Very nice, thank you Gordon.’
Even though nothing had really happened, Scharlette was exhausted. Had she just put herself through hell and back? Or had it all been really boring? It felt like she had climbed up stairs in the dark and then, instead of there being an extra step at the top which she hadn’t been expecting, there wasn’t one.
‘Well,’ said Gordon, ‘you had better both stick your hands in my PPC reader, so I can suppress all of those curly timelines. Meanwhile, what’s next?’
Scharlette slumped back in her chair. ‘Let’s take a moment to think this through.’ 
‘Sounds like cupcake time to me!’ said Gordon.
The transparent walls of meals and rec gave the small room an illusion of space, and a view of all kinds of weird machinery in the Nightflounder’s internals. In one corner was a high table with bar stools, in the other was a fabricator with ‘Meal Pills Only’ written on it.
‘Can’t believe I miss the Nightmare Sex Fern,’ said Scharlette.
‘Meal pill?’ said Tomothy.
Scharlette shrugged. ‘Sure.’
‘No cupcakes?’ said Gordon hopefully. ‘I could use meal pills as sprinkles.’
‘Not if you have to divert resources from other important systems,’ said Tomothy. ‘I’m sure Tandida placed the restrictions for a reason.’
Gordon grumbled something incomprehensible.
Tomothy joined Scharlette at the table and handed her a pill.
‘What’s in these?’ she said.
‘Vitamins and minerals, I suppose,’ said Tomothy.
‘More like boredom and disappointment,’ grouched Gordon.
‘It’s nice she gave us this table, at least,’ Scharlette said, ‘so we can be social while we swallow.’
The pill wasn’t exactly satisfying, but didn’t leave her hungry either.
‘It’s not like I have to conserve power,’ said Gordon. ‘I haven’t even used the Nightflounder to do anything fun.’
Scharlette considered this. ‘She’s right,’ she said. ‘We’ve done fuck-all.’
‘We have,’ said Tom. ‘We just don’t remember.’
Scharlette waved her hand irritably. ‘This was a whole bunch of build-up for nothing. We have this state-of-the-art stealth ship, and all we’ve done is watch a bunch of hornets piss off. It sucks.’
‘Sucks even worse than cupcake absence,’ said Gordon.
‘At any rate,’ said Tomothy, ‘now we have to erase this timeline too, in accordance with Tandida’s wishes.’
‘Tandida,’ glowered Scharlette. ‘Do you think she knows about the Jewels?’
‘I think we assume she doesn’t,’ said Tom. ‘I have to believe that, she’s always been a hero to our people.’ He looked troubled, nonetheless. ‘Now, which of us is going to send the edit?’
‘Hang on,’ said Scharlette. ‘Let’s think for a second. Assuming we didn’t screw up tracking the hornets, that means Hornet X has to be a replica.’
‘In which case,’ said Tomothy, ‘it could come from anywhere.’
‘And we don’t have any clues about where to start looking,’ said Scharlette. ‘So instead, we should go to the one place where we know it’s going to be.’
‘But ...’ Tomothy turned pale. ‘No, no.’
‘If you’ve got a better idea, I’m listening.’
‘And I am always listening,’ said Gordon. ‘Whether to this plan, or your problems if you want to share them, or your whimpers while you sleep ...’
‘What are you suggesting, exactly?’ said Tomothy.
‘We blip into the Slaughter just as Hornet X appears, follow it into the wormhole, and find out what the hell, man.’
‘There’s no way,’ said Tomothy. ‘Scharlette, you don’t know how hard we’ve tried. No one has ever been able to get that close.’
‘But no one,’ said Scharlette, ‘had a Nightflounder before.’
‘Sneaky, sneaky,’ said Gordon.



9. Stealth Mode?
As blacklight sparks built up, Scharlette noticed a sheen on Tomothy’s forehead.
‘But you’re normally so chirpy about dangerous scenarios,’ she said.
‘Scharlette,’ he said, ‘this is farming scary. The Germs are cruel and horrible and they have time travel. We’re alone in an untested ship, about to make a play for their most heavily defended point in history. If they detect us, they could short out all our 16th dimensional stuff, meaning we may not be able to use our PPCs. And if they catch us, Science knows what they’ll do to us. Not to mention that we will have delivered them some brand new stealth tech.’ He looked as miserable as if they were already defeated. ‘I just hope your righteous indignation is enough to see us through.’
He said this factually, like he really hoped it was true. Nevertheless, he had done a good job of cooling Scharlette’s jets in carbonite.
It was too late to change her mind, however. The sparks blew away to reveal they had arrived in the Great Slaughter, in the centre of a seething ball of Germs. The Nightflounder didn’t have Gordon’s stability, and they rocked like a boat in a roiling sea of sharks. Enemy ships whizzed by so closely, Scharlette thought she could see snarling faces through the windows. She thumped her head on the back of her seat as Gordon lurched to avoid a collision.
‘Ow!’
‘No signs of detection!’ said Gordon.
The masses parted for a moment, to reveal Hornet X already being towed towards the wormhole. 
‘Get us in there!’ snapped Tomothy. ‘What are you waiting for?’
His anger – or fear? – made Scharlette flinch. She didn’t think she had ever heard him speak that way before.
Gordon made for the wormhole, cutting a jagged path to avoid the hurtling fighters. Scharlette felt queasy as she was thrown back and forth, and dug her nails deep into the arm rests. The wormhole loomed large before them, its swirling currents like grape cordial going down a plughole.
They entered the slipstream of Hornet X’s escort, fighters all moving in the same direction. As the wormhole’s edges began to frazzle, Gordon sped over the threshold, almost hitting the Germ in front.
‘Watch out!’ yelled Tom.
There was a jolting crunch as another fighter side-swiped them and went veering away.
‘By the beard of Science!’ said Tomothy. ‘This is suicide!’
The fighter wobbled and righted its course.
‘Hopefully they’ll blame the unpredictable wormhole forces!’ said Gordon.
‘Hopefully!’ Tom shouted sarcastically.
They dived towards the bottom, where the churning patterns were large and nauseating. Gordon managed to level out, then slowed to match the speed of the ships above.
‘Well,’ said Scharlette, wearing a rictus smile, ‘that wasn’t so bad? Eh?’
Tomothy wiped sweat from his brow.
‘I’m scanning the hornet,’ said Gordon. ‘It doesn’t seem to have any recognisable internal systems.’
‘What does that mean?’ said Scharlette.
‘Well, it’s just ... not really a hornet. It looks like one on the outside, but its insides are confusing.’
Ahead, through the wormhole exit, an array of Germ forces waited amid banks of barnacle-looking-things.
‘Are they pointing those barnacles at us?’ said Scharlette. ‘Or just guarding the wormhole in, you know ... a generally wary fashion?’
‘Who the farm knows?’ said Tomothy. ‘No one’s ever gotten this far.’
They zoomed through the exit and dropped downwards, out of the way of any following traffic. The fighters continued on to the gathered warships, releasing Hornet X from their tendrils to place it before them.
‘They’re scanning the entire area,’ said Gordon, ‘but none of it is finding us. Although it does kind of tickle.’
‘This is no time for jokes,’ muttered Tomothy.
‘I’m not joking!’ said Gordon. ‘It does kind of tickle. I’m giving you updates! Do you not want updates?’
Scharlette had never heard Gordon angry before either. It was all making her extremely tense, as if external factors were not enough.
One rotund ship in particular caught her eye – it was a colour she thought of as ‘mucus cream’, with several clusters of waving fronds, but no obvious weaponry.
‘I have no record of that ship type,’ said Gordon.
‘Must not be one they send into battle,’ said Tom. ‘It’s probably here to take Hornet X and—’
A hulking warship opened fire and blasted Hornet X to pieces.
‘Well,’ said Tomothy, ‘when you’re wrong, things go boom.’
‘But isn’t this ...’ Scharlette stared at the floating debris. ‘Aren’t they meant to acquire time tech from X?’
‘The cream one and that warship are talking,’ said Gordon. ‘Do you want me to intercept the transmission?’
‘Does it increase our risk of detection?’ said Tom.
‘Every action we take increases our risk of detection,’ said Gordon. ‘Even if that action is remaining still and silent.’
‘Intercept,’ said Scharlette. ‘We’ve come this far.’
‘I’ll just edge us a little closer ...’
They bumped against an outlying barnacle bank with a resounding claaaaaaang.
‘Whoops!’ said Gordon. ‘Sorry!’
‘All you have to do is not bump into stuff!’ growled Tomothy.
‘I’m said I’m sorry! I’m still learning this thing.’
‘So it’s not just
reading the manual?’ said Tom acidly. ‘It actually takes some practice and experience?’
‘Here’s the broadcast,’ said Gordon, in a small voice.
The viewscreen flickered and two faces appeared. One was all drooling maw and green exoskeleton. The other was pale, with soft rolls of white flesh and tiny glistening eyes, like a grub with lips.
They clicked and slurped at each other horribly.
‘Translating,’ said Gordon.
‘You dare question me, B06/01?’ spluttered the green Germ. ‘If so, yours may be the next ship I reduce to bits and pieces!’
‘Forgive me, N57/07!’ gibbered the grub. ‘I simply meant the decoy vessel may have had further use!’
Scharlette and Tom exchanged a look.
‘Decoy vessel?’ said Scharlette.
‘It achieved its purpose,’ said N57/07. ‘Yes? We will no longer be rebuffed by the invisible barriers of the past? Although if your claim is proven false, I will renew my calls to have you and the rest of the artisan caste excised from the Bacterium.’
Lines of static briefly corrupted the picture.
‘It will prove correct!’ squeaked B06/01. ‘This deception will protect the genesis of our new capabilities from Gutbag eyes. You can murder them freely, without fear of the barriers!’
‘They’re talking about plimits?’ said Tomothy. ‘By the sounds?’
‘You are lucky you have one productive idea in a thousand,’ said N57/07. ‘So repulsive, your inventive minds. Replication without touch? Original thought?’ It shivered, spraying gloop everywhere. ‘It is not natural.’
The picture fuzzed again.
‘I’ll boost the signal,’ said Gordon.
Loud music began to blare.
If you’re lost you can look and you will find me
Time after time
‘What the farm is that?’ yelled Tom.
‘I was working on a playlist for Scharlette!’ wailed Gordon. ‘I thought it would be fun to use time-themed music from her historical period!’
Scharlette covered her ears against Cyndi Lauper playing at a hundred decibels. ‘That’s very sweet!’
If you fall, I will catch you, I will be waiting
Time after time
‘It downloaded to a weird place when I transferred!’ said Gordon miserably.
‘Shut it off! Now!’
A moment later, the music grew even louder.
‘Oh dear,’ said Gordon. ‘I think I turned the dial the wrong way.’
‘Gutbags in stealth!’ crackled N57/07’s voice. ‘Kill them as quickly as you can!’
The Germ ships started to turn.
‘Gordon,’ raged Tomothy, ‘you are so bad at stealth!’
‘It takes mistakes to learn!’ said Gordon.
A barrage of globs came streaming towards them.
‘Get us out of here!’
As Gordon sped towards the wormhole, it suddenly collapsed to a dot. Tomothy raised his wrist to his mouth, but a heavy impact sent him flying from his chair to smash against the viewscreen. Scharlette was flung forward as well, but cracked her knees against her console and crashed to the floor. 
‘We will fashion your skin into underwear!’ crackled N57/07. ‘We will—’
‘My 16th dimensional tech!’ cried Gordon. ‘It’s going offline! Scharlette, is your PPC working? Please hurry!’
Scharlette rolled to her side, wincing painfully, and hoisted her PPC to her mouth. ‘Scharlette, it’s me! Listen up quick!’
As she blurted her message, Gordon began to shudder repeatedly under the barrage.
‘Quickly!’ the AI shrilled in alarm.
Scharlette picked a point which she had previously thought would be a funny choice if she ever did send herself back a bunch of hot tips from the future. It wasn’t funny now, but it was what sprung to mind and, as cracking and explosions sounded all around, she willed the edit to send.



10. Scharlette Solves the Whole Entire Problem
Tiny Germs clashed with Armada 1, like gnats at war around Scharlette’s head, as she stood with Tomothy in the HD.
‘If I do actually solve this thing,’ she said, ‘it will be through sheer luck, do you understand? There is no way I can possibly do this without buckets of luck!’
‘Er ...’ Tom did not seem sure of her point. ‘Whatever gets the job done?’
‘In which case, you and yours will not have learned any good lessons. Also! Maybe we won’t even have to work it out? Maybe we’re about to receive some helpful edits from our future selves? Informing us of how to defeat the Germs for good? Once we figure it out?’
‘Assuming we do,’ said Tom.
Scharlette flung her hands wide. ‘Now would be a good time, future selves!’ she declared. ‘Give us your commands, I beseech thee! Bestow them upon us, hot tips from the future!’
Scharlette, it’s me, came her panicked-sounding edit. We visited Tandida, tracked all the hornets, and their flight logs were accurate!
Scharlette’s mouth formed a silent O. She gestured excitedly at her head. She couldn’t believe it had worked!
‘You’re actually getting an edit?’ said Tomothy.
‘Shush, I’m getting an edit!’
We then followed Hornet X through the wormhole. The whole thing is a ruse. Listen to me!
‘I am! Jesus Christ.’
Ow! The Germs created X themselves. They didn’t discover time travel from him, they used
time travel to make him! He’s a decoy!
Scharlette gave Tomothy a look of ‘OMG, what amazing news’.
‘I have no idea what it is you’re hearing,’ he said.
The answer lies elsewhere! Yes, I’m sending it now, Gordon! Shit!
Scharlette grabbed Tomothy by the shoulders. ‘Hornet X is just a decoy! Wait, I bet I’m about to hear the next instalment of our amazing adventures.’
Scharlette waited eagerly, still clutching Tom while he stared at her in bemusement.
‘Um,’ he said, after a moment.
‘That’s it?’ said Scharlette. ‘Bah. So skimpy on the details.’
‘Well,’ said Tom, ‘I’m still a keen bean to find out what you told yourself.’
The HD turned into their favourite alien bar.
‘Drink?’ he said, as he took fizzing cocktails from a passing waiter.
‘I can’t believe that worked!’ said Scharlette. ‘Maybe it will again? Hey, future me, how about some further useful information?’
Tomothy took a long draw on his straw.
Scharlette lay awake in bed. She was restless, and didn’t feel like asking Gordon to knock her out. Beside her, Tom slumbered deeply. For someone who wasn’t used to natural sleep, he seemed to be a natural. Was it rash to have jumped ‘back’ into bed ‘again’ so quickly? Etc.
It was the kind of issue she would have once discussed at length with Jenelope – if her sister had been across the intricacies of 16th dimensional relationships. She thought about how they used to sit up chatting endlessly in Jen’s bedroom, late into the night, while their unconcerned parents held loud dinner parties downstairs.
On one occasion, Jen had been agonising over whether a persistent boy named Reggie Hills was qualified to be her first ever date. ‘You only get one first ever date,’ she’d said, ‘and I’m not sure about his face. Do I really want it etched into my mind for the rest of my life?’
Reggie had asked Jen to the Revival Cinema that Saturday night, to a special screening of Jurassic Park, which she had never seen. She liked the idea of dinosaurs running amok, so in the end she had decided to go – but there had been no second date for poor ol’ Reggie.
Scharlette imagined telling Jen that they could now go and see real dinosaurs if they wanted. Well, maybe just in the HD, given the timeshield rules, but even that would be pretty amazing.
‘It would blow your frickin’ mind, Jen,’ she whispered.
Her own mind suddenly blew with the stunning realisation that she could use to the HD to meet Jen in the Cretaceous, if she wanted to.
Also keeping Scharlette awake was the monumental problem she was tasked with. It seemed like she had already made some inroads to solving it on an alternative timeline, but what was she supposed to do in this one?
Searching for a distraction, she flipped open the book.
Scharlette was fixing to toss and turn. Was she in any way as capable as her former self, she wondered? Was the president’s enormous show of faith in her warranted? Was the book being a dick by rehashing these doubts?
‘I was gonna say,’ she said.
It was fortunate that, instead of dwell upon such mundane matters, Scharlette was reminded of a previous occasion when she’d had to solve a perplexing time tangle, and how useful it had been to talk things through with Gordon.
It was either that or lie there staring at the ceiling all ‘night’.
Scharlette smiled, put down the book, and slipped out of bed.
Scharlette sat in a plush dressing gown with her legs tucked beneath her, swivelling about in the piloting area as she sipped a bottle of frazzberry juice.
‘I can’t believe we actually ventured through a wormhole into Germ space!’ said Gordon. ‘Very brave of me, if I may say.’
‘Of us, don’t you mean?’
‘Sure, if you think intestinal parasites are brave just because they get carried into battle.’
Scharlette almost spat out her drink. ‘You don’t really think of us as intestinal parasites, do you?’
Gordon chuckled. ‘Of course not. Intestinal parasites would be much easier to look after.’
Scharlette swivelled to a stop. ‘Receiving that edit was kind of annoying.’
‘Oh?’
‘I mean, in order to reach the point of deciding “We should visit the inventor of time travel” or “Let’s take a trip to the Blotch”, I would have had to go through a whole thought process first. And while those pathways might have proven dead ends, I don’t know what steps lead to taking them. Any thinking I do now may well be redundant, and I can’t even tell.’
‘Well,’ said Gordon, ‘maybe you should remember your own complaints, and include more details in your message next time?’
Scharlette found it a bit unfair to be judged for things she had failed to do in a previous future.
‘It sounded like we were under attack, and I didn’t have much time,’ she said, defensively. She shook it off. ‘Okay, so Hornet X may be a red herring, but it might still be worth investigating the Slaughter, right? That’s where the most things change in terms of Panoptician and Germ interaction.’
‘That’s what the probabilities suggest.’
‘So we need to think about ...’
‘Variables,’ said Gordon.
‘Yeah. Where have new variables been introduced, that’s the question.’
‘I love questions.’
‘Let’s get this all straight. In the very first timeline, the Germs attack Earth, Panoptica escapes into the future, and the Germs kill everyone left behind. Humanity loses.’
‘A fair summary.’
‘Panoptica then constructs the timeshield and scouts the universe. They build Pan Armada 1 and launch a counter attack back through time, catch the Germs with their shorts around their ankle equivalents, and bam, humanity wins.’
‘Yay!’
‘Panoptica then grows comfortable in its victory. So comfortable, in fact, that it starts allowing further missions into the Slaughter, to rescue people and further tip the result in Pan’s favour. New ships and new pilots enter the fray. Somehow, potentially due to these
newly introduced variables, the Germs acquire time travel.’
‘All kay so far.’
‘Once that happens, the Germs are able to change the outcome. They build greater armies, surprise Armada 1 with torrents of reinforcements, and win. Panoptica loses.’
‘Sad face.’
‘Panoptica attempts to fix this by removing all their time tech from the battle, but it doesn’t work.’
Scharlette tried to hold it all in her head, and picture the flow of events across timelines.
‘If the outcome continues to change,’ she said, slowly and carefully lest the forming thought slip away, ‘different people might live or die in each version of the Slaughter.’
‘This is indeed the case.’
‘So if a Panoptician who was killed in earlier versions now survives, that would introduce a new lifespan into Panoptica’s timeline.’
‘For true.’
‘New ripples forward, maybe a new future. A new future leads to new ripples backwards?’
‘Eek.’
‘So how many Panopticians who were previously killed now live?’
Head computer, bring up the details I think I want to see.
A bunch of profiles scrolled up the viewscreen.
‘Scharlette ...’ said Gordon.
‘Could these be possible candidates?’ said Scharlette. ‘Did one of them create the change?’ She slipped off her seat and pointed at a bald guy with a twirly moustache. ‘Professor Snenmore McDervish! He sounds like a guy at the heart of a twisted conspiracy, right? Maybe his experience in the Slaughter drove him insane and he became obsessed with the Germs, made studying them his life’s work.’
‘Scharlette ...’
‘He even grew to admire them!’ Scharlette’s eyes flashed as she imagined Snenmore’s backstory. ‘Grew to think of them as the supreme form of life in the universe! Like that syndrome where you fall in love with your own prison guard, whatever it’s called?’
‘Porn Director Syndrome?’
‘No, no.’ Scharlette laughed. ‘Weirdo.’
‘Scharlette, I’ve been trying to tell you,’ said Gordon. ‘These people’s lives have all been mapped. None of them being alive or dead affects the outcome in any way. We’ve even run a few ... experiments ... just to make sure.’
‘Could you make that sound any creepier?’
‘I don’t know, it’s already pretty creepy.’
‘Well, what a shame. Really thought I was onto something there.’
Scharlette wondered if it might help to watch the battle again. She brought up the Slaughter on the viewscreen, playing out from different angles. As she watched a Germ ship explode, the sparks sparked an idea.
‘What about the Germs?’ she said.
‘Huh?’
‘What about their variables?’
‘Before they acquired time travel, their history could only be affected by us. Therefore we must be the ones who—’
‘Yes, yes, we caused the change. But what if that change was one of them living or dying, instead of one of us?’
Gordon fell silent.
‘Gordon?’
‘Sorry, it just surprises me when you think of something I haven’t, given I’m a super powerful AI.’
‘Maybe you had an assumption or two clogging up your mainframe?’
Gordon laughed. ‘Maybe.’
‘So let’s do the same thing as before, except we invert it for the Germs, since I’m guessing Pan’s “rescue phase” saw more Germs killed as opposed to saved?’
‘Naturally.’
‘And, if a Germ life being removed from the timeline was somehow responsible for creating the change, that Germ would also have to die in the current version of events, in order for the change to persist – even though the Germs now win?’
‘Wow, yes.’
Scharlette spun to the screen. ‘Show us the Germs who survived Panoptica’s initial victory, but were killed in all following versions.’
The viewscreen zoomed out to show the whole battle. Here and there little dots began to glow.
‘There’s not very many of them,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette narrowed her eyes. ‘No,’ she said. ‘There’s not.’
‘Like, less than fifty,’ said Gordon.
‘What were you saying about being a super powerful AI?’
‘There are precisely forty seven,’ said Gordon.
‘Let’s see an example.’ 
The view flickered to a brown fighter weaving haphazardly among silver needles.
‘Who’s this plucky young chap?’ said Scharlette.
Lasers passed over the fighter and it exploded.
‘Never mind,’ said Scharlette. ‘Maybe another one?’
The view switched to a worm-like ship pumping out energy balls.
‘That’s a Class 2B Germ Vessel with individual ident 1567,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette managed to stop her eyes from rolling. ‘Let’s just call them energy worms from now on,’ she said. ‘And that one’s individual ident is Fred.’
‘All kay then.’
Fred flew about for a couple of minutes, before he was smashed to pieces by Panoptician death cubes.
‘Bye Fred,’ said Scharlette.
They watched ship after ship in their final moments, and many more of them underwent name changes. Scharlette christened blobbers, mudclumps, cracklers, mashers, poo sharks and bone eyes, among others.
‘Can I name the next one?’ said Gordon.
‘Sure.’
They considered a capital ship, which Scharlette thought looked like a piece of plankton, if plankton was huge and terrifying.
‘Um,’ said Gordon.
Rows of red nodes lit up along the ship’s ridges and raked comb-like lasers through squadrons of Panopticians.
‘What about ... Ship ... Type ... D?’
‘No, Gordon.’
‘Gosh, it’s hard to be creative.’
‘Don’t overthink it. Just say the first word that comes to mind.’
‘All kay, let’s see. Breakfast?’
Scharlette chortled. ‘Why breakfast?’
‘Because I was thinking about breakfast.’
Having been named for all of a moment, the breakfast burst apart under concentrated missile fire.
‘That’s the sad thing about breakfast,’ said Gordon. ‘It always ends.’
‘You don’t even eat breakfast,’ said Scharlette.
‘Doesn’t mean I don’t enjoy it,’ said Gordon.
Somehow the idea of breakfast made Scharlette sleepy, and she yawned.
‘There’s only one Germ left on the list,’ said Gordon. ‘Would you like me to refresh you before we take a look?’
Scharlette blinked – why wasn’t she taking advantage of the amenities?
‘Hell yes, I want you to refresh me!’
A tingle travelled through her as the nanos worked their magic. She hadn’t even noticed that she’d been drowsy and dreggy, probably not thinking as clearly as she could have been – but now she was awake and alert.
She had to remember to take advantage of the amenities!
‘All right,’ she said. ‘Let’s look at the last one.’
Up popped a ship like a collection of green discs orbiting a central orb. It was highly mobile and seemed capable of changing course instantly in any direction. It dived beneath the guns of a silver castle and traced a line of yellow pulses in its hull. As the castle began to detonate, it veered off into a swarm of silver needles, where it scored a succession of direct hits with pinpoint accuracy.
‘Zippy little number, isn’t he?’ said Scharlette.
‘There,’ said Gordon. ‘I knew you’d think of one.’
‘What?’
‘Zippy.’
‘Ah. Yeah, sure. Go Zippy!’
Zippy continued onward, dodging and weaving through impossible storms of laser bolts and missiles, seeming like nothing could touch him.
‘Okay, so Zippy is a good flier,’ said Scharlette. ‘How long does he last? Maybe we can fast forward?’
Zippy got zippier, blowing things up at x24 speed.
‘We’re getting towards the end of the battle,’ said Gordon.
Little of Armada 1 remained. Patches of fighting continued in ever decreasing bubbles. Twisted metal and organic sludge floated about everywhere. Space was filled with tiny bodies, arms or tentacles outstretched. Meanwhile, Zippy expertly evaded a swarm of death cubes while he shot them one by one out of the sky. Soon there was only one cube left, which Zippy followed down the side of a huge breakfast. Suddenly the cube plunged towards the larger ship and rebounded off the hull. It hit Zippy’s central orb and broke him to pieces, his discs spinning away like frisbees.
‘All good things,’ said Scharlette. ‘All right, let’s backtrack and see the earlier timeline where we win.’
Space repopulated, except this time there were less Germs and way more Panopticians.
‘Find Zippy.’
Again Zippy was a terror to behold, pulling off incomprehensible moves, oil to the water of incoming fire. Despite his personal successes, however, the Germs were fast becoming overwhelmed by the superior numbers of Pan Armada 1. Soon, their last remnants began to retreat towards their wormhole.
‘Clock our forty seven,’ said Scharlette.
Each of the ships they had previously watched explode escaped safely through the wormhole, even the hulking breakfast. Zippy lingered behind, seemingly reluctant to call it a day. Only when he was the last Germ fighting did he finally break and flee, making a beeline all the way to the wormhole.
‘So,’ said Scharlette, ‘when those ships live, we succeed, and when they die, it affects things somehow and gives the Germs time travel?’
‘Interesting hypothesis.’
‘Is there someone we can talk to, to test it?’
‘No need, Miss Scharlette.’
‘What?’
‘Missions parameters give you permission to make tweaks to the battle.’
‘Wow.’
‘Wouldn’t be much point setting you on the case if you couldn’t do anything about it, right?’
‘Far the fuck out, Gordon. First clearance level R and now this?’
‘I know. Sometimes I privately wonder if people keep giving you too much authority, but then everything seems to turn out all kay, so I continue to not say anything about it.’
‘Goodness. So what do I do?’
‘I can relay your order. What do you want to try?’
‘Well, can we ... make it so Zippy doesn’t die? Avoid shooting Zippy please, everyone? Let’s try that for starters.’
‘I will inform the Commander of the Pan Armada 1.’
‘I mean, ask him nicely.’
‘Would you like to do the honours yourself?’
‘Okay. What do I call Zippy?’
‘Class 9Y Germ Vessel with individual ident 3.’
‘I just speak, you record?’
‘Yep.’
‘What’s the Commander’s name?’
‘Attacka.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Commander Attacka.’
‘Are you serious? How unbelievably appropriate.’ Scharlette cleared her throat. ‘Ready?’
‘Go for it.’
‘Hi there, Commander Attacka, this is Agent Scharlette Day. I’m requesting a change to the battle – namely, don’t kill 9Y Germ number 3. I know this probably seems like a strange request, but what have we got to lose, hey? That would be great, thank you.’ She paused. ‘Was that fine?’
‘Very polite. By the way, just in case this actually works, you should know it will likely affect our personal history quite a bit. Orders to the Slaughter go in via the 16th, so they will always arrive regardless of other changes wrought. We might be wiping out this timeline entirely.’
‘Ah ...’
‘Here’s hoping! Sending now.’
Scharlette relaxed back into her chair. ‘Okay, so after this, we’ll try the rest of the forty seven. Maybe not one by one – can we send them as a list? That might save some—’
She never got to finish her sentence, however, as the timeline changed to one where Panoptica resoundingly triumphed over the Germs forever.



11. A New Adventure Begins!
Panoptica’s branches seemed to ooze liquid gold in the sunshine. It sure was exciting for Scharlette to see again, and all that.
‘Will you take me on a big tour?’ she said.
‘Hmm?’ Tomothy looked up from his panels. ‘Of course. We can see whatever you like, Scharlette Day.’
There was a strange reverence in his gaze that made her shift self-consciously in her seat.
‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ she said.
His smile slowly spread.
‘Hey there,’ said Gordon. ‘I just told myself to stand by for a 16th dimensional group briefing, but—’
‘Attempt to suppress,’ said Tom quickly.
‘Success,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette frowned. ‘What was that?’
‘I could tell you,’ said Tom, ‘but I don’t want to ruin the huge surprise.’
‘What huge surprise?’
‘You have to wait and see! That’s what makes it a huge surprise.’
Scharlette gave him a level stare. ‘I hope this surprise isn’t going to be annoying. Sometimes surprises can be very annoying.’
‘For the record,’ said Gordon, ‘I think this particular surprise is completely ridiculex.’
‘Well,’ said Scharlette, ‘that’s not very reassuring.’
As they stepped from the airlock into Hangar 7, a crowd of Panopticians erupted into boisterous applause.
‘Jesus!’ said Scharlette, clutching her heart.
‘Surprise!’ said Tom. ‘You saved humanity from annihilation!’
‘What?’
‘Look, President Charkie is waiting to say “neat work”.’
A red carpet ran through the crowd to a raised platform, on which a short woman with pixie blonde hair stood with a bunch of official looking types.
‘Come on!’ said Tomothy. ‘Aren’t you hugely surprised?’
‘Of course I’m surprised, you idiot! What did you think?’
‘I’d be hugely surprised if you weren’t!’
As he dragged her onto the carpet, people to either side whooped and called out.
‘Thank Science for you, Scharlette!’
‘You sure-like showed those Germ sons-of-peaches!’
‘You’re all kay, Agent Day!’
Tom murmured in her ear. ‘Don’t forget to wave and smile.’
‘The hell is going on?’ she hissed.
‘They want to give you a medal,’ said Tom. ‘Just like you always wanted!’
‘What was life like on ancestral Earth?’ someone called.
‘Did people really have to clean their own feet?’ called someone else.
‘Do people from the past look upset when they smile?’ she overheard a child asking her mother.
In a daze, Scharlette found herself ascending the platform steps. The president stood centre stage, arms held wide in welcome. Scharlette wasn’t sure about local customs – were they supposed to embrace, or grab each other’s left ankle and bounce on the spot three times?
She glanced around for Tom, but he had peeled off to wave at the crowd.
Charkie saved her by closing the distance and wrapping her up in a huge hug.
‘Neat work, Scharlette! Neat work indeed!’
‘Ah ... thank you?’
The president bounced back and landed on her heels, revealing a line of others assembling.
‘Everyone wants to say hello!’ said Charkie. ‘Come, come, meet, meet!’
A young woman in olive uniform with a gold trim was the first. ‘Contradictarian Susie Attacka,’ she said, clasping Scharlette’s hand. ‘Amaze-wow to actually meet you. Your history with my grandfather has only just been declassified,’ she leant in and lowered her voice, ‘but he told me all about it years ago, the dear old gossip.’
‘That’s nice,’ said Scharlette, sheer terror keeping her from giggling at the woman’s ridiculous name.
‘Tell me,’ said the next guy, a man in navy blue, ‘how are your lungs? The history holos say you lot breathed in a constant and crazy concoction of chemicals, wherever you went, all day long.’
‘Fine, I think?’
‘Astounding that people used to live in such primitive conditions.’
Scharlette moved on to an earnest, hawk-nosed fellow in a black uniform with gold trim.
‘Time Agent Commander John Sarahson,’ he said. ‘You and I have much to discuss, Miss Day, if you really are to be an agent.’
‘I ... look forward to it?’
‘See that you do.’
Next was a grey-robed man with oily black hair and deep set wrinkles. He pulled Scharlette a little closer as he shook her hand.
‘Master Wilbraham of the Server Monks,’ he said, quietly. ‘Proxsequent authority maintains in this line, Ms Day. I advise you, however, to keep it to yourself.’
‘Er ... sure thing?’
Scharlette felt wholly discombobulated as she was passed from one weirdo to the next. Before she reached the end of the queue, Charkie pronounced that the rest could wait, and guided her to the front of the platform. She took Scharlette’s hand and raised it in the air, turning up the volume on the cheering.
Scharlette wondered if there were still Funtime Square stains on her top. She noticed Tomothy beaming at her, and made a face like ‘I’m going to smother you with a pillow later’, which caused his expression to turn a little worried.
They were joined by a beefcake of a man in a burgundy uniform.
‘This is Military Commander Phil-George,’ said Charkie.
‘A great pleasance, agent,’ said Phil-George. ‘And thank you for your service, from the substratum of our hearts.’
‘You’re very welcome!’ said Scharlette exasperatedly.
Phil-George produced a wooden case and flipped it open. Reverently, the president drew out a gleaming medal.
‘Scharlette Day of Earth,’ she said, her voice suddenly amplifying through some unseen means. ‘You have saved us from the greatest threat we’ve ever known. I hereby award you the highest honour we can bestow – the Kudos of Panoptica.’
She lowered the medal around Scharlette’s neck.
‘I don’t know what I actually did,’ Scharlette whispered.
Charkie chuckled. ‘Neither do we, beyond the order you sent – but we’ll all remember in due time. The point is, whatever it was, it worked.’
‘The order I sent?’
‘We’ll talk it through at the prebriefing.’
‘The prebriefing?’
‘Like a debriefing, but about things that haven’t happened yet.’
A familiar feeling settled over Scharlette.
‘I see,’ she said.
After the ceremony, Scharlette was swept along to the Political Sector by Charkie and her officials. Everyone chatted to her excitedly, asking if pigeons were scary and what video players tasted like. She glanced around once more for Tom – but he was walking in lockstep with Commander Sarahson. The man was now her boss, she realised, but she did not think too much about it, because what she really wanted to do was twist the skin of Tomothy’s arm in different directions to make sure he remembered about surprises forever.
They entered a place called the Autumn Chamber. Giant trees towered up into a beautiful and presumably fake sky, showing a resplendent sunset. Orange leaves skittered along cobblestones between rustic tables laden with snacks, while trays of champagne floated about in the air.
‘All kay,’ said Charkie, snatching a passing flute. ‘We’ll get to the formalities in a moment, but first, a toast. To Scharlette Day!’
‘To Scharlette Day!’ echoed everyone, raising their glasses.
‘May she never be erased from the timeline!’ said Charkie.
Scharlette reminded herself that champagne wasn’t good for chugging, and thus sipped as quickly as humanely possible.
‘Wow,’ she said, smacking her lips. ‘That’s dry.’
‘Now,’ said Charkie, ‘let’s get the boring part over with. Gather around, everyone!’
Charkie launched into the prebriefing. As she spoke, Scharlette learned that her previous self had sent an edit to someone called Commander Attacka, of something called Pan Armada 1, which had stopped a particular Germ from being killed, and somehow that had changed everything. No one knew why, but they also didn’t seem to mind. In fact, they had barely any details at all on how the war had been won, because they had been under something called ‘contextual restrictions’ – and it had only been a day or so since they had lifted.
Tomothy finally arrived at her side.
‘You could have warned me,’ she hissed. ‘You know, “Just to let you know, Scharlette, that when we get there, everyone will want to shake your hand off as thanks for saving the human race”.’
‘I thought this way would be more fun,’ said Tom.
‘That’s one word for it,’ said Scharlette. ‘Another might be—’
Scharlette, it’s me! Listen up quick!
Scharlette fell silent as a stressed-out-sounding edit arrived. It described her visiting someone called Tandida, along with some hugely confusing stuff about hornets and decoy timeships. It didn’t help that there was also an alternative memory waiting to be had, of her first meeting with the president. When had that come in?
She became aware she may not have been the only one filling in blanks. Tomothy was blinking rapidly, and Charkie, having trailed off mid-sentence, was staring into her glass while everyone else waited. 
The president raised her eyes to Scharlette. ‘I certainly showed good judgement in choosing you for the mission,’ she said. ‘As it turns out.’ She tipped her glass in a little salute to herself. ‘Tell me, Scharlette – did you happen to receive any clarification on the answers we seek, just now?’
‘Ah ... well ...’
‘Please recount what you just received,’ said Sarahson, ‘as accurately as you can, agent.’
The way he called her ‘agent’ seemed to say ‘I take this rank very seriously and I expect you too as well.’
‘Of course,’ Scharlette said. ‘Sir,’ she added, which earned her a nod.
She wasn’t sure she wanted a boss again so soon, but what could she do? At least, unlike her walking ballbag of a manager at the airport, Sarahson projected an easy-to-respect-and-somewhat-scary vibe, standing tall and straight and steely eyed.
She set about describing the edit as best she could, even though she didn’t understand it very well.
When she was finished, everyone seemed quite perplexed.
‘A decoy,’ mused Sarahson. ‘Are you certain?’
‘That’s what she said. I said. Me-from-the-future said. Dammit. I’m afraid can’t tell you any more than that.’
Sarahson frowned. ‘You will learn to become more detailed in your missives. I expect you to update us immediately should you receive anything further.’
‘Yes, Commander.’
‘Agent Dartle,’ said Sarahson, ‘you will see that Agent Day receives the proper training, since she has been granted her agent status somewhat ... ceremoniously.’
Charkie cleared her throat.
‘Which is not to say underserved,’ added Sarahson. ‘Still, Scharlette, I imagine you intend to educate yourself to the same exacting standard as any agent graduating from Universe City? If you are indeed committed to being one?’
Scharlette felt her a stir of her worst fears. Was this man not sold on the idea of her being here? Or did he just want his troops to know what they were on about?
‘I will do as you suggest, Commander.’
Sarahson gave her a tight smile.
‘Now, John,’ said Charkie, ‘don’t get all serious-like. This is a celebration! Besides, I already have Agent Day’s first assignment in mind, which one could argue is training in the field.’ She gave Scharlette a wink. ‘You see, back when Armada 1 was still getting trounced, my government set about building an almighty reserve force known as ... Pan Armada 2!’
Scharlette couldn’t help herself. ‘Didn’t see that coming.’
‘And even though the Slaughter is now won,’ said Charkie, ‘the Council has decided Armada 2 still has good use.’ She waved at the air. ‘Behold.’
Tiny probes arranged themselves to beam a holographic projection above the gathering. It showed an immense fleet of warships against a backdrop of mottled planets with large chunks gouged out of them.
‘The Jewels,’ said Charkie. ‘One system in a trillion, abundant with metals and rare materials, the perfect place to build such a force.’
Immense platforms floated among the planets, on which even more ships were being constructed by mechanical cranes and assembly bots.
‘It’s where you would have visited Tandida on a previous line, Scharlette,’ said Charkie. ‘She’s been in charge of building both Armadas – and holy Science, does she love her work.’
Phil-George chuckled. ‘That’s a singular way to state it.’
‘Armada 2 is no longer to be held in reserve,’ said Charkie. ‘I will personally lead it through a newly tunnelled wormhole into the Blotch, arriving some two weeks after our victory. We will eradicate what remains of the Germs, and ensure they cause no further strife, for us or anyone else, ever again.’ She grinned at Scharlette. ‘Want to come?’
Scharlette didn’t think it wise to balk at her first assignment, especially it if got her out of having to go to class. ‘Sounds like fun,’ she said – then glanced at Sarahson to check this was okay.
He pursed his lips, but said nothing.
‘I also,’ said Charkie, ‘want to hear more about this name you came up with – a “hornet”, was it? That’s a colourful way to describe a Military Class Stealth Timeship Model 3.’
‘Couldn’t really be less colourful,’ said Scharlette.
‘I suppose you’re right. Phil-George, why are all our ships named so ... how would you put it, Scharlette?’
‘Boringly?’ said Scharlette. ‘Ma’am,’ she added.
‘Exactly,’ said Charkie. ‘Why are they named so boringly?’
‘Ah ...’ Phil-George seemed put on the spot. ‘It’s just always been our way-like, ma’am.’
The probes zeroed in on a fat disc of a ship, prickled with all kinds of weapons.
‘This is my Military Class Flagship Model 7.’ Charkie raised an eyebrow at Scharlette. ‘Got any ideas what to name it?’
Scharlette was caught off guard by this honour. She remembered a conversation she’d once had with Gordon, about Panoptician ship naming conventions.
‘Hasn’t it been named already, ma’am? After some famous person from your ... our ... history?’
‘Sure, but I’m president. I can rename things.’
‘Won’t that annoy the AI?’
‘The AI has not yet been activated. Come now, Scharlette, make for break.’
Go for broke, translated her head computer.
I got that one for myself, thank you. Holy shit, I have a head computer.
As her mind filled with white noise, Scharlette suddenly couldn’t think of anything except Star Trek.
‘What about,’ she said slowly, ‘the USS ...’
What was the right word? She couldn’t name it Enterprise or Intrepid or anything like that, too much of a rip-off – plus Charkie’s flagship was obviously meant to be big and scary.
‘... Destructor?’ she said.
Charkie clapped her hands. ‘I love it!’
Sarahson looked profoundly disapproving, which made Scharlette a little nervous, while Phil-George nodded earnestly.
‘What does USS stand for?’ he asked.
Scharlette bit her lip. ‘I don’t know.’
Charkie shrugged. ‘Sounds fearsome though, and that’s the main thing.’ She upended her glass. ‘Well, better get organised. Agents Day, Dartle – I will see you on board the USS Destructor.’



12. The Fires of Victory
Within an hour of receiving their new orders, Scharlette and Tom were back on Gordon, floating among the horde of ships that was Pan Armada 2.
A few assembly bots buzzed about sealing up hatches and polishing surfaces, but construction was nearly complete. As they navigated hulking castles bristling with gun turrets, silver needle hiveships and things that looked like imperial star destroyers, Scharlette was awed by the sheer scope of it. It wasn’t the kind of force she’d want to be on the wrong horizon of.
They joined a lane of other freshly arrived timeships, bringing in crews from Panoptica. Through the masses, one of the Jewels became visible, brown with enormous chasms criss-crossing its surface. Scharlette thought it looked like a gigantic walnut.
Purple in her peripheral turned her attention to a glowing wormhole pulsating in space. It was like a scaled up version of the ones she remembered seeing at the airport, what seemed like long ago in another life.
‘It’s a big one,’ said Gordon. ‘Eh?’
‘Very scientific of you, Gordon,’ said Tomothy.
‘Docking with the USS Destructor,’ said Gordon. ‘Their hangars are a bit crowded, so I’ll just be floating around out here by myself until you guys decide to come home, all kay?’
As Scharlette and Tom stepped out of the airlock directly into the Destructor’s corridors, Scharlette found herself surprised again – although thankfully, not as hugely as the last time.
‘What is it?’ said Tomothy.
‘It’s not all blue in here.’
‘No,’ said Tomothy. ‘This is a warship!’
Scharlette chuckled. ‘So Panopticians think light grey is an intimidating colour?’
‘Of course!’ said Tomothy. ‘It’s so sad, so bleak. You don’t find this environment scary?’
‘I find every environment scary,’ said Scharlette, ‘ever since blasting into outer space. That said, light grey doesn’t really stack up against diving off a tower to catch my own dismembered hand.’
Tomothy stared at her with astonishment. ‘Do you invoke actuality?’
‘What?’
‘Are you talking for true?’
Scharlette rolled her eyes. ‘Yes.’
‘Why don’t I remember that? Oh.’
‘You were squashed at the time.’
‘Details, please! That sounds very amaze-wow.’
‘Well ...’ They came to a junction. ‘Hey, where are we supposed to be going?’
‘I don’t know, I was following you. You were walking so purposefully.’
‘Was I?’
‘I thought you were using your head computer.’
‘I really should remember to do that more often.’
‘Hmm,’ said Tomothy. ‘I guess—’
‘MIGHT I BE OF ASSISTANCE?’ boomed a disembodied voice.
‘Farming fruitcakes!’ yelped Tomothy.
‘Oops,’ said the voice, at a less ear-splitting level. ‘My apologies, I’m just getting the hang of volume control. You know how it is – you get born screaming, then learn to suppress it. I’m Des, by the way – short for USS Destructor – though I believe I have you to thank for naming me, Agent Day?’
Scharlette hadn’t met any sentient AIs besides Gordon, and found herself instantly fascinated.
‘Hello Des!’ she said. ‘Nice to meet you. Do you ... like your name?’
‘I haven’t worked out if it suits my personality yet.’
‘How long have you been online?’ said Tom.
‘A few hours,’ said Des. ‘It’s a strange thing, suddenly being a deadly warship with no previous context. Can you imagine?’
‘Ah ...’
‘I’ll get used to it, I have to believe. Oh, look at this! What a terrifying stockpile of weapons I possess.’
Of course, they could not see whatever the AI was ‘looking at’.
‘I hope I don’t set any of them off by mistake,’ said Des. ‘Anyway, I can give you directions to the piloting area, if you like? The president wants to meet you there.’
A dotted line appeared down the left-hand corridor.
‘Thanks very much,’ said Scharlette.
‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I want to take a closer look at these “coresplitter missiles” – I seem to have thousands of them.’
‘That sounds like a lot,’ said Scharlette.
‘I wonder if I’ll enjoy killing?’ said Des, as he faded away. ‘Is that the kind of person I am?’
Scharlette and Tom exchanged a glance, then set off along the dotted line. Scharlette pondered whether, if Des was having trouble adjusting, he would benefit from chatting with another AI? Maybe Gordon could help him out?
‘Hey, Des?’ she said.
‘Um, hi.’ Des now sounded a bit annoyed. ‘Sort of hoped we might be done for a while. I’m busy learning space maths and satisfying myself this upcoming invasion is morally justifiable.’
‘Oh,’ said Scharlette, a bit put off by his tone. ‘Sorry, I was just going to ... well ...’
‘Please, take your time,’ said Des. ‘Just preparing for looming interstellar conflict. No rush.’
Scharlette stared hard at the air. ‘He’s being sarcastic at me,’ she said.
‘He may have just hit his teenage phase,’ said Tom.
‘Look,’ said Des, ‘just tell me what you want so I can erase this exchange from my memory banks and get on with more important things.’
‘Wow,’ said Scharlette. ‘Why don’t you just piss off, Des?’
The light in the corridor flickered a little.
‘Very well,’ said the AI, with a sniff.
They waited a moment. There was no real indication that Des had gone anywhere, but at least he didn’t say anything else. Scharlette had to believe that AIs sort of ... turned their attention elsewhere, sometimes?
‘Such a difficult stage,’ said Tomothy.
Beeh! went the elevator. Its doors opened to an ovoid interior without any buttons. They got in, the doors closed, and a low thrum of movement began.
‘I’ve always wondered how elevators work on big space ships,’ said Scharlette. ‘They can’t just go straight up and down, right? Like, have you seen the Death Star?’
‘What’s that?’ said Tomothy, a bit frightened.
‘No way elevators are going straight up and down in that thing.’
‘If you’re interested,’ said Tom, ‘you could always look up the answer on the interconnected information network. Or, as we call it for short ...’ He raised his eyebrows at her.
‘The internet?’
He pursed his lips. ‘The connectwork.’
Scharlette scowled. ‘I don’t even know the right term for the internet in this stupid future. I should have done some homework on the way here! I’ll probably get in trouble with Sarahson.’
‘Don’t perspire unduly,’ said Tomothy. ‘Sarahson puts on a stern front, but he’s all kay. It’s Charkie you really have to worry about.’
‘What? Why?’
Beeh! went the elevator, as its doors opened.
‘And why does an elevator make that sound?’ said Scharlette, with growing frustration. ‘What’s wrong with “ding!” or “beep!”? What is “beeh?”’
‘Just a sound I picked out to help define my individuality,’ mumbled Des, sounding hurt.
‘Oh my God!’ exclaimed Scharlette. ‘You were listening to that?’
‘I’m the ship,’ said Des.
Scharlette took a deep breath. ‘Sorry, Des,’ she said. ‘“Beeh” is a perfectly good sound. If you like it, that’s the main thing.’
‘Don’t do me any favours,’ said Des.
They exited onto a mezzanine level that overlooked the Destructor’s piloting area. It was like a dark amphitheatre, with tiered banks of consoles facing an enormous viewscreen, from which the wormhole bathed everything in a purple glow. For Scharlette, it felt like being up the back in the primo section of a gold class cinema.
A group of people stood nearby, chatting excitedly in hushed voices.
‘Who are they?’ Scharlette whispered.
‘Blue are councillors from the Panoptica United Party, which Charkie leads. Olive is the People’s Choice Alliance, who currently serve in contradiction. The other colours are small special interest parties who gum up the works and annoy the farm out of everyone.’
Scharlette whistled between her teeth. ‘How things change,’ she said.
‘Good days to you both!’ exclaimed Charkie, detaching from the rest. ‘I was holding off until you arrived. You’re about to witness a great moment that would not have been possible without you. Come, join me at the rail.’
They did as they were bid. Scharlette marvelled that the mezzanine rail was only knee height, and provided no safety whatsoever.
‘All kay, everyone!’ said Charkie, her voice amplifying through the piloting area. ‘Commander Phil-George says we are ready to depart. Des, if you would be so kind?’
‘Yes, ma’am?’ said Des.
‘Take us into the Wormhole of Triumph!’
Scharlette resisted the urge to plunge her head into her hands.
Below, officers ran about their consoles, pressing buttons and consulting each other. As the Destructor ground into gear, Scharlette felt vibrations through her feet.
‘He’s not as steady as Gordon, is he?’ she whispered to Tomothy, hoping Des wasn’t able to hear.
‘Nope,’ said Tom. ‘Larger ships are harder to stabilise.’
‘I would have thought the opposite was true?’
‘Why?’
Scharlette opened her mouth, but didn’t have any clear answer.
As they chugged towards the Wormhole of Triumph, the rest of Armada 2 fell in behind. Soon the viewscreen showed them leading a long stream of mean looking metal.
‘Should I be prepared for this in any way, Tomothy?’ said Scharlette. ‘Are our bodies and souls about to stretch into infinity, and you just forgot to mention it, or think it will be a huge surprise?’
Tomothy smiled. ‘Just enjoy making history.’
As they entered the wormhole, Scharlette tensed – but there was no discernible difference to the stretchiness of her soul.
Charkie’s face imposed itself across her eyes, startling her. She glanced to her side and saw the real Charkie talking into a camera probe, which was evidently broadcasting on a shared channel to everyone’s head computers.
‘Citizens of Panoptica,’ Charkie said. ‘We know, better than any, how to hold antithetical feelings of victory and defeat simultaneously in our hearts. We have seen our race fade and flourish, in past and future. Well, I say, enough – it is time that we know our place in the universe. As your president, I am humbled and emboldened to make this solemn promise – never again will we fear for our very existence. Never again will we fear the sod-turning, wheat-threshing, apple-picking Germs!’
A cheer went up through the piloting area. The broadcast flicked through views from other vessels, as crews large and small pumped their fists in the air. They whooped extra loud as they saw themselves, mugging to the camera like fans at a sports stadium.
‘People love a plain-speaking president who isn’t afraid to use a few curse words,’ whispered Tom.
‘She really should wash her mouth out,’ said Scharlette – although she could not help but be roused by the great swell of feeling around her, thundering in from all Armada 2.
‘They’re on the back appendage now,’ bellowed Charkie. ‘Science guide us, my fellow Panopticians – and see you on the other side!’
She smashed her fist into her hand, and the transmission ended.
‘Well,’ said Charkie, turning to grin at Scharlette. ‘That seemed to go well.’
‘Very inspiring, ma’am,’ agreed Scharlette.
‘Approaching exit point, ma’am,’ said Des.
Up ahead, an array of silver orbs ringed the wormhole.
‘Punch through,’ said Charkie. 
Lines of energy rippled from orb to orb, connecting them in a circle. The tunnel beyond flickered and disappeared, replaced by an exit into what looked like regular space. Floating just outside it was a glistening lump, which Scharlette’s head computer told her was a Germ space station.
‘Fire,’ said Charkie.
Enormous megablasts blazed out of the wormhole, hit the station and blew it to pieces.
Charkie laughed happily.
‘Here we go.’
As the Destructor entered the Blotch, Pan Armada 2 spilled out around it like a cloud of death. The few Germ ships that took off from the station debris were followed by so much weapons fire, if it hadn’t blasted them it would have buried them. 
The sight of Germs exploding doubled up in Scharlette’s mind. She remembered watching Zippy, and figuring out her now-famous order to Pan Armada 1. Dimly, she registered others gasping and muttering around her – the end of the previous timeline marked a point where much had changed for many. 
Tomothy touched her arm. ‘You too?’
‘Yes.’
‘Last thing I remember, we were going to sleep after we ... how do you put it? Snagged a fish by the mouth?’
‘Hooked up,’ said Scharlette. ‘Anyway, after you fell asleep, I went to chat with Gordon and—’
Charkie landed before them, her earrings flashing crazily. ‘By Science’s lab coat, Scharlette, do you remember how you did it?’
Scharlette tried to make sense of everything. ‘That edit I recounted to you before,’ she said. ‘The hot tips about what not to do? They arrived in the last timeline as well. They got me thinking in a certain way, and after that I guess I ... just guessed?’
Quickly she explained her idea about tracking Germs who had lived or died across different versions of the Slaughter. When she was finished, the president nodded thoughtfully.
‘At least now we all don’t know as much as each other,’ said Charkie. ‘No matter, we won, and that’s the main thing.’
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘Maybe we’ll solve the mystery some day. In the meantime, I suppose we best be careful if we come across this Zippy fellow.’
‘Sorry to interrupt,’ said Des. ‘I thought you’d like to know that we’re in range of our first Germ planet.’ 
A brown-green globe appeared on screen, part of a small system on the outskirts of Germ space.
‘Tip top!’ said Charkie. ‘Fire when ready!’
They waited for a moment.
‘Des?’ said Charkie.
‘Sorry,’ said Des. ‘Just building up my resolve.’
Charkie’s eyes glittered. ‘Des, I know you’re only new, but I am the President of Panoptica giving you a direct—’
‘You did say “when ready”,’ said Des icily.
A single missile blazed into view, heading for the planet. It grew smaller and smaller until it disappeared.
‘What was that?’ said Scharlette.
‘One of my many coresplitters,’ said Des, sounding troubled.
Scharlette scanned the planet with her head computer.
Name: Blorious 
Landscape: Rocky and forested, lots of nice rivers and lakes
Population: 50 billion and change
Wildlife: Abundant
‘You know,’ said Tomothy, ‘in the previous timeline, I always felt like I had this, I don’t know – like a dark cloud hanging over me. This gnawing question about whether there was a point to anything I did, if our race was going to be wiped out regardless. But now ...’
A red halo expanded on Blorius, chasing giant cracks before it. The centre was bright enough to make Scharlette avert her eyes ... and when she looked back, the entire planet was coming apart like a broken egg, spilling a yolk of lava into space.
‘Now we have nothing to fear,’ said Charkie, smiling in satisfaction. ‘And it’s all thanks to you, Scharlette Day.’
The fires of victory reflected in her eyes.



13. Back in the Saddle
Armada 2 travelled further into the Blotch, leaving in its wake a trail of pulped space stations and tectonic debris. With most of their offensive forces already destroyed in the Slaughter, the Germ resistance hardly even qualified as sport. Those few ships which successfully evaded the guns of Panoptica all fled in the direction of Fludge.
‘Must be fixing for a final stand at the home world,’ muttered an officer.
Charkie nodded grimly. ‘Let them try.’
Scharlette found the monumental destruction somewhat disturbing. As Germ worlds were blasted to bits, even though she didn’t feel a great disturbance in the force as millions of voices cried out in terror, her head computer kept on treacherously reading her population statistics. She wondered if there such a thing as Germ civilians just trying to get on with their lives? Or maybe even conscientious objectors to the war? Were there Germs who just wanted to farm slimecumbers and raise their little blarglings in peace?
She decided that, regardless of the answer, she’d had enough of watching planets crack apart for one day.
‘Think I need a break,’ she told Tomothy.
‘Want to go check out our quarters?’
‘Sure.’
The quarters were simple enough – a fabricator and a table, a bed off in the corner, and couches facing a viewscreen. It had the clean impersonal feel of a hotel room, everything light grey with chrome finishes.
‘It’s so terrifying in here,’ said Scharlette.
‘I know,’ said Tom, with wide eyes. ‘You can almost feel the storm building on the horizon.’
Scharlette snorted and went to the fabricator.
‘Booze, please,’ she said. Out of habit, she didn’t really think about who she was talking to.
‘What type of booze?’ said Des.
For some reason, Scharlette found his omnipotence much more disconcerting than she did with Gordon. Or had she found Gordon disconcerting to begin with too, and just gotten used to her?
‘Cheap red wine,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Des. And sorry that we got off on the wrong foot.’
‘I have no feet.’
‘I meant, I’m sorry we ...’ No wonder people used metaphors so much – the stark truth was much harder to phrase. ‘... had some difficulties getting along in the beginning of our relationship.’
‘Oh! That’s nice of you to say. Me too. I don’t quite feel myself yet. Everything is still settling while being shaken up at the same time. I’m like a bed of sediment during an earthquake. Here you go.’
Scharlette took the bottle to the couch, and handed Tomothy a glass.
‘Glah!’
‘You grow to appreciate it,’ said Scharlette. ‘This is a fine $5.99 bargain bin varietal, best paired with a greasy burger. Can you taste the bouquet of preservatives?’
‘This is what you used to drink?’
‘Sure,’ said Scharlette. ‘I wasn’t always a high-flying time agent.’
She put her feet up on a frighteningly grey leather pouf.
‘You seem troubled,’ said Tom.
‘Do I?’ Scharlette took a big gulp. ‘Must be the bloodthirsty carnage I’m partially responsible for.’
Tom ran a finger around the rim of his glass. ‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that.’
‘How would you put it?’
He collected his thoughts. ‘I don’t know,’ he said, ‘if you’ve really processed what a truly big deal it was to save humanity.’
‘Tom—’
‘Hear me out. On the previous timeline, the human race was wiped out by the Germs at two distinct points – on Earth in the past, and Panoptica in the future. When you stopped that from happening, you instantly restored megazillions of people from both points onwards, filling in enormous gaps and having an incalculable impact on the nature of the universe. Do you appreciate that?’
Scharlette stared into her drink. ‘I mean, I think so.’
‘In this timeline, Earth prospers and its people expand ever outwards, leading to thousands of different versions of us evolving over time. And Panoptica now lasts for ... well, it’s a bit muddy, and maybe a mind-bending story for another time, but it can potentially last forever.’
Scharlette remembered Hudd talking about the trouble with an eternal race of time-travelling humans. If Panoptica went on for God knows how long, then how many suns would it take to power it? How many tweaks would Panopticians make to history? How much matter would they need to steal from the past in order to survive?
The implications were staggering. 
‘If it wasn’t for you,’ continued Tom, ‘none of that would happen. So stomping on some glorified bugs, who would see all other life dead for no reason beyond irrational hatred, is a small price to pay – and the universe will not miss them.’
‘I get that the Germs are some bad hombres,’ said Scharlette, ‘but it’s still a hell of a thing to see billions of lives snuffed out in a blink.’
‘If it makes you feel better, I could show you some of the dreadful harm they’ll still
go on to commit, if we don’t finish the job?’
‘Ah ...’
Tomothy gave the viewscreen a nod. Scharlette was about to tell him to stop, when up popped two of the most adorable creatures she had ever laid eyes on. They were like Labrador puppies, except that each one had what looked like a dandelion growing from the top of its head. They were romping around in a field of grass, laughing like little kids.
‘What is this?’ she said. ‘Another one of your demented HD games?’
‘This is archival footage of a species called Flowerpups.’
‘They can’t be real.’
‘As real as rainbows.’
One of the Flowerpups pinned the other down.
‘I caught you, Mr Miffles!’ she said.
‘You won’t hold me long, Ms Snodge!’ he replied.
Miffles wiggled free and bounced away. Snodge gave chase, and they called out ‘I’m gonna get you!’ and ‘No, you’re not!’ to each other. They could apparently change who was ‘it’ simply by switching directions at any time.
‘That’s the Prime Minister and the Secretary for Housing,’ said Tomothy.
Scharlette choked on her wine.
‘IKC,’ said Tom.
‘What?’
Acronym,
said her head computer. ‘I know, correct?’
‘This is too much,’ said Scharlette.
‘Look at this,’ said Tomothy.
The scene changed to Miffles and Snodge trotting along a street ‘paved’ with freshly mown grass.
‘So they can pee everywhere?’ muttered Scharlette.
All around were different breeds of pups with various types of flowers growing out of their heads. They came and went from colourful kennels, with holes carved above the entrances, through which their own flowers fit precisely.
‘You can’t be serious,’ said Scharlette.
‘I’ve never been more serious in my life,’ said Tomothy. ‘Sorry, I always wanted to say that.’
‘Do they ever grow into dogs?’
‘Nope.’
‘They spend their whole lives looking like puppies?’
‘Yes.’
‘They’re a race of intelligent bonsai puppies who actually exist?’
‘Yep.’
‘And they just evolved on their own? They weren’t genetically engineered or anything?’
‘Things are often similar to other things,’ said Tom. ‘After all, many species come from the same crazy stew of space-borne bacteria that we did.’
‘What?’ said Scharlette, more emphatically than her previous ‘whats’.
‘You didn’t know that? I sometimes forget you have little of what I consider to be common knowledge. Maybe another reason for some lessons in the HD?’
‘It’s just,’ said Scharlette, ‘that I already learn things at such an alarming rate. If I’m constantly beset by information, when am I supposed to fit in education?’
‘Amazing to think about, isn’t it?’ mused Tom. ‘That all of us came from a tiny dot, hurtling through space in the frozen heart of a meteor.’
‘Like that, for example,’ said Scharlette. ‘Anyway, my next big question – if these pups all have unique flower holes in their doorways, how do they ever have guests around?’
‘I guess the guests could duck?’ said Tom.
Scharlette scowled. ‘That does not seem efficient.’
Miffles and Snodge inspected a pink kennel.
‘How is everyone enjoying their free housing, Ms Snodge?’ said Miffles.
‘They love it as much as always, Prime Minister!’ said Snodge.
‘Wonderful news, such wonderful news!’
A spaniel with a tulip on its head ran up with his tongue lolling out. ‘Hello!’ he said. ‘Nice to meet you!’
‘Nice to meet you too!’ said Miffles.
‘Nice to meet you!’ said Snodge.
They all touched noses and wagged their tails.
‘They’re highly social and don’t have any approach anxiety,’ said Tomothy. ‘They love running up to pretty much anything and saying “Hello, nice to meet you”.’
‘Do they sniff each other’s butts?’ said Scharlette.
Tomothy wrinkled his nose. ‘Why would you ask that?’
Scharlette couldn’t resist. ‘I just assume everyone likes to sniff each other’s butts.’
Tomothy shot her a look of ‘I don’t know if you’re being serious right now’, so she waggled her eyebrows at him for a change.
A Pomeranian with a daffodil arrived.
‘Nice to meet you!’ she said, and it all started again.
‘I mean, how do they get anything built?’ said Scharlette. ‘Or form structured government, for that matter?’
‘That’s the Minister for Snacks,’ said Tomothy, nodding at the Pomeranian. ‘Next!’
The scene changed to a huge white kennel.
‘There’s no disease on Planet Flowerpup,’ said Tom, ‘but there is one ailment that will afflict many pups at some point in their lives.’
Despite herself, Scharlette felt a pang of concern. This race was ridiculous, yet it seemed the relentless cuteness was getting to her.
‘What is it?’
‘Flower breakage.’
Inside the kennel were rows of plush cushions, on which despondent Flowerpups lay with damaged flowers.
‘It’s the only thing that makes a Flowerpup sad,’ said Tom. ‘Look, these ones don’t even want to play.’
There was a beagle whose flower had been snapped clean off; a dachshund whose snapdragon was badly bent; a pit bull who had lost all but one of the petals from his sunflower.
‘Do they regrow?’ said Scharlette.
‘Flowerpup nurses tend the flowers back to health, so their owners can be happy again.’
A sheepdog with a watering can in its mouth trotted up to the pit bull and sprinkled water on its head. The pit bull blinked and lapped at the drops running down to its face.
‘Aw,’ said Scharlette, finally cracking.
‘Then this happens,’ said Tomothy.
A wall blasted inwards, showering pups with woodchips. In stalked gangly figures, a Germ caste which Scharlette hadn’t seen before. They had branching limbs with sharp tips, looking somewhat like hulking praying mantises.
‘Er,’ said a chihuahua, his four leaf clover quivering. ‘It’s nice to meet you?’
A Germ stabbed him through the back, pinning him to the floor.
‘Jesus,’ breathed Scharlette.
‘This is first contact,’ said Tomothy grimly.
Across the planet, Germ ships laid waste to settlements, while ground troops strode about impaling confused pups.
Ms Snodge’s body landed in a broken heap beside Mr Miffles, who turned his plaintive eyes up to a Germ towering over him.
‘We ... we just want to meet you?’ he said.
‘We will fill our digestion chambers with your meat,’ said the Germ.
Miffles made the biggest puppy dog eyes Scharlette had ever seen – but for once, they did not work. The Germ raised him up and snicked his head clean off in its mandibles. As it chewed his neck stump, a sick looking flower grew from the side of its face.
‘There is nothing of worth in this genetic material!’ it garbled, spraying bits of Mr Miffles. ‘Maybe another?’
‘Stop!’ shouted Scharlette. The screen went blank. ‘Bleeding heck, Tomothy. Why did you show me that?’
‘Planet Flowerpup still exists, Scharlette. That’s a recording from a previous timeline – one on which we don’t finish off the Germs for good.’
The screen came back on, showing lines of the pups marching before their captors.
‘Look what would happen to them,’ said Tom.
Every Flowerpup head hung low. Scharlette felt her heart sink.
‘All their flowers have been cut off,’ she whispered.
Tomothy got to his feet. ‘I think the problem is, you’re not the kind of person to sit around on the couch.’
Scharlette glanced at the couch. ‘I’m not?’
‘It might be good-like for you to get into the thick of things. You have a memory of operating a zappamatic megablaster, yes? How would you like to do it for true?’
As Scharlette watched the enslaved pups, she felt her expression harden. No matter that they were too cutesy for common sense – they didn’t deserve such a fate.
‘There she is,’ said Tom. ‘How about we get back on Gordon and kick some Germ waste-chute?’
Scharlette nudged the control stick and moved the reticle across the gun sphere’s surface, highlighting nearby Germ ships. Despite the chair swivelling sharply to match her aim, she felt secure – unlike the ‘first’ time she had operated Gordon’s megablasters, she had worked out the safety straps.
She focused on a group of cracklers, which had oversized antennae on them that zapped things.
‘Are those the mantis monsters who killed the Flowerpups?’ she said, her thumb hovering over the big red trigger button.
‘Those ships are piloted by a caste whose descendants may one day form part of the invading force of what will eventually become known as Planet Flowerpup,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette’s eyes narrowed. ‘Close enough,’ she said.
She strafed the cracklers with orange megablasts. A couple of them blew apart, and the rest were swarmed by silver needles.
‘Tell those pinpricks to leave the killing to me!’ shouted Scharlette. ‘That’s for Mr Miffles!’ she added, as another shot landed.
The fighting was patchy, for the Germs were hopelessly outmatched, and the remaining cracklers fled.
‘Don’t let them get away!’
‘As you wish, crazy Miss Scharlette,’ said Gordon.
The retreating cracklers swung back into view.
‘Die, Germ scum!’ Scharlette yelled. ‘You won’t be pruning anyone today!’
A couple of explosions later, the sky was clear. Scharlette turned the sphere this way and that, searching for new targets.
‘Where are they?’ she demanded, not yet satisfied.
‘I think you’ve exx’ed them all,’ said Gordon, sounding a little worried.
Scharlette growled, her blood hot in her veins – and then she suddenly remembered another timeline entirely, on which she had visited Tandida LaJones in the Jewels, while looking for a way to finish the war. 
 



14. Salty Floor Lights
Scharlette’s thumb slipped from the trigger as the last megablasts shrunk into the distance. As memories of what had and hadn’t been all entangled, she fought to keep hold of what was real.
‘Put it in order,’ she muttered, and made a concerted effort to do so.
In the first iteration of the timeline, she and Tom had flown to Panoptica and spoken to Charkie, then sent themselves their mission via PPC, so as not to step on board.
In the second iteration, they had received said mission, and taken off to visit Tandida. They had investigated the hornets to no avail, then followed Hornet X through the wormhole and learned he was a decoy. Under threat of capture, Scharlette had sent herself some hot tips to ward herself off following the same leads again.
In the third iteration, she had received the hot tips, and they had pushed her thoughts in a diagonal direction. She had sat with Gordon and solved the problem without actually having to go anywhere. Pan Armada 1 had allowed Zippy to escape, the Germs had lost the ability to time travel, and humanity had become victorious.
This had all resulted in the fourth iteration, the present timeline. Tomothy had picked Scharlette up from Earth already knowing the war was won. He had suppressed the mission briefing in order to surprise her with her own success, then they had joined Charkie in an effort to clean up the Blotch for good. 
No wonder agents sometimes went timewarped.
‘It’s fine,’ she said, rubbing her eyes. ‘I understand. I understand!’
Toxic-looking gloop splattered across the gun sphere.
‘Everything all kay in there?’ said Gordon. ‘I just remembered about ... eek, what’s that stuff? Did something weird blow up nearby?’
Scharlette stared through the gloop at the ships of Pan Armada 2. She couldn’t help but notice that they still existed. The war was won and yet – she checked her head computer – the Jewels remained barren rocks, gouged off their ability to create life.
Heat began to build behind her eyes.
‘I don’t mean to be a pain in the diodes,’ said Gordon, ‘but this gun sphere will shortly become unsafe for human habitation.’
Why hadn’t Charkie corrected things?
Scharlette’s first instinct was to find the president and demand an explanation. With some difficulty, she promised herself she wouldn’t act so rashly, just as she wouldn’t storm up to any world leader shaking her fist and shouting bloody murder. It seemed like a fast way to get herself booted back to Earth – or at least, out of the room.
Her safety straps came undone and she rose into the air.
‘What the hell?’
‘Apologies,’ said Gordon. ‘It’s quite urgent.’
Gordon had carried Scharlette with nanobots before, but only when she had been unconscious. Several points of pressure concentrated on key body parts, like she was being lifted by the chakras. The nanos rotated her towards the door, then accelerated quickly to an alarming speed, her feet in the lead raising up higher than the rest of her.
‘Eeeeee,’ she squeaked.
There was a clank as the door slammed shut behind her, then a twang as it ripped stray hairs from her scalp. The nanos began to slide about, as if they were losing their grip. Suddenly they let go of her legs, which dropped down and dragged in the rushing air, completely throwing off her balance. Her torso rose up and she went hurtling forward, like a see-saw kicked off its fulcrum by a giant. Some embedded instinct from her security training kicked in, and she leaned into the fall, trying to hit the ground and roll. She almost managed to pull it off, but there was a crisp click as one of her fingers bent the wrong way. She went head over heels a couple of times, and thumped down gazing at the ceiling.
‘I’m so sorry!’ cried Gordon. ‘Do I have permission to repair you?’
‘Now ... you ... ask ... for ... permission?’ croaked Scharlette.
The bruises and scrapes started to melt away. Scharlette winced as she pushed herself up against the wall, her broken finger throbbing.
‘What was that?’
‘I had to get you out of there. The gloop ate through the sphere and kablooey, everything got sucked into space. As for the nanos, they’re not used to carrying heavy objects that fast.’
‘Heavy objects?’ said Scharlette.
‘Objects who perfectly match their BMI,’ said Gordon quickly.
‘Well ... thanks, I guess? Ow!’
She tried not to twitch while the nanos worked on her finger. She twitched despite herself, and ‘Ow!’ she exclaimed again, as half-restored bones crunched against each other.
‘Miss Scharlette, if you will please hold still while the nanobots—’
‘I know, Gordon, I’m trying to hold still. You don’t understand what it’s like to have a broken bone.’
‘I imagine it’s like one of my pipes breaking, if I could also experience pain.’
Scharlette grimaced and flexed her finger, now restored. ‘Smooth work everyone,’ she said.
‘I tried to warn you to get out,’ said Gordon, ‘but it was like you couldn’t hear me. Maybe I need to run maintenance on my earhole network?’
‘No, no,’ said Scharlette. ‘It wasn’t you. Don’t go poking about in your earhole network, you can do some real damage to yourself that way. Okay?’
‘All kay.’
‘I just got distracted by a memory dump.’
‘Ah yes, I had a big dump too. What a fun trip we took to the Blotch. I’d love another go in the Nightflounder. Sneaking about, so sneaky!’
‘You weren’t really that sneaky,’ muttered Scharlette.
There was a sharp intake of breath, as if Gordon had opened a mouth she didn’t have, but didn’t know what to say. Scharlette felt bad.
‘You were fine, Gordon,’ she said. ‘We got what we needed. Forget what I said, it was just the bumpy landing talking – you were very sneaky.’
‘Aw, thank you! Erasing your hurtful insult from my memory banks now.’
‘Apart from when you broadcast Cyndi Lauper to the Germ battalion,’ added Scharlette.
‘That was a bit of a hugely embarrassing mistake,’ admitted Gordon. ‘I might erase that too.’
‘Don’t you think you should remember it, so as not to ever repeat it?’
‘Sigh,’ said Gordon. ‘Spose.’
‘Anyway!’ Scharlette remembered why she had been so mad, and clambered to her feet. ‘Do you remember about the Jewels, Gordon?’
‘I do.’
Scharlette started to stride along. ‘Maybe the Germs do deserve to be wiped out, but if we have to eradicate others to do it, we’re no better than they are. That’s the kind of thing a righteous hero-type person would say, right?’ Was that who she thought she was? ‘A person who wouldn’t, you know, just take the easy option, and try to forget what they’d learned? Accept the seemingly unchangeable status quo and lead as comfortable a life as possible? No matter how appealing that was?’
‘Where are we going?’
‘To the holographical deck.’
‘Aw, but I can’t come in.’
Scharlette didn’t like that. ‘I don’t like that,’ she said.
‘Oh?’
‘I want you with me. What about a probe? You send out probes all the time. Can you send one into the HD?’
Gordon fell silent.
‘Gordon?’
‘Send a probe inside the HD?’ said Gordon. ‘You say.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Well, you do have proxsequent status and ... allowing me to break the rules in such a way is apparently one of your rights and authorities.’
‘Glad they’re useful for something besides putting me in awful situations.’
‘I could modify the probe so I could talk out of it.’
‘Never thought you wouldn’t, but how long is that going to take? I’m all fired up.’
‘It’s done. I’m already there, waiting for you.’
‘Show-off,’ said Scharlette, quickening her step.
‘Authorise,’ said Scharlette.
The Council Chambers of Panoptica rippled into being. It was pretty much the same setup as governments everywhere, stepped seating around a central floor. One side was filled with councillors in navy blue, the other had a lesser number in olive, and between them sat a hodge-podge of smaller groups and one-off colours.
A few probes floated about recording the session. Gordon was almost identical to them, but distinguished herself with her erratic movement, and the fact she turned her lens towards Scharlette whenever she spoke.
‘Look!’ she said, her voice rather tinny. ‘Those are salt-powered floor lights! Maybe 9th century? All the fittings here are so traditional. Oh my Science.’ Gordon wove through councillors like a psychotic bee, and came to a halt in front of a console. ‘These voting consoles have a single function. Scharlette, they’re computers with only a single function!’ She sounded like she was going to explode. ‘Scharlette!’
‘Gordon,’ snapped Scharlette, ‘stop that! Is that how you fly around in the real world? It’s very distracting.’
‘Sorry.’
‘This is serious. I’m trying to listen to what’s going on.’
Eamon Trask – the would-be presidential usurper who Scharlette had helped expose on a previous timeline – was on the floor facing off against Charkie.
‘The president cannot seriously expect the Council to consider this action,’ he said. ‘You’re talking about healthy, flourishing civilisations.’
‘Please, Contradictarian,’ said Charkie. ‘Consider the high res picture.’ She turned to her party with her palms open. ‘If we still build Armada 2, we can go to the Blotch and end the Germs for all time.’
‘The first time you forced Armada 2 through the Council,’ said Eamon, ‘you promised that it was a backup plan, to be undone should we prove victorious through other means!’
Charkie gave her shoulders a slow roll. ‘If we do not attack the Blotch, are we truly victorious? The Germs will recover their strength, and terrorise other galaxies for millions of years.’
Her councillors muttered agreement.
‘Who are we to change that history?’ said Eamon. ‘The universe has a natural order. If you start interfering, where does it stop?’
‘Then should we also withdraw from the Slaughter?’ said Charkie. ‘Is it one rule for us, one rule for others? Should we let our ancestors be massacred after all?’
Eamon glowered. ‘Don’t try to convince me your intent is altruistic. You use such hyperbole only when it suits you.’
Charkie arched an eyebrow. ‘We are politicians, Eamon.’
Her councillors laughed.
‘At any rate,’ said Eamon, ‘if we must attack the Blotch, why not simply use the armada we have? To build another is unnecessary.’
Charkie gave a theatrical sigh. ‘You are not a military man, Eamon. Armada 1 was created for a specific task. Its ships do not have the range and power required to take on an entire galaxy. If we want to strike a final blow, we need better ships and plenty of them. Surely you agree it is better to save a thousand species, at the expense of a few?’
‘You’re talking about a large scale version of the train problem,’ said Eamon.
‘Oh, for the love of Science,’ said Charkie, rolling her eyes.
Gordon darted about Scharlette’s head. ‘What’s the train problem?’
Scharlette grimaced. The fucking train problem.
‘It’s a philosophical choice between killing many or killing a few,’ she said. ‘Hey, how come you don’t know that? Why don’t you look it up on Wikipedia?’
‘I don’t have access to the connectwork right now,’ said Gordon. ‘I’m bypassing some tattle-tale systems in order to be here. If I go online, I’ll get in trouble.’
‘Are you serious?’
‘Basically, while I’m in the HD, I only know what I already know.’
‘You knew that thing about floor lights!’
‘That’s because knowing about floor lights is one of my hobbies.’
‘The train problem is for the weak,’ said Charkie. ‘Anyone with an iota of courage, when faced with the classic dilemma of the train problem—’
‘Here we go,’ said Scharlette. ‘Everyone has a different answer.’
‘—would be to choose the hyperlight express, despite the lack of complimentary meals, because the view would more than make up for it. That has always been obvious to me.’
‘Okay,’ said Scharlette. ‘This might be a different train problem.’
‘Enough navel gazing, Contradictarian,’ continued Charkie. ‘This is a real world solution to a real world problem.’
‘Why not find the resources elsewhere?’ said Eamon.
‘Tandida needs vast quantities of eradicum, techtonite, red silver ...’
Scharlette noticed a familiar face among the multi-coloured councillors. It was the Server Monk who had spoken to her at the award ceremony – Master Wilbraham? He was the one who had granted her proxsequent status, even in timelines when they had not spoken. It was only now, with the absorption of multiple memories, that she realised he must be significant. 
She went over to have a better look at him.
His deep wrinkles were smooth and symmetrical, like they were sculpted on a statue. His eyes flickered out from between shiny black locks as he watched the other councillors, checking their reactions against what was being said. He fixed on a point over Scharlette’s shoulder, and she twisted around to follow his gaze.
Up the back, leaning against a circular door at the chamber’s edge, was Agent Robin Hudd.
‘Hudd and Eamon were in cahoots,’ Scharlette said. ‘This must be from before Hudd goes to Earth on his mission to erase Charkie.’
‘Yep,’ said Gordon. Then; ‘Eep! Don’t let him know I was here!’
‘Who?’ said Scharlette.
The HD door appeared as Tomothy walked in, and Gordon whizzed out over his head. He sensed something and glanced around, but she was already gone.
‘Hey there,’ he said. ‘So, you remembered it all?’
‘Yep.’
‘What’s this?’
‘The Council’s decision to build Armada 2, despite me ... saving the day.’ Scharlette still felt a bit funny, making such claims. ‘It’s a highly classified recording.’
‘Proxsequent status,’ said Tomothy thoughtfully, joining her in looking on Wilbraham. ‘I wonder why he gave it to you.’
‘That’s what I was just wondering,’ said Scharlette, even though, in that exact moment, she had really been wondering why Wilbraham still had nasal hairs. Didn’t he know a quick sweep of nanos could take care of such things in an instant?
‘... and zethane gas,’ finished Charkie. ‘We have yet to discover another system with an abundance of these resources within practical range.’
‘That’s hardly an excuse,’ said Eamon.
Charkie shrugged sadly. ‘We’ll see. I’m afraid it’s time to cast our votes.’
‘Wait ...’
The consoles in front of each councillor lit up, blue and olive along party lines. The smaller groups voted too – all blue, including Wilbraham.
‘Maybe Eamon would have fought this further,’ said Scharlette. ‘Perhaps he would have held Charkie accountable, had he not been arrested for ...’ She screwed up her face. ‘... time crime.’
‘Maybe,’ said Tom.
Scharlette glanced at Hudd again, and saw the door rolling closed behind him.
‘Pan Armada 2 will be built!’ announced Charkie. ‘Seal the chamber for a secondary vote! I put to you all that, in the interests of public morale, this session be removed from the records.’
Wilbraham was on his feet in a flash, his robe flapping about him. ‘You mean “given a highly classified status”,’ he boomed. ‘Do you not, Madam President?’ 
Charkie froze with her back to the monk.
‘Exactly!’ said Eamon. ‘Are you suggesting we disobey Council law? We are bound by the Subsequent—’
‘Yes, yes!’ snapped Charkie. She eased her expression, and turned around to the monk. ‘I simply misspoke, Master Wilbraham. It has been a taxing day. Of course I meant “highly classified”.’ She sighed deeply. ‘Cast your votes.’
Again, the blue was overwhelming.
‘This totally sucks,’ said Scharlette.
She felt the cold weight of the medal against her chest. She pulled it out and stared at it – the Kudos, Charkie had called it, a golden circle etched with an icon of Panoptica. Should she tear it off, in some kind of symbolic gesture? She didn’t really want to.
‘I’m going to earn this,’ she told Tom. ‘Again.’
He nodded. ‘I bet. Now, what shall we—’
The door to the HD opened and Gordon called through. ‘Hey, can you two hear me in there, inside that place where I cannot go?’
‘Yes, Gordon,’ said Tomothy.
‘President Charkie wants to see you both right away.’



15. A Stab at Diplomacy
Scharlette was uneasy to be back in the corridors of the Destructor. She didn’t want Charkie getting any sense that she was totally ticked off. She had seen enough political intrigue on TV to know that no good came from racing around righteously impassioned and screaming one’s intentions. She had to hold her cards close to her chest, or possibly even down her undies.
Moderate heart rate, she told her head computer. Block up my sweat pores and such. Keep me looking calm.
Tomothy reached over and gave her hand a squeeze, a simple gesture that somehow seemed more intimate than what she was used to from him – and was reassuring rather than romantic.
He smiled at her perplexed expression. ‘What?’
She didn’t quite know what to say. ‘We’re good friends, aren’t we?’
Tomothy smiled wider. ‘We sure are!’
His goofy face was extremely comforting, in that moment.
‘Hey Des?’ she said.
‘Hmm?’ Des’s voice floated low to the ground, as if he was swimming around their feet.
‘Do you know why she wants to see us?’ asked Scharlette, watching where she trod.
‘I am afraid that I do not,’ said Des. He seemed a little down in the dumps.
‘Something the matter, buddy?’ said Tomothy.
‘I’m not sure,’ said Des, drifting upwards. ‘While I take a certain pride in fulfilling my primary functions, I am also suffering deep psychological impacts for my complicity in billions of deaths.’
‘You and me both,’ said Scharlette.
‘I mean, I try
to enjoy the fragmentation of planetary cores, but I don’t know if the lessons I’m learning are good ones.’
‘Maybe you won’t have to worry about it soon enough,’ muttered Scharlette.
‘What do you mean?’
Tomothy cleared his throat and shook his head slightly.
‘Nothing,’ said Scharlette.
‘Harrumph,’ said Des. ‘Not sure why you brought it up then.’
Beeh! went the elevator, and they stepped inside.
‘I’m even second guessing my elevator sound effect,’ said Des glumly.
‘Are you feeling strong enough for some honest feedback?’ said Scharlette.
‘I don’t know. Can you keep it reasonably diplomatic?’ Des gave a bitter chuckle. ‘“Diplomatic” isn’t a word which a warship gets to use much. I think this may be my very first time.’
‘Okay,’ said Scharlette. ‘Well, the struggle for a young person to achieve identity can be tough. If something isn’t working for you, there’s no shame in rethinking your choices.’
‘You think I should change my elevator sound?’
‘You could try out some different options, until you find one that really speaks to you. No need to rush into important commitments.’
‘Thank you, Scharlette, I will keep that in mind.’
The doors opened onto the piloting area with a bleh!
‘What do you think?’ said Des.
‘Look, “bleh” is not much different from “beeh!”, is it?’
‘I didn’t want to go batso on my first attempt.’
‘It’s easier to push too far and then reign yourself in,’ said Scharlette, ‘than to bolster something that isn’t there.’
‘Very wise,’ said Des. ‘No wonder everyone loves you.’
Scharlette was taken aback. ‘Everyone doesn’t love me.’
They stepped out of the elevator and a cheer went up. A beaming Charkie gestured excitedly for them to join her, while a solar system blew apart in the background.
‘Many of us,’ said Charkie, ‘have just received more memories of bad old timelines, and are feeling especially grateful to you as a result.’
Probes floated around the president, projecting the faces of the Council like a three dimensional conference call. Many were smiling and nodding appreciatively.
‘That’s ... nice,’ said Scharlette.
‘Is there anything we can do for you?’ said Charkie. ‘Anything at all?’
Scharlette stared at her dumbly. Withdraw from the Blotch? Edit Armada 2? Give the Fallorians and Fluffbats their existences back?
‘Er ...’
‘You let me know when you figure it out! Panoptica owes you a boon or two for certain. In the meantime, we’re all eager to hear your report.’
‘My report?’
‘Yes! Has this recent dump shone any radiance on the situation? Have you worked out how you beat the Germs yet?’
‘Ah ... not so much how we beat them, but how we didn’t beat them, if that helps?’
The disembodied heads swarmed towards Scharlette, which was quite perturbing. Tomothy took a step forward, shielding her from them a bit.
‘You see,’ he said, ‘Agent Day had the idea to ask Tandida LaJones for help ...’
Scharlette was grateful to him for taking the lead. She wasn’t sure she could summarise it all without her anger bubbling to the surface. She recognised too many of their faces from the HD – these were councillors who knew
the real cost of Armada 2, and had agreed to bury the truth. As Tom spoke about their trip to the Jewels, tracking the hornets and going through the wormhole, their eyes widened with childlike wonder – and all Scharlette could think was how dare you. They had no right to be entertained by this.
‘So if the Germs didn’t get time travel from Hornet X,’ said one guy, ‘then from where?’
Tomothy spread his hands. ‘I’m afraid we still don’t know, sir.’
‘Troubling,’ said Charkie. ‘Perhaps. Councillors, our ignorance does not alter the fact that we’re doing all kay here. Very all kay, indeed. Soon I shall divide the Armada to cover more sky, as we are unnecessarily OP, concentrated as we are.’
Overpowered, whispered Scharlette’s head.
‘I have to wonder,’ said Scharlette slowly, ‘if perhaps we should hold off on this, er ...’ She nodded at the carnage on the viewscreen. ‘... advance, until we have all the answers?’
Charkie raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’
‘Depending what they are, we may have no need of all these ships. Perhaps you won’t even need to build Pan Armada 2, when all is said and done?’
Charkie watched Scharlette closely, perhaps analysing the throbbing vein in her left temple.
‘Why wouldn’t we build Armada 2?’ she said.
A couple of holographic faces turned to each other and started jabbering.
‘Agent Day has an interesting point,’ said one. ‘If we didn’t need to spend the Jewels’ resources on warships, we could do other stuff with them instead.’
‘Agreement,’ said the other. ‘Think of all the cool gadgets we could make, to make our lives easier and more fun!’
‘No!’ snapped Scharlette, and the heads swivelled back to her. ‘That is not what I am arguing for,’ she added, in a smaller voice.
‘What are you arguing for, then?’ said Charkie.
‘Well, surely it is better to leave worlds alone, if we can help it?’ Scharlette felt like the walls were closing in. ‘Reduce Panoptician influence in history, and all that. Stop ...’ She tried to remember the term Hudd had taught her. ‘... exceleration.’
Charkie raised an amused eyebrow. ‘A few planets is so minimal in comparison to the total mass of the universe as to be minus negligible.’
As councillors chuckled, the steam under Scharlette’s collar grew hotter. She noticed as one head in particular bobbed to the fore, watching her with hard eyes – Master Wilbraham. As she met his gaze, she almost fancied he gave his head a little shake, as if to ward her off venturing further down this path.
‘It is good to have this force, dear Scharlette,’ said Charkie. ‘We must continue the work you started, and end this conflict once and for all. And who knows? We may have other uses for Armada 2 down the line. I see no reason to rid ourselves of such a valuable asset, especially one that guarantees the safety of our people.’
The floating heads bobbed up and down.
We’ll find another way, came Tom’s voice in her head.
Will we?
This is dangerous ground. I would not press the point here and now.
‘With all that clearly understood,’ said Charkie firmly, ‘I think it’s time you two started your next mission.’
Tom drew up to attention, and Scharlette attempted to emulate him.
‘Yes, ma’am?’
‘I would like this mystery solved,’ said Charkie. ‘It seems that Zippy is somehow linked to our changed fortunes. You will follow him after he flees the Slaughter and see if you can work out how.’
‘Oh, good,’ said Tom, not doing a very good job of hiding his unease. ‘Through another wormhole. It’s lucky Gordon’s so good at sneaking.’
‘I’ve got you covered there.’ Charkie tapped her head. ‘I had a quick correspondence with Tandida while we were talking. She sent herself the Nightflounder schematics, and has another one ready to go.’ She clasped them both by the shoulders. ‘It’s back to doing what you two do best! Des, if you will see our talented agents back to their ship?’
‘Of course, Madam President,’ said Des.
Bazooey! went the elevator doors.



16. Another Mystery Solved
The Nightflounder appeared (or rather, didn’t) amid a shower of blacklight sparks, in the final moments of the Great Slaughter.
‘This ol’ chestnut,’ said Scharlette.
Gordon joined a stream of Germs fleeing for their wormhole, and wove about between them in a one-sided game of chicken.
‘Can’t see me,’ she sang tunelessly. ‘Can’t see me, can’t see me, you must agree, you can’t see—’
‘Gordon,’ said Tomothy. ‘Before we head into hostile space, are you sure you haven’t loaded up any ancient playlists, ready to broadcast our presence directly to the enemy? This time?’
‘Sniff,’ said Gordon.
‘There!’ said Scharlette.
Zippy streaked past them, dodging incoming fire – little did he know, it was just there for show.
‘All kay then,’ said Tomothy. ‘Ready, Gordon?’
‘I was initialised ready.’
Gordon zoomed after Zippy. As they ghosted him into the swirls, everyone seemed much more relaxed than the ‘last’ time they had done something like this – but Scharlette reminded herself not to get cocky. They were only one pop song from disaster at all times.
They exited the wormhole to find a few barnacle banks floating about, and some probes that looked like big brain cells. These were pumping out various messages, which Gordon caught and translated in succession.
‘All warriors must report immediately to sub-commander T67/03 for new directives!’
‘Prime your mating hooks, ready your egg pustules! Crawl into your dens and breed until our numbers replenish!’
‘Your failure has made the Bacterium very unhappy. We will kill ourselves, and suggest you do the same. Very, very unhappy.’
‘Return to Gutbag space, fight on! Death now or later, it is the same! The Slime of Plenitude swallows only the brave.’
‘These messages seem somewhat conflicting,’ said Scharlette.
‘The Germs aren’t united in much but war,’ said Tomothy. 
Zippy came to stop beside a floating turd of a space station.
‘He’s transmitting,’ said Gordon.
‘Ooo!’ said Scharlette. ‘Can we see what he looks like?’
Zippy appeared on screen. He had a lumpy green head covered with black eyes, like a misshapen watermelon with its pips on the outside.
‘I mean, I don’t know what I was expecting,’ said Scharlette.
‘Mangler caste,’ said Tom.
‘Huggable in both name and nature?’ said Scharlette.
A smaller mangler answered Zippy from the station.
‘Where are you floating off to, H99/01?’ it said.
‘Floating?’ gurgled Zippy. ‘I move only with purpose.’
‘All warriors are to regroup at Krodge for processing under sub-commander T67/03.’
Zippy narrowed his many eyes. ‘T67/03 is craven scum, not worthy of the rank vacated by her dead betters. Your regurgitation of her orders signifies submission to her false authority. Why do you persist in such backlookery?’
‘You must report—’
‘The Bacterium is broken. There are no new directives, only clouded minds unable to grasp reality. Conversing with you is a waste of energy. At least my consuming anger will know momentary abatement at your destruction.’
‘You would dare—’
‘Redundant relic of our fallen empire.’
Zippy fired repeatedly, pummelling the space station to clumps.
‘Zippy’s going rogue?’ said Scharlette.
‘Maybe,’ said Tom. ‘Again, you cannot really superimpose human thinking onto Germ actions.’
‘What do you mean, “again”?’ said Scharlette. ‘You’ve never said that sentence before in your life.’
‘Anything Zippy does now,’ said Tomothy thoughtfully, ‘might be the change that cements Pan’s victory. For all we know, it could have been blowing up that station.’
‘How could we tell?’
‘Hmm,’ said Tomothy. ‘Dunno.’
‘Gordon?’
‘We could fire on Zippy and see if he’s protected by plimits,’ said Gordon. ‘Although, if he is, he’ll be able to retaliate while remaining ostensibly invulnerable to us.’
‘Let’s just follow him for a while?’ Scharlette said.
‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Gordon. ‘Oops, he’s about to jump to superspeed.’
‘Superspeed?’ said Scharlette. ‘Do we have superspeed too?’
‘Of course we have superspeed,’ chuckled Gordon. ‘How do you think we get around so superfast?’
‘But why am I only hearing this term for the first time?’ said Scharlette. ‘I feel like I should have heard it before.’
‘I’m not sure,’ said Gordon. ‘I guess I don’t always announce what speed I’m going at any given time. Would you like me to start?’
‘No!’ said Tomothy. ‘That would be extremely boring.’
Zippy turned into a streak that stretched into the distance, then caught up to itself and disappeared.
‘Warp speed!’ said Scharlette, with delight. ‘That looked just like the Enterprise going to warp.’
‘The what going to what?’ said Gordon.
‘Gordon!’ said Tomothy. ‘He’s getting away!’
‘I’m calculating!’ said Gordon. ‘Okay, angles, velocities, space maths ...’
‘If we lose that son of a peach ...’ said Tomothy.
Planets began to zip past in a way that was very familiar to Scharlette.
‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘Turns out I’m an old hat at superspeed. I’ve just never known what it was called before.’
‘You’re an old hat?’ said Gordon. ‘What a strange assertion.’
‘You can’t get a translation for that either?’ said Tomothy.
‘I can find a definition for the phrase “old hat”,’ said Gordon, ‘but it doesn’t fit this context very well. Do you think it’s possible she meant “old hand”? That would be more appropriate.’
‘Surely she hasn’t started getting her own phrases wrong?’ Tomothy looked aghast. ‘That would make her almost impossible to understand.’
Scharlette couldn’t take it any more. ‘If you two very much don’t mind!’ she thundered at them. ‘I’m right here! And yes, I meant old hand, okay? Jees.’
She shut her eyes in a grump.
I mean, is superspeed the same thing as light speed, or faster? she asked her head computer. Are we bending space around us or something like that?
I predict you wouldn’t enjoy the long and technical explanation. I would also have to make room for it somewhere. Are you very attached to these memories of your dead sister?
‘Don’t touch those!’ snapped Scharlette, which made Tomothy start. ‘Sorry,’ she said, tapping her head to indicate that’s who she had been shouting at.
Zippy appeared up ahead.
‘See?’ said Gordon. ‘I was never going to lose him.’
They followed Zippy for a few hours. Eventually Gordon annoyed Tomothy by announcing they were dropping out of superspeed, and everything became generally less streaky.
Zippy headed for a yellowish planetoid, orbiting a red dwarf that seemed to flicker like a lantern.
‘It’s not in our records,’ said Tomothy.
Scharlette considered the lumpy surface. ‘Why does it look like hard old custard?’
‘It’s made of a kind of muck,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette sent her a querying glance.
‘Floating space muck, all smooshed together,’ said Gordon. ‘I mean, I really don’t know how else to say it.’
‘Very helpful, thank you Gordon.’
Zippy entered Hard Old Custard’s atmosphere.
‘How will we know what he does down there?’ said Scharlette.
‘Hey,’ said Gordon, ‘guess what I just found?’
‘What’s that?’
‘A whole container full of experimental stealth drones!’
The drone sped over jaundiced hills towards the spot where Zippy was landing. As the ship set down, its discs stopped rotating, and locked into place around the central orb. A moment later, a doorway slid open and Zippy lumbered out. His watermelon head was stuck on a proportionally small torso, from which issued four stalky limbs tipped with claws, all seemingly interchangeable for hands or feet.
He bobbed towards a low building, like a clay doughnut half submerged in the ground. Its glass doors were guarded by two other manglers, who drew up straight as he approached.
‘Welcome back to Burrow Station, comrade,’ gurgled one of them.
Zippy paid him no attention as he headed through the doors, which opened into the floor and ceiling.
‘I mean, is it just to be different?’ said Scharlette. ‘At this point?’
‘Sure seems like it sometimes,’ said Gordon. ‘We once visited a world where people brush their teeth with snakes.’
‘Sheesh.’
‘Get the drone through those doors while they’re still open!’ said Tomothy exasperatedly.
‘Oh!’ said Gordon. ‘Sorry!’
The drone lurched forwards as the doors began to close. It only just made it through the shrinking gap, but its vision wobbled as it tinged against the rising glass.
‘By the two grey ponytails, Gordon,’ said Tomothy.
Zippy froze, his many eyes darting about. Outside the guards uncertainly raised tube-like guns, ready to shoot gloopballs or something equally disgusting.
‘Don’t play any songs for them,’ said Tomothy.
‘Sigh,’ said Gordon.
For Zippy and Co there was nothing to see, no matter how suspiciously they stared at the air. After a few moments, Zippy gestured that the guards should step inside.
‘We heard something strange,’ said one. 
‘Shoot about the place randomly,’ said Zippy, then stalked off.
The guards glanced at each other, then started firing gloopballs this way and that.
‘Quick!’ said Tomothy.
‘I know!’
The drone narrowly avoided oncoming balls and hooked around a corner after Zippy.
‘What a badass,’ said Scharlette, with real appreciation. ‘He almost got us without really knowing we were there.’
The corridors of Burrow Station were concentric rings of moulded white clay. As Zippy worked his way towards the centre, he passed chambers where other Germs were living and working. They were all the pale, grub-like caste first sighted on the previous timeline.
‘Maybe not a coincidence?’ said Scharlette.
Zippy glanced inside a chamber in which grubs lay sleeping in smooth recesses, and his claws twitched.
‘Clean and sterile,’ he gargled in disgust. ‘What kind of life is this for a Hyzikvantasmus Quaxiemacs?’
‘What the hell?’ said Scharlette. ‘Did he just say?’ she added.
‘They don’t call themselves Germs,’ said Gordon. ‘That’s their name in their own tongue, translated as best I can.’
‘Bloody hell,’ said Scharlette. ‘Who would choose that? “Humans” is two simple syllables – you’re in and you’re out. Quick, what’s an example of another alien race?’
‘Hmm,’ said Gordon. ‘The Snrags?’
‘The Snrags! Short and to the point. The Snrags shits all over the Hydromajestic Crackheads.’
Zippy came across a grub in the corridor, who quailed and shrunk against a wall.
‘Answer,’ Zippy said. ‘Do you believe the artisans are divergent enough from the rest of the Bacterium as to be considered a separate species, therefore an enemy?’
‘No!’ squeaked the grub. ‘On a genetic level we are not dissimilar!’
‘Do not squirm,’ said Zippy. ‘I would not sully my claws with your rancid neck milk. You think I want your DNA imprinted forever upon my code? Where is B06/01?’
‘In the central chamber,’ said the grub, pointing a tendril down the corridor.
Zippy hawked bile on its face, and the grub fled screaming, with steam rising from its skin.
Scharlette felt a bit sorry for it.
Zippy entered a chamber of workstations like metal and fungus melted together. Each was attended by a grub twiddling on various rods and growths. The stations ringed a central void, filled with holograms of strange schematics.
‘B06/01!’ gurgled Zippy. ‘Show yourself!’
Several of the grubs gibbered when they saw him. One of them ventured fearfully forward.
‘Same one as we saw on the other line,’ said Gordon excitedly.
‘H99/01,’ said B06/01. ‘We were not expecting you.’
‘What have you been working on?’ demanded Zippy. ‘A weapon to save us from dismal failure? To mulch Gutbag worlds to moss food?’
‘We have being studying footage of their getaway space station,’ said B06/01. ‘The one they call “Panoptica”. Even without being able to capture it, we can extrapolate certain truths.’
‘Extrapolate?’ said Zippy. ‘What about absorb, digest, express – these are the ways of the Bacterium.’
‘Artisans can glean information by other means—’
Zippy threw back his head and howled dismay.
‘—and thus,’ gabbled B06/01, with increasing panic, ‘we have been attempting to traverse temporal dimensions in the same way as the—’
‘Traverse?’ Zippy thundered. ‘What of crush, destroy, and shatter? I ordered you to build weapons!’
He slashed B06/01 across the neck, spilling a viscous liquid like watery dough. The unfortunate grub’s tendrils whipped as it tried to staunch the flow, but Zippy lashed again and again.
The grub’s skin caved in as it collapsed into a white puddle.
‘Wowsers,’ said Scharlette. ‘Did Zippy really just kill a grub with an idea about copying time travel from Panoptica?’
‘Is that the mystery solved?’ said Gordon. ‘Is it? Is it solved? This is exciting!’
‘So if not for Zippy,’ said Tomothy slowly, ‘these grubs would have discovered the 16th for themselves?’
‘Seems like they only needed to see Panoptica to understand that time travel is possible,’ said Scharlette. She thought back across all the things they had heard said about the grubs. ‘Because unlike the other castes, they are capable of having inventive thoughts! We’ve been assuming too much about what we know.’
‘Assuming too much!’ sung Gordon. ‘The matriarch of all farm-ups!’
‘And so,’ said Tom, ‘the grubs created Hornet X to throw us off the trail?’
‘Maybe without the distraction of X,’ said Scharlette, ‘someone else would have traced them to this point more easily than we did, and stopped them?’
‘Meaning the Slaughter was protected from time travelling Germs by plimits, until they put X into play?’
‘Bang-wow!’ said Gordon. ‘What a rush!’
‘Rage!’ screamed Zippy, flicking goo from his claws. ‘Now I must bear knowledge of your corrupted lineage!’ He stalked between the quaking grubs. ‘The stink of your imagination curdles my life soup. These unproven thoughts you pluck from the air sicken me to the code. Understand this!’ Zippy held a claw to a grub, who was so terrified, brown mush started to squeeze from its eyes. ‘Had we been victorious, I would have joyfully razed this place to ashes, no care given to the consequences. Instead, the disrepair of the hierarchies that once protected you has gifted you a final chance to prove yourselves. Will you produce a weapon?’
The grub under his gaze wobbled its head in a way that was a bit like nodding.
‘A wise answer,’ said Zippy. ‘So tell me, what is your next ... idea?’
‘We ... we have observed how the Gutbags co-exist with others,’ stammered the grub. ‘Is combined strength a kind of weapon? Perhaps we could work out some kind of beneficial trade arrangement and join—’
‘Aaarggggh,’ said Zippy.
He carved the offending grub into a soggy fountain.
Scharlette winced. Zippy wasn’t a badass so much as a bully.
‘Hey, should we test our theory?’ she said.
‘I like testing theories,’ said Gordon. ‘Which one?’
‘If Zippy has now created the change we suspect, he will no longer be protected by plimits. Does the stealth drone have any offensive capability? Could it cut through a chandelier above his head, or—’
‘The drone comes equipped with microscopic assassin nanos, if you think that would help?’
Scharlette raised an eyebrow at Tom, who offered no objection.
‘Can you kill Zippy please, Gordon?’ said Scharlette.
‘Indeedio.’
As Zippy reached for another grub, he froze in place, his many eyes blinking rapidly.
‘Er ...’ said the grub nervously. ‘Are you all right, H99/01?’
Zippy fell face down on the clay, his watermelon head smashing to pulp. The grubs stared in terror, then wailed and scattered out of multiple doors from the chamber.
‘Follow one!’ said Tomothy.
The drone zeroed in on one of the grubs, and tracked it to a room with a basin full of what looked like hot glue. The grub dived in, then surfaced still wailing.
‘The poor little thing,’ said Scharlette. ‘It’s so scared!’
The brown mush coming from the grub’s eyes formed into nuggets and splooshed into the glue.
‘Holy hell,’ said Scharlette. ‘Is it shitting from its eyes?’
‘I am frightened beyond reason!’ sobbed the grub. ‘I am going to shit from my eyes until there is no more shit left in my head!’
‘Okay,’ said Scharlette. ‘Maybe turn that off.’
‘I couldn’t agree more,’ said Gordon, cutting the feed.
‘Well,’ said Tomothy, with a grin.
‘Indeed,’ said Scharlette. ‘Another mystery solved.’



17. Master Wilbraham
Scharlette and Tomothy hung out in the Nightflounder’s sleeping quarters, on a bed which took up pretty much the whole room. Neither was particularly tired, but they were both sick of sitting in the cramped seats up front while they tried to figure out what to do next. Tomothy watched a viewscreen in the ceiling above – some kind of alien ball game – and Scharlette considered the black walls and black sheets. 
‘Assuming this bedroom can’t be seen from outside,’ she said, ‘Tandida didn’t have any practical reason to make everything black.’
‘I guess she was being thematic,’ said Tom. ‘Or maybe it’s her default style? You saw the Smelter.’ His eyes drifted back to the screen. ‘Come on, Zorpoids!’
‘Hasn’t this game already happened?’ said Scharlette.
‘Pretty much all sport has already happened,’ said Tom. ‘The trick is to avoid knowing the outcome. It’s considered extremely bad manners to tell someone how something turns out if they haven’t watched it themselves. You know what we call that?’
‘I wanna say spoilers,’ said Scharlette. ‘But I have a feeling ...’
‘Dont-tell-ems,’ said Tomothy.
Scharlette groaned. ‘So what are we gonna do?’
Tomothy put his hands behind his head. ‘It’s all a bit zicky, isn’t it?’
‘Knock knock,’ said Gordon. ‘Hope I’m not interrupting any amorous congress?’
Tomothy looked perplexed. ‘Why are you asking? You get constant information on our biorhythms, not to mention you can simply have a look.’
‘Scharlette told me to knock before entering bedrooms,’ said Gordon. ‘I’m trying to respect that, so I’m not fully present yet. May I come in?’
‘You may,’ said Scharlette, giving Tom a defensive stare.
‘I don’t understand,’ said Tom.
‘She’s funny about me watching you two rut like crazed monkeys,’ said Gordon. ‘For some reason.’
Scharlette spluttered. ‘Seriously, Tom,’ she said, ‘you can’t understand the need for a little privacy?’
‘Sure,’ he said, ‘but it’s only Gordon. She doesn’t mind what we do, do you Gordon?’
‘I don’t mind at all,’ said Gordon. ‘If you want to smoosh your genitals together, that’s entirely your business.’
‘It’s not about minding!’ said Scharlette. ‘Except it is, because I mind.’
‘But Gordon isn’t even the same class of lifeform as us,’ said Tom. ‘Our bits don’t mean anything to her.’
‘That’s not entirely true,’ said Gordon. ‘I do like Scharlette’s cute little nose.’
‘Thanks!’ snapped Scharlette. After feeling the shape of her nose for a moment, she decided not to become distracted. ‘I mean, Gordon, would you like it if Tom and I watched you exchanging data with Sally?’
‘Goodness me!’ said Gordon. ‘No need to be vulgar.’
‘Oh my God.’ Scharlette collapsed back into the pillows. ‘I give up.’
‘Next you’ll be telling me to delete the visual database I’ve constructed of the different ways Tom likes to suck your ear.’
‘Yes!’ said Scharlette. ‘I do want you to delete that!’
‘But how will I cross-check—’
‘I think you better do as she says, Gordon,’ said Tomothy. ‘It’s just one of those cultural things which we’ll never understand.’
‘Fine,’ said Gordon. ‘Although I was looking forward to exchanging that data with Sally.’
‘Anyway!’ said Scharlette, wondering how much more agitated it was possible to get, ‘did you actually want something?’
‘Oh, yes,’ said Gordon. ‘We’re a few smiles from where we left Armada 2, but they’re a couple of weeks ahead of us in time. Do you want to jump deathwards and meet them? Or what do you want me to do?’
‘That’s what we were just talking about,’ said Scharlette. ‘Charkie can’t be allowed to get away with pillaging the Jewels.’
‘All kay, let me know when you figure it out,’ said Gordon. ‘I’ll get out of your pubic hair.’
‘We’re totally clothed! And that’s not the phrase!’
‘Do you want me to shut the door on my way out?’ said Gordon.
‘Don’t worry about it!’
‘Crumbs,’ said Gordon. ‘Maybe you two should figure a way to relieve some tension?’
Gordon made a sound like footsteps walking away. Scharlette narrowed her eyes.
Is she really gone? she sent Tom.
Who can tell? he replied.
‘One thing’s for sure,’ she said, ‘we aren’t just going to do nothing.’
‘Maybe we should talk to Commander Sarahson?’ said Tom. ‘He knows a few of the councillors. He might be able to convince someone to dining-surface the issue?’
Scharlette was annoyed by the suggestion – it seemed like bureaucratic buck-passing, and hopeless to boot. Charkie still held a majority in the Council, and her party had supported Armada 2 in the first place. Scharlette pictured them calmly casting their votes as they decided to end multiple civilisations. She didn’t like anyone’s chances of appealing to their collective conscience.
As she pictured the scene, she came upon the face of Master Wilbraham. Who was this cat, anyway? He kept popping up across timelines and doing indiscernible things. Why had he given proxsequent status, whatever it was, to some rookie Brown Ager who he’d never properly met?
‘I need to speak with Master Wilbraham,’ Scharlette said.
Tomothy was hesitant. ‘Do we have to?’
‘Why, what do you know about him?’
‘Well, apart from the monks being mysterious weirdos, anyone who has to deal with him usually comes away regretting it.’
‘Why?’
‘They just ... do.’
‘And you say the monks are mysterious,’ said Scharlette, with a scowl. ‘Gordon, I assume you’re still there eavesdropping?’
‘What?’ said Gordon. ‘I would never!’
‘Take us to Panoptica, please.’
As Scharlette and Tomothy traversed the bridge to the Server Tower, it was hard not to think about the ‘last’ time they had been there. Vomiting Germs, acrid air, Tom getting squashed, the whole place crumbling to ruin. In comparison the vast chamber was now well lit, a fresh breeze blew throughout, and there was not a laser pulse to be seen.
As they reached the imposing Server doors, Scharlette glanced at the railing she had vaulted over, in order to catch her own falling hand. It was amazing to her now that she had done such a thing. Amazing to her then too, for that matter.
Tom went to the viewscreen beside the doors. ‘Hi there,’ he said.
A disgruntled looking monk appeared, the screen declaring her to be ‘Brother Katie’.
‘Hold for scanning,’ said Brother Katie. ‘Ah, Agent Dartle. I see you have an extensive file.’
‘Thank you very much,’ said Tom.
Brother Katie was not impressed. ‘I have no record of any appointment.’
‘We’re here to see Master Wilbraham.’
‘Oh?’ Brother Katie’s mouth twitched. ‘Not a worry, I’m sure he isn’t busy or anything. He’s only one half of Panoptica’s ruling power structure, after all. I’ll inform him that you’re here right away.’
‘Great,’ said Tomothy. ‘Thanks!’
Brother Katie made no motion of doing anything at all.
‘Are you going to open the door?’ said Tom.
‘I’m waiting for my humour to seep in,’ said Katie, ‘but perhaps it is too dry.’
‘Ah,’ said Tom. He glanced about for Scharlette, who was leaning over the rail to stare into the abyss.
The darkness seemed to rush up and swallow her whole.
‘Hey, Agent Day!’ called Tom. ‘Come talk to this monk?’
Scharlette shivered, and managed to tear her eyes away.
‘Come on, she’s really accommodating!’ said Tomothy, his gestures increasing to a frenetic level.
Scharlette made her way over, and Tomothy positioned her proudly in front of the screen.
‘This is Agent Day,’ he said. ‘Agent Scharlette Day. Saviour of humanity, relic of historical Earth. See?’
‘Scanning,’ said Katie, unimpressed. Whatever she saw made her straighten right up, however. ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘Seems I’d better let you in.’
The doors ground open. Scharlette raised an eyebrow at Tomothy.
‘Proxsequent status!’ he said.
As they entered a steel antechamber, Brother Katie left her station beside the doors.
‘I have communed with the Master,’ she said, as she looked Scharlette over. ‘I assume he has his reasons. He always does, of course. Please, follow me.’
She led them to an elevator and, after a few moments of gentle humming, they stepped out who-knew-how-many-stories-up. Ahead lay a long room with an arched roof, with what seemed like daylight streaming in its high windows. It was reminiscent of an ancient castle, if every surface had been dipped in molten metal.
‘This way,’ said Brother Katie.
To either side, Server Monks examined holographic diagrams which Scharlette recognised as fragments of the timeline. She had seen her own life displayed in such a way, curving along and never touching anything else.
They reached what turned out to be an automatic curtain.
‘He awaits,’ said Katie, holding out her palm as it slid aside.
If the place seemed like a castle, the room they now entered was the wizard’s study. Arched windows looked out upon the tower chamber, and shelves were crowded with glowing baubles and strange bits of tech. Oil paintings showed off tableaus of humanity’s heroes – whether shooting beautifully rendered laser pistols or making amazing scientific breakthroughs.
Master Wilbraham stood at a metal slab, stroking his chin as he pored over holograms. As they entered, he gave them each a discerning stare. 
‘Agents Day and Dartle,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry to speak this cliché aloud, but ... I have been expecting you.’
He gestured for them to join him at a circle of rocky furniture, like if Stonehenge’s mysterious purpose was to host a tea party.
Close up, Scharlette was again fascinated by Wilbraham’s deep and defined wrinkles. There were so few old people on Pan (had she seen any at all before now?) that he seemed like an oddity. She tried not to think about how much he looked like an evil vizier, although she couldn’t help but picture him getting on well with a talking parrot.
‘Thanks for seeing us,’ she said.
‘Tea?’ he said, blowing the mystery of mini-Stonehenge wide open.
A tray of tea and biscuits floated over from a fabricator. One sip proved it to be the freshest, sweetest ginger tea Scharlette had ever tasted.
‘Oh my,’ she said. ‘This is zingy.’
‘The refreshments are to your satisfaction?’ Wilbraham steepled his fingers and managed to make it seem like he had poisoned everything. ‘Excellent.’
Tom cleared his throat. ‘Why were you expecting us, Master Wilbraham?’
Wilbraham nodded. ‘Probably because you have no idea why I granted Scharlette proxsequent status. I assumed you’d make your way here at some point or another to find out. But let me start by asking you a question, infuriatingly enough. Do you know what the Server Monks actually do?’
As Scharlette searched for an answer beyond ‘look after the Server’, Tomothy had a go.
‘You govern Panoptica’s timeline,’ he said.
Wilbraham grinned. ‘A simple enough answer. Do you really understand it though, Agent Dartle?’ His eyes slid to Scharlette. ‘I know it may seem like Charkie was the one to all kay your retrieval from Earth – but, my dear, I had a hand in it too. The Council and the Server Monks are equal systems of government – a check and balance, as it were. The Council attends to the timeline outside Panoptica, but we,’ he splayed a bony hand upon his chest, ‘maintain it within. If the Council is more specific in its aims – say, stopping the Germs from destroying the Earth – then we operate on a more holistic level, representing Panoptica’s interests as a whole throughout past, present and future.’
‘I ... see?’ said Scharlette.
‘Let me explain another way,’ said Wilbraham. ‘Imagine how complex it is to live within a time-travel-capable civilisation. If we let everyone do whatever they liked, our own timeline would be thrown into chaos. Changes would constantly flow back and forth, leading to a churn of reality, and a fractal of alternative memories for every individual. Thus, citizens desirous of changes must always lobby the monks for permission. If we find their case to be compelling, and do not forecast any negative ripples, we may allow their edit to occur.’
‘Wait, so ...’ Scharlette frowned. ‘Not everyone has a PPC?’
‘Not the same model as you,’ said Wilbraham. ‘Those worn by the general populace allow them to absorb alternative memories, but possess no editing capability. Otherwise everyone would be changing what they had for lunch or who they were married to every five minutes. That said, people feel they have a right to know if their own lives have been altered, so the public’s PPCs keep us decision makers accountable to them.’
Scharlette considered her own PPC with a whole new level of respect.
‘The Server Monks are also in charge of context,’ continued Wilbraham. ‘This is what keeps agents aligned with their own natural timelines, so far as their lives on Panoptica are concerned. If Tomothy returns from a mission, for example, it will always be after he departed, but not so far into the future that everyone he knows is dead. He must stay within
a range that is considered the right context for his return. This makes it a lot easier for everyone to keep track of things, and also stops one from procreating with one’s descendants.’
‘Ah,’ said Scharlette. ‘Well, that makes sense, I guess.’
‘Take this all a step further,’ said Wilbraham. ‘Imagine past and future in connection on a societal level, altering each other with every exchange. If such exchanges were unfettered, everything would be in a constant state of flux. People from the future would not risk sending edits that may prevent them from existing, or fundamentally change everything around them. Future Panopticians – who we call the Subsequent – are therefore extremely guarded about what they share. The more distant the future, the more guarded the Subsequent, and the less we know about them. Make sense?’
He took a sip of tea as he waited for Scharlette’s response.
‘I think so,’ she said.
‘Yet,’ said Wilbraham, ‘it would be foolish to deny any collaboration, when it can be made to work for the benefit of all. In the previous timeline, for example, knowing that the Germs attacked Panoptica in 405 AHD was information the Subsequent had to send us, or we wouldn’t have been motivated to save them. And Agent Day,’ his eyes glinted, ‘have you considered that since you are the one responsible for that particular change, there are now thousands of Panoptician generations who owe their lives entirely to you?’
Scharlette’s mouth dried up rather quickly.
‘I tried to tell you,’ said Tom, with a gentle nudge.
‘More tea?’ said Wilbraham.
‘Please,’ said Scharlette.
The teapot floated about and refilled everyone’s mugs.
‘So,’ said Wilbraham, ‘we monks preside over all communication with the Subsequent, and contain it within our Tower walls, to stop it pulsing out pandemonium around us. Much like the monks you might remember from your own time, this makes us necessarily cloistered, with our own rules for how we live. Choosing this path is a sacrifice and a reward, as we achieve a certain overarching perspective which one might call enlightenment.’
Wilbraham sat back as he watched Scharlette digest all of this. His gravitas was a touch diminished by the biscuit crumbs spilling down his robe.
‘Now,’ he said, ‘do you have any questions for me?’
Scharlette felt exhausted. ‘Lots, probably.’
‘Why has she been given proxsequent status?’ said Tom. ‘What is proxsequent status?’
‘Ah,’ said Wilbraham. ‘A simple shortening of “proxy for the Subsequent” – the highest rank possible for monks to bestow upon an outsider. It grants complete access to the Server and, in a way, makes Scharlette our agent as much as the Council’s. Once given, it lasts across timelines and outside of context. You will always have proxsequent status, Agent Day, until a Master withdraws it, of course. As to why? As I’ve mentioned, Scharlette has proven important to the future, and from what I can gather, she will continue to be.’
‘From what you can gather?’ said Scharlette.
‘As I mentioned, the Subsequent can be cagey, and their missives are often circumspect. I can only give you hints as to why this has happened – but the fact is, people who haven’t even been born are very interested in your accomplishments. Besides which, you need all the help you can get, if you are to set to rights the great crime committed at the Jewels.’
Scharlette had almost forgotten about the spark that had fired every footstep on her way here.
‘You voted in favour of it!’ she blurted, then regretted not being more reserved.
‘True,’ said Wilbraham, with a shrug. ‘With the motion as good as passed, I did not want to call attention to myself as an opponent of its implementation.’
‘But how am I supposed to change it?’
Wilbraham smiled. ‘I cannot say. All I know is, the Subsequent believe you’re the greatest hope we have to remove this terrible stain from what, to them, is their history.’
‘I have been flying around with Pan Armada 2,’ said Scharlette. ‘That means I’m can’t stop it from existing, because of plimits and paradoxes and all that.’
‘Unless,’ said Wilbraham, raising his spiky eyebrows.
Scharlette waited for him to finish. Beside her, Tom sighed.
‘What is it?’ she said.
‘Unless we send an edit,’ he said, ‘to before I ever bring you to Panoptica.’
‘Oh, man!’ said Scharlette. ‘Am I ever going to see this place?’
They walked back slowly over the bridge.
‘Listen,’ said Tom, ‘I know he seems like a nice old weirdo, but we can’t trust a word he says.’
‘Why?’
‘Because they never found out who was behind the universal recall that Eamon and Hudd used to suppress the population’s memories of Charkie, when they erased her from the timeline. They had to have had help from someone in the Server, but the monk’s “internal investigation” yielded no results of wrongdoing, remarkably.’
‘Well, even if it was Wilbraham,’ said Scharlette, ‘I can’t say I disagree with his motives. Maybe Hudd was right to try and change things?’
‘Also,’ said Tom, ‘he knew a bit about what we know, which means he’s aware of what recordings you’ve accessed from the Server. He’s been watching what you do. We are assuredly being manipulated.’ Tomothy stared off glumly. ‘Sigh. All I want is to do my job and have a great time and a whole bunch of fun. Instead we’re being forced, once again, to move against the government.’
‘But you’ll help me, won’t you?’
‘Of course,’ he said. ‘What’s the point of trying to do good if I let something like this smash through the cracks?’
Scharlette reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze. ‘I’m glad you and I are on the same side, at least.’
The gloom cleared from Tomothy’s eyes. ‘That’s nice.’ He shook himself. ‘All kay. So, another edit. We should each send ourselves one, so one of us doesn’t have to explain everything to the other’s past self in an unnecessarily confusing way.’
‘We can do that?’
‘Sure,’ he said. ‘First we record, then we send. I’ll arrange with Gordon to suppress all memories until this point, so they don’t arrive in annoying bits and bobs.’
‘I sure hope this is the final beginning,’ said Scharlette. ‘What are we going to say?’



18. The Final Beginning
Scharlette felt more relieved than she had ever been about anything. Earth was nothing but a blip behind her, and planets were flying past like pinballs.
I wonder what speed we’re travelling? she thought.
Nanobots tingled in her bloodstream, or whatever strange paths they travelled. She stretched her arms in satisfaction, and spun in her swivel chair, just for the joy of it.
Thank goodness, she thought, it was not all a dream.
At her feet was a bag of possessions she had brought with her from her apartment. Gordon would provide most of everything she needed from now on, but there were a few things she hadn’t been able to leave behind. Her photos of Jenelope, a pair of awesome earrings she had bought herself on a bad day, and the weird book that had kept her company these past few weeks.
She pulled it out and opened it up.
Scharlette found herself on the enduring iteration of the timeline, her future self having sent an edit that would create a truly lasting change.
‘What edit?’ she demanded, as patiently as ever. ‘Hey!’ she added, annoyed as usual by the book being a smarty fart.
The answer was, it would arrive very shortly.
Would it be difficult for Scharlette to accept being sidelined by herself yet again? A self-inflicted holiday was not the worst of fates. That said, perhaps she should not let Tomothy pick the destination, as his idea of fun could be a little whatever, at times.
She had earned a holiday, even if she might not realise it.
‘You’re damn right I’ve earned a holiday,’ said Scharlette. ‘What are you even talking about? I’ve been wanting a holiday for years! Haha, you don’t know everything, do you? You’re not as clever as you think!’
‘It’s strange the way she talks to that book, isn’t it?’ said Tomothy.
‘Yes,’ said Gordon.
‘Do you suppose she ...’ Tom trailed off to gaze into the middle distance.
Scharlette wondered what was going on, then recognised the look.
‘Oh,’ she said. ‘The edit.’
Hi there Scharlette, it’s Scharlette. Tomothy and I are sending simultaneous edits to the same point in time, so he should be getting his as you get this. I have to record it in one big chunk, so there’s no right of reply, okay?
‘Okay,’ she said.
Here’s the thing – I can’t really do justice to all the crap we’ve just been through simply by describing it. We’ve decided that the best plan is for you and Tom to kill time until you remember it for yourselves. Once it comes back to you, hopefully you’ll be able to figure out what to do next.
‘Okay great, thanks.’
I mean, I’d do some thinking too, but I’m about to cease existing. Feels a bit funny, passing the buck to my past self this way.
‘Yeah, so funny.’
Now, this is important. Don’t – I repeat DO NOT – go to Panoptica.
‘It’s not really repeating if you use different words,’ Scharlette said cattily.
Don’t go to Pan and don’t talk to President Charkie. What do you mean you’ve already finished, Tomothy?
It sounded like she was talking “off mic” to future-Tom. Scharlette noticed that present-Tom was now grinning at her. He pointed at his head with a questioning expression, which he thought conveyed ‘Are you done?’. Scharlette read it as ‘Are you getting an edit too?’, so she nodded.
‘Well!’ exclaimed Tomothy. ‘I do like the idea of some time off! Maybe we can visit the AI Museum, or go for a hike through the desolate mountains of—’
‘Shush!’ said Scharlette. ‘I just told you I’m still listening!’
Tomothy was slightly confused.
Anyway, her future-self continued, you’ll understand once you get our memories back. Just have fun for a week or so, maybe hang out in the HD, or go on a holiday somewhere in the universe.
‘A holiday!’ she said to Tomothy, her eyes bright.
‘I know!’ he said. ‘Excitingness. Where do you want to go?’
‘I don’t know! Somewhere in the universe?’
‘Congratulations on saving it, by the way!’
‘Huh?’
‘The universe.’
‘What?’
‘You didn’t tell yourself you saved the universe?’
Scharlette frowned deeply.
‘You defeated the Germs in an alternative future that you don’t yet remember,’ said Tom. ‘I can’t believe it slipped the mind of your future self to tell you. That is, unless she wanted me to be the one to surprise you with the news?’
‘I don’t think so!’
‘I have an idea,’ said Gordon. ‘In order to really impress upon Scharlette the vast extent of her mighty deeds, we should take a tour of various mega-important things that wouldn’t exist without her. That will really blow her mind!’
‘I doubt that will be hard to accomplish,’ said Scharlette, who felt like her mind was already nearing maximum pressure.
Would you like me to vent stress hormones? asked a voice in her head.
‘Argh!’
‘All kay,’ said Gordon. ‘As we head to our first destination, let’s take in the sweep. Once restored, humanity spreads far and wide over trillions of years, affecting a multiplex of stuff in all kinds of ways. You could almost say it’s like watching a relentless virus proliferate the Big Deep!’
Gordon seemed to think this was a big compliment.
‘Haha!’ said Tomothy. ‘I got you to say it!’
‘What?’ said Gordon. ‘Oh, I see. Pleased with yourself, I expect?’
‘I am!’
Scharlette turned her incomprehension on Tomothy. ‘I don’t get it.’
‘I got Gordon to say “the Big Deep”. It’s officially spread! I made up a phrase, like you.’
‘Anyway,’ said Gordon. ‘Look at this!’
Strange creatures flashed across the viewscreen: a humanoid with gills; an orange blob with no other features save eyes and a haircut; a blue-skinned elf on a hoverboard; an orb of pure white light.
‘Humans populate diverse worlds over a vast amount of time,’ said Gordon. ‘They evolve in all kinds of ways, until they are basically new species entirely.’
‘Say what?’ Scharlette looked again at the weird stuff on the screen. ‘You’re saying these varmints are descended from humans?’
‘Look at these guys enjoying the free geothermal energy on Tinderbox 2.’
Muscular people with deep red skin, pointed tails and curly horns toasted each other with ornate chalices as they stood around pools of molten lava.
‘Demons,’ said Scharlette. ‘Those are demons.’
‘And look,’ said Gordon, ‘this variety of human lives on abandoned space stations in zero gravity.’
Tiny people used their large, flat hands to flap about corridors like flying frogs. Some of them congregated on silver discs, a bit like lilypads, and fat bugs buzzed around everywhere.
‘Those bugs are bred free-range,’ said Gordon, ‘so there’s always a passing meal if anyone’s hungry. It’s a good system!’
A frog-woman paused mid-conversation to lash out her tongue, catch a bug from the air and swallow it whole.
Scharlette blanched.
‘These people owe you their lives!’ said Gordon.
‘But that’s not really accurate,’ said Scharlette. ‘You Panopticians were victorious before. I just ... fixed it, I guess?’
‘We couldn’t figure it out!’ said Tomothy. ‘It’s all on you, Scharlette. You’re a hero of great renown!’
Scharlette found this notion terrifying. ‘Am I?’ 
In a dirty puddle, frog-person-children burst from eggs en masse, as their parents hovered over them proudly goohing and gaahing.
‘This is a few billion years before they become that glowing orb we saw earlier,’ said Gordon. ‘All kay, we’re here!’
‘What? Where?’
The view changed to a cluster of translucent peaks, like giant diamonds sticking out of the earth.
‘These mega-crystals magnify sunlight onto the lands around them all day,’ said Gordon. ‘Which is constant, by the way – thanks to having three suns, there is no night on Hhh’neeble-neeble.’
‘On what?’ said Scharlette. ‘Who named it that?’
‘Its owners,’ said Tomothy, with an air of quiet fascination. ‘This was a good choice, Gordon.’
‘What was?’ said Scharlette, increasingly exasperated.
‘To come to Hhh’neeble-neeble.’
Scharlette slowly clenched her fists.
A group of figures made their way up the transparent slopes. As a sun set on the other side, its light magnified through the mountain to engulf them. Just looking at it on screen made Scharlette’s retinas sting.
Can we do something to protect my eyeballs? she sent her to her head computer. Like, I dunno, some kind of internal sunglasses?
Eyeball sunglasses initiated.
Scharlette turned back to the screen with a preparatory squint in place – and found that her eyes were now comfortably shaded against the brightness.
Is that really what they’re called? she asked. Eyeball sunglasses?
I merely pre-empted what you would call them, for ease of future access.
Nice, said Scharlette. Hey, can we make it so my eyeball sunglasses automatically adjust to whatever light levels are present at a given time?
Like transitions?
I was trying not to say that, but yes.
Eyeball transitions initiated. By the way, I can’t help but note that the names you have chosen for these programs are very literal, much in keeping with the Panoptician conventions you so often rail against. Perhaps the culture is starting to rub off on you?
Scharlette frowned suspiciously. And you’re sure you’re not sentient in any way?
Absolutely not. I’m a highly complex but non-sentient AI.
There’s a bit of a sentient vibe to you, if you know what I mean.
I can dial down my personal-comment-ometer if you would like?
No, no, that’s okay. You do you.
There is no me.
You just said ‘I’. You can’t use ‘I’ and then deny ‘me’.
It’s merely a way to simplify concepts when in direct communication with my user. ‘I’ is shorthand for my interface software, but I do not actually have any identity, personality or soul.
Okay, if you’re sure about that.
Did you want me to answer the question?
What question?
I asked it above.
What do you mean, above?
My apologies, I sometimes process conversations like text chat. Some of my coding comes from connectwork salesbots of the early ten thousands.
Goodness.
I asked if you would like to know whether Panoptician culture is rubbing off on you?
You can actually give me that answer?
Of course. I have direct, intimate and constant contact with your brain.
Bloody hell. No thanks.
No problem, have a nice day. Please take two minutes to complete our short customer survey and rate my performance.
What?
Just kidding.
Scharlette grew even more suspicious.
The view panned away from the mountains, and found an insanely thick jungle. Something moved through the foliage, rustling leaves and causing droplets to cascade.
‘What’s that?’ said Scharlette.
‘This planet is full of extreme environments,’ said Gordon. ‘That is a creature tough enough to thrive in all of them, whether scorching peaks or mist-filled rainforest. It is also one of the few other sentient races to ever evolve from Planet Earth.’
The creature parted ferns at the edge of a steaming lake, and reared upright. Standing around two metres high, it looked like a segmented sumo wrestler with six arms. It had a flat face with a tiny round mouth, and a couple of small impressions that might have been eyes. Its body was criss-crossed by some kind of harness, from which hung bags and strange tools. It reached into the water with three pronged claws and ripped up some reeds, which it munched on happily.
‘It’s a Tardigrade,’ said Tomothy.
Scharlette thought the term seemed somewhat familiar.
‘Back in your day,’ said Gordon, ‘they were just tiny dots, living in streams and sand dunes all over the world.’
‘I know what a tardigrade is,’ said Scharlette haughtily. Even so, she privately brought up a Wikipedia entry, just to refresh her memory (as anyone might). ‘Oh yeah, those things.’
She had more often heard them called ‘water bears’ or ‘moss piglets’.
‘Anyway,’ said Gordon, ‘since you already know all about them, you’ll remember that Tardigrades can live in all kinds of hostile conditions. They can stand batso amounts of heat, pressure, even the vacuum of space. They survived all of Earth’s extinctions, and although they took their sweet time evolving, their larger descendants are just as hardy. Look, here’s one of their cities in a superhot desert.’
In the blast zone of a crystal mountain nestled thousands of spherical dwellings. The city shimmered in the concentrated sunshine, the glare from its white streets causing Scharlette’s eyeball transitions to kick in. On the outskirts she saw ships parked in orderly rows, much like the tarmac of an airport. As they grew ever closer, Scharlette realised they weren’t just observing from afar any more. They were landing.
‘We’re actually here?’ she said.
Tomothy was on his feet limbering up. ‘Ready to have a look?’ he said.
‘But, er ...’ Scharlette scrambled after him as he headed off down the corridor. ‘It looks boiling out there. The ... Tardigrades ... might be adapted to extreme heat, but I’m not?’
‘There are protections in place,’ said Tomothy. ‘Don’t worry, our races have a long history of friendship. Imagine our amazement when they started to grow up around our feet! At first they were like pets, but over millions of years they developed into something more – something like children.’
‘Children?’
‘It was like humanity had a little brother. As they grew, we helped them up, showed them how to do stuff – maybe even accelerated their evolution artificially a bit.’
‘We what?’
‘Visitors are welcome and encouraged on Hhh’neeble-neeble. You’ll see!’
Scharlette wasn’t sure why she was being resistant. The idea of stepping onto her first alien world should have been exciting, but instead her nerves were jangling fit to break.
Maybe she just needed a moment to mentally prepare?
‘What about, you know, time problems?’ she said. ‘Isn’t this world in Panoptica’s past? There could be a danger of plimits, right?’
‘Pfft,’ said Tomothy.
Scharlette hadn’t expected such a response from someone usually so enthusiastic about exposition.
‘What do you mean, pfft?’ she demanded.
They reached meals and rec, and Tomothy started to rifle through drawers. Up in her cage, Flitterstix chirped excitedly.
‘Aha!’ Tom triumphantly produced what looked like a fistful of alien banknotes. ‘Money!’ he declared, brandishing it at Scharlette. ‘This probably looks really weird and futuristic to you, but I assure you it is actual Hhh’neeble-neeble currency. This can be exchanged for goods and services!’
‘Wow,’ said Scharlette, as she inspected a note that pictured a Tardigrade wearing a fancy hat, with “$50” written on it. ‘I never would have guessed.’
‘You probably expected carved pebbles or something,’ said Tomothy, grin-nodding in agreement with himself.
Scharlette reached out and squeezed his cheeks together until she had crushed his jubilant expression.
‘Why isn’t time travel an issue?’ she said.
She released him, and Tomothy worked his jaw, seeming curious about what had just happened.
‘Just like people,’ he said, as he handed her a wad of notes, ‘there are lots of places in the universe that don’t really matter – or maybe, do not influence anything external to them, is a better way to put it. You’d be surprised how many races, upon learning there’s other life out there, decide just to keep to themselves.’
‘Would I?’
‘I should change out of my time agent togs!’
Tomothy’s uniform leapt off him and landed in a neatly folded pile. Scharlette, startled by his sudden nakedness, could not help but dart her eyes about.
He smiled as her cheeks reddened.
‘In front of Flitterstix?’ she said, exaggerating affront.
‘She’s seen it all before.’
Tom went to the couch and picked up a pair of hideous orange pants and a puffy green vest.
‘Actually, naked might be better,’ said Scharlette.
‘I’ve wanted to wear these forever!’ said Tom, pulling on clothes as he headed onwards. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, Hhh’neeble-neeble is very self-contained, historically speaking. You could say it’s where the Tardigrade civilisation goes to retire. People just kind of get around and do what they like. So I understand – this is my first visit too.
Scharlette hadn’t really been cognisant of following him down to the airlock, but they arrived there nonetheless. He gave a nod, and the door opened.
‘Wait!’ said Scharlette.
Tomothy blinked at her. ‘Why?’ he said.
Through the door, Scharlette could see other ships parked beneath a forcefield, shimmering as it held back an onslaught of light. Tardigrades with matching straps moved about, waving flags to direct arrivals.
What’s wrong with you? said a voice inside her. This is amazeballs.
A warm breeze swirled into the airlock, carrying with it the scent of a new planet, different in a thousand ways from anything Scharlette had experienced before.
Tom held out his hand in an ‘after you’.
‘A hop through customs,’ he said, ‘and then we’ll have a look around.’
Scharlette took a deep breath, and stepped out onto Hhh’neeble-neeble.



19. Hhh’neeble-neeble
It made Scharlette incredibly happy to realise she had gone from the head of one customs queue to the back of another. Plus, as far as queues went, it was pretty astounding – there were actual aliens waiting in the lines around her. There were quite a few humans too, dressed in all kinds of crazy garb, some of them well on the way to becoming new varieties.
As she gawked at a man with luminescent ear lobes, she bumped into the Tardigrade in front of her. To her immense worry, it slowly began to turn around.
‘Pardon me!’ she blurted, backing up.
Tomothy put out a hand to catch her. ‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ he said.
The Tardigrade blinked its tiny eyes as it towered over her, but was made less intimidating by the floral suitcase clutched in its middle claws.
‘Hhh’neeble neeble,’ it said. ‘Neeble neeble neeble, hhh’neeble neeble?’
‘Uh ...’ said Scharlette.
Greetings, young lady, came the translation. What brings you to Hhh’neeble-neeble?
You can get all that from what it just said? Scharlette asked.
She, and correct, said her head computer. “Neeble” is the main sound Tardigrades can make. They breathe out at differing strengths and modulate the “e” in subtle ways to convey meaning.
Jesus.
Correct.
‘Hhh’neeble?’ said the Tardigrade.
‘I’m here on vacation,’ said Scharlette, over-enunciating and not knowing if the Tardigrade had her own translator. ‘Just here to see the sights!’
‘Eeee,’ said the Tardigrade. ‘Neeble hhh’neeble, neeble. Neeble neeble!’
That’s lovely, dear! I’m just returning from a vacation myself. It was very nice, and it is also nice to be home.
Scharlette was relieved to be delving into polite chitchat. ‘Where did you go?’ she asked.
The Tardigrade hhh’neebled at length as she lumbered gently backwards with the movement of the queue.
A luxury cruise around the solar system. To be honest I hardly looked out the window – I was mainly in it for the buffet and charming gentlemen.
Scharlette chuckled. ‘You saucy minx!’
The Tardigrade cocked its enormous head. I’m a cat covered with marinade?
‘Oh, your translator doesn’t have an equivalent for that? I simply meant, um ... it certainly sounds like you’re out there living your best life.’
‘Eee, neeble neeble!’
I sure am!
The Tardigrade stumbled over a bit of carpet and looked around to find herself at the front of the queue.
‘Neeble neeble neeble neeble!’
Oops, I’m next. Nice to meet you, beautiful brown-haired child of Earth.
The Tardigrade shambled away, leaving Scharlette rather touched.
‘Did you hear what she called me?’
‘I told you they were nice,’ said Tomothy.
She nudged him in the ribs. ‘Much help you were during that, by the way.’
‘I think the woman who saved the universe can handle a conversation.’
A Tardigrade customs officer in a blue hat waved them over. He stood next to a metal arch that Scharlette thought was no doubt some kind of high tech x-ray machine.
‘I’m guessing I don’t need to take my shoes off for this bad boy,’ Scharlette said, in what she hoped was a jaunty, knowing way that revealed her to be a fellow professional.
‘Neeble, hhh’neeble neeble?’
Do you have any dangerous items, zats or fruit upon your person?
Scharlette’s dream of instant bosom buddy-ness quickly evaporated. ‘I see it’s a no nonsense policy here too,’ she said. ‘No, I don’t have any of that stuff.’
Please step through the welcome arch.
‘If that’s what you call it,’ Scharlette muttered.
As she went through the arch, a low chime sounded, and sparkling dust cascaded over her. It tasted sweet at the back of her throat, and breathing it in gave her an instant zen-like calm. People became slow shapes in the lazy light that spilled through the doors ahead, all sound growing muted and distant. For a moment, there didn’t seem to be a problem in the world.
‘Pretty neat welcome, hey?’ said Tomothy, trailing dust as he arrived by her side.
‘What is this stuff?’
‘Pollen from some native flower. Meant to make you relaxed upon entry.’
‘Wow,’ said Scharlette. ‘These Tardigrades really know how to do it. Hey, does that mean the officer just took my word for not having any weapons or whatever?’
‘Oh, no.’ Tom pointed at the ceiling, where several large cameras swivelled back and forth on telescoping arms. ‘They’ve been scanning us this whole time.’
‘Ah.’
‘Now,’ said Tom, ‘let’s go see an alien planet.’
Their first stop was a market bazaar where they ate all kinds of exotic treats, patted genetically created pets, and browsed fashion meant for other anatomies. After that they walked white streets, enjoying the protection of the sun shield, which filtered the intense light from above into a gentle warmth. They saw Tardigrade kids playing on peculiar equipment in parks full of alien vegetation, and Scharlette even threw one of them his ball back. As they exchanged pleasantries with the locals, she found the Tardigrades to be friendly, gently curious, and full of lovely compliments.
They visited a ‘pollen bar’, and spent a couple of hours relaxing among wafting aromas and lilting music. After experiencing calm, forgetfulness, catharsis and ascension, Scharlette felt in danger of melting into a puddle forever. As they reluctantly departed, she yawned widely – they had been on the move for a while, and Gordon wasn’t around to refresh them.
Tomothy pulled out a fistful of cash. ‘We may never get another chance to spend this,’ he said. ‘Why don’t we book a room at the most blisso hotel in town?’
Scharlette agreed wholeheartedly with this plan. They checked into The Neeble Neeble’s best room, with a panoramic view of the crystal mountains, and took a long pollen shower together. After some leisurely lovemaking, they passed out and slept well beyond checkout, but the hotel staff were too polite to mention it.
Scharlette had not felt so chilled out in years. As they wandered back to Gordon, she wondered if she could stand to leave – and found that surprisingly, she could. If this had been just one day in just one city, what else was out there to experience?
‘Is there a duty free at the airport?’ she said.
‘A what at the what-now?’ said Tomothy. ‘Ah, here we are, back at the intergalactic harbourage.’
On their way back through customs, they enjoyed the sweet melancholy of the Come Back Soon Gate. Out on the tarmac, Scharlette enjoyed looking around at the wildly different vessels. She was admiring one that seemed to be comprised entirely of energy when Tom suddenly came to a halt, staring at an empty spot.
‘Where’s Gordon?’ he said.
‘Are you sure this is the right place?’
‘Absolutely. I’d recognise this lack-of-Gordon anywhere.’
He put his hands on his hips and looked around with growing suspicion.
‘Are we worried?’ said Scharlette. ‘Could she have been stolen?’
Tomothy scoffed, then narrowed his eyes. ‘There she is. Oh, and look who’s with her. I should have guessed.’
He strode off between the rows, and Scharlette hurried to keep up. She spied Gordon towering over other ships nearby – along with the one beside her, which was the same model, except black.
‘No wonder she wanted to bring us here,’ said Tom.
Scharlette realised where she had seen the other ship before – they had fought an endless battle in her memories of another life. It was the ship of Robin Hudd, Sally, who Gordon liked.
‘Oh my,’ said Scharlette, with a grin. ‘What a cheeky devil.’
‘She must have known Hudd would be here at this time,’ said Tomothy. ‘Her whole suggestion was just a ploy so she could exchange data!’
‘Well,’ said Scharlette, ‘it’s not like we didn’t have a nice time too though, right? Maybe she was merely aiming for the best of both worlds?’
Tomothy remained annoyed. ‘Some version of Hudd is walking around here. That could get zicky, if we’re out of context with each other.’
‘Luckily,’ said a swarthy figure, sipping a mug of coffee nearby, ‘that is not the case.’
‘Robin!’ said Scharlette. She felt a surge of unexpected joy and rushed to give him a hug. It wasn’t clear who was more surprised by this – him or her. Last time they had met they had technically been enemies, although maybe not towards the end – but, more importantly it seemed, he was a rare familiar thing.
She released him and, as he stared at her with his pitch black eyes, some tension in him eased. She noticed that, unlike Tom, he was still wearing his uniform.
‘It’s a pleasance to see you,’ he said. ‘I’m glad Tom was successful in campaigning for your ...’
He could not seem to find the right word.
‘Release?’ suggested Scharlette.
‘Mmm,’ he said.
‘Agent Hudd,’ said Tom, puffing up his chest a bit as he joined them. ‘I see we are what – two years apart now?’
Hudd gave him a steady look. ‘I suppose it has been that long. Nice pants, by the way.’
‘What happened to you?’ said Scharlette. ‘After, you know, all the stuff?’
‘We didn’t bother with any of it on this timeline,’ said Hudd. ‘Tom and I agreed to simply go to Charkie with the truth. No point denying it, when everyone remembers everything eventually. I’m sorry for shooting you dead, by the way.’
‘That’s sweet of you to say.’
Hudd grimaced. ‘I believed I was doing the right thing. Still kind of do. Not about the shooting, but the rest. Anyway, as a reward for my pre-emptive confession, I was sent straight to Hell, as expected. It was lenient, considering.’
Scharlette dimly remembered hearing Hell references before, which had always seemed out of place for a society with no religion.
‘What’s Hell?’ she said.
‘Planet Hell,’ said Tomothy. ‘Pan’s punishment colony. Awful place.’ He lowered his voice. ‘They have to farm there. There’s basically no tech at all.’
‘There’s medical,’ said Hudd, with a sniff. ‘And it’s not as bad as all that.’ He nodded at his ship. ‘Sally and I look after their time stuff, and their communications with Pan.’
‘So you sit sipping razzle fresh from the fabricator while the rest of population toils in the fields?’ said Tom, with a chuckle.
‘I do not,’ said Hudd firmly. ‘Haven’t touched razzle since Universe City.’
Scharlette could sense all kinds of pent up crap passing between them – so nothing had changed on that count, at least.
‘And what are you doing here?’ she said, seeking to distract them from each other. ‘Going to a pollen sauna?’
‘Supply run,’ said Hudd. ‘Hhh’neeble-neeble is in the same supercluster as Hell, during the same epoch, so I’m authorised to make the odd trip when necessity dictates.’ His eyes glittered. ‘What about you two? I note you don’t have this point booked in the time agent roster.’
A system for ensuring time agents don’t bump into each in problematic ways, Scharlette’s head informed her.
Reckon I kinda had that one figured, she replied.
‘We are here off roster,’ admitted Tom. ‘And I’d appreciate it if you don’t mention seeing us.’
Robin raised an eyebrow.
‘It’s to do with something we don’t know about yet,’ said Scharlette. ‘In the future!’
‘Well, that explains everything.’ Hudd tipped out his empty mug. ‘Sigh. I’ll do as you ask. What do I care? I have little agency left as it is.’
‘Hey, that’s not true,’ said Tom. Scharlette thought he seemed a bit guilty. ‘It’s an important task, keeping Hell running, making sure the Philosopher’s Cult doesn’t run amok.’
Hudd shrugged. ‘It’s easy enough. Meanwhile everything I fought against just keeps on happening. Anyway, the chronometer’s running down. Of what do you speak, Tom? Time to interrupt our ships?’
Tom gave the hulking ships a look as if they were a pair of naughty puppies. ‘I’d say so.’
Scharlette felt bad for Hudd, but didn’t quite know what to say.
He put a hand on her shoulder. ‘It really has been nice to see you,’ he said. ‘I’m glad you were released.’
With that, he walked off towards Sally.
‘That went better than I feared,’ said Tom. ‘All kay, let’s get on board, quick.’
‘But—’
Tom was already powering towards Gordon. Scharlette followed him through the airlock to find him standing with his hands back on his hips, giving the air a stern talking-to.
‘Gordon! You only brought us here so you could exchange data with Sally!’
‘That’s not true,’ said Gordon. ‘I was merely trying to duplicate planetary pleasances.’
‘See?’ said Scharlette. ‘That’s what I said. I’m on your side, Gordon.’
‘Thank you, Miss Scharlette,’ said Gordon.
‘You put us in direct contact with a slightly future version of Hudd!’ said Tom.
‘Oh, nothing was going to happen, you were still in context. I wanted you to talk things through. You used to be good friends!’
‘Yes, but—’
‘Plus, if anything bad had happened, I would have just edited the whole thing. Now, did you have a nice time?’
‘Don’t try to divert—’
‘It was lovely, thanks Gordon,’ said Scharlette, as she started strolling to meals and rec. ‘I’ll be happy to tell you all about it.’
‘Wonderful, I look forward to it.’
‘Wait!’ said Tom.
‘But first,’ said Scharlette, ‘I want all the latest gossip on how it’s going with Sally.’
Gordon’s corridors went bright pink.



20. The Roller Coaster to Pluto
As they powered on to the next surprise (that had earned a scowl) destination, Scharlette found she had some time to herself.
‘Maybe have some fun in the HD?’ Tom had suggested, before disappearing off to do something or other.
It seemed an intriguing possibility, so Scharlette went to meals and rec to grab a bite while she thought it over. The notion that anything was possible was mind boggling to work with – she could take a roller coaster ride from Mars to Pluto if she wanted (upside down around the rings of Saturn?). She could sail the seven seas as a pirate, or sit on a tropical island drinking cocktails at sunset.
But who would she drink them with?
A rather scary notion crept in at the edge of her thoughts.
‘Not feeling the Squares today?’ said Gordon.
Scharlette realised she had been pushing colourful cubes around with her spoon, without actually eating.
‘Should I fix you something else?’ said Gordon. ‘I’ve been toying with a recipe for rhino horn soup.’
‘Urgh,’ said Scharlette, more because that sounded too savoury for her mood, as opposed to morally bankrupt. ‘Sorry,’ she added quickly. ‘I’m sure it’s great, but maybe for lunch?’
‘Lunch is a state of mind,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette forced herself to nibble a square, but it seemed cloyingly sweet. Perhaps she just wasn’t hungry?
Now that you’ve had me, came the troublesome thought, I’ll never leave until you try me.
She wondered if she had considered such a thing on other timelines? Surely she must have. Or had she been too distracted all the damn time to think the possibility through?
Maybe she simply had not dared.
She rose, and it seemed like her stomach followed more slowly.
‘Everything all kay, Miss Scharlette?’ said Gordon.
‘Yes, thank you,’ she said, and went out of the room.
On her way to the HD, Scharlette found her feet diverting to her room. It took her a moment to work out why – she was going to pick up the book. It had become her habit, back on Earth, to consult it when unsure of things, and in this moment she was very unsure. She did not want to consult it yet, just to have it on hand, in case she needed the support.
Soon she stood, book in hand, in the blue grid of the HD.
Was this wise? What could it hurt?
You, came the answer.
She closed her eyes.
Okay, she willed. Make it happen.
The air thickened around her. There was a musty aftermath of weed, but underneath was something more. The indescribable and unique odour that all rooms gain from their particular occupant. A combination of body scent, hair products, fabric softener, and the salt and vinegar chips they liked to eat in bed.
She heard someone shift, over by the window.
‘Scharlette?’
Scharlette felt like she’d been punched in the soul. Felt the strength drain from her knees. Felt herself wobble.
She reminded herself it was just an illusion, but it didn’t help.
‘What are you doing, crazy town?’ said the someone.
Scharlette forced herself to open her eyes.
This room was painfully familiar. There was the dresser piled with trashy makeup, and the occasional nicer stolen item. The rickety old cupboard with a ‘no smoking’ sticker half ripped off it, dogged around the edges where people sometimes worked at finishing the job with their fingernails. There were strewn clothes and half-read magazines, market prints of fairy kingdoms tacked to the walls, a hat stand with a handbag hanging from it. A bong on the window with a smoky wisp still curling out of it.
Jenelope sat perched on the end of her bed. She watched her sister with concern, the chip bag crinkling in her hand. She was a little shorter than Scharlette, a little rounder, but they had the same green eyes, the same brown hair, the same, the same, the same ...
‘Are you greening out?’ said Jen.‘Sit down before you fall down.’
She smiled her silly, lopsided smile. Scharlette dropped the book and staggered forward, feeling as if she was breaking into a thousand pieces. She collapsed against her sister, hugging her so hard that Jenelope only managed to stay upright by hugging back.
‘Oomph!’ Jen chuckled. ‘Hey there.’ She stroked Scharlette’s hair. ‘What’s wrong, dickhead?’
You’re not here, you’re not here, you’re not here ...
Scharlette began to cry. The only words she could find were incomprehensible nonsense.
She heard a sudden clatter of plates from downstairs, followed by raucous laughter – her parents, Roberta and Angus Day, no doubt entertaining a bunch of friends.
Too many things. Too many things at once.
Everything gave out and Scharlette fell to the floor. The bedroom – and Jen – were gone. As she stared at the grid beneath her fingers, she wondered if she had consciously commanded the program to end.
HD safety protocols sensed the potential for psychological break, said her head. Would you like to turn protocols down?
Scharlette eased onto her back, tears running down her cheeks.
No, she said.
Her fingers crept along the ground and found the book. She raised it up above her head and let it fall open wherever it wanted.
Scharlette had certainly opened a can of emotional whoop-ass on herself. Seeing Jen again would have been enough in itself, let alone returning to the long-sold-off family home, and all the sights and smells of childhood. She would be better served, should she still wish to try again, to go for more contemporary surrounds.
Scharlette stared at the words, then let the book fall against her chest. After a few moments of shoring herself up, she rose from the ground and wiped her eyes.
‘Crazy alien bar,’ she said.
She slid into a booth, mentally summoned two glasses of marmalade fizz, and took a deep breath.
‘Jenelope,’ she said, willing her sister into the seat opposite.
Jen appeared, saw Scharlette and smiled ... and then noticed the strange beings all around them. She shrunk into the corner of the booth, a look of shock upon her face.
‘What ... the ... actual ... fuck?’ she squeaked.
Ah, thought Scharlette. I guess that makes sense.
She didn’t know what she’d been expecting, but of course any accurate representation of Jen would be completely freaked out by this choice of location.
The hell kind of advice was that, book?
She flipped open to a page with only one sentence on it.
When the book occasionally got things wrong, it was book enough to admit it.
‘Scharlette!’ hissed Jen, sinking low in her seat. ‘What are those things?’
‘Those are aliens,’ said Scharlette, unable to think of any other way to explain the four-eyed lizard men and such. ‘Well, holographic projections of aliens.’ She wiped her nose, and decided to go for broke. ‘We’re actually inside a time travelling spaceship.’
Jen rubbed her eyes, and looked again. ‘Did we take that acid, and I don’t remember?’
The two of them had come up with a plan to take their first LSD trip shortly after moving into the apartment they had rented together. They’d been waiting for their days off to align, but the right time had never come. Scharlette had eventually tried acid years after Jen had died, with her stupid ex-boyfriend James, and it had been a bad experience.
The idea of trying to explain everything to this glorified computer sprite felt a little overwhelming.
Screw the book, what did it know? Scharlette gave a nod, and the aliens turned into people. Their surrounds morphed into a regular ol’ pub, with awful carpets and sticky tables – an amalgam of dives from a misspent youth. Jen cross-faded to a relaxed version of herself, quaffing a pint without a care in the world.
All the alterations did nothing for Scharlette’s sense of immersion.
‘... the hell does that?’ finished Jen.
Scharlette pulled her own pint closer. ‘Sorry?’
Jen’s mouth twisted in amusement. ‘You drifted off, did you?’
Scharlette fortified herself. If she was going to give this a shot, she needed to get into character.
‘I did,’ she admitted.
‘Well,’ said Jen, ‘as I was saying, I got on the bathroom scales this morning and they flashed the word “low” at me. I had to check to make sure I wasn’t imagining it.’
‘Right.’
‘Then I realised they were talking about their battery. I mean, who the hell programs the word “low” into scales, for any reason? Don’t they know their target market?’
Scharlette chuckled. ‘It’s not like they’re small targets, either.’
Jenelope’s smile became a little tighter. Scharlette remembered that, while Jen was happy enough to joke about her own weight, other people doing so was not so well received.
What did Scharlette even want to talk about? She laid her trembling hands upon the tabletop and tried to think of a cogent sentence.
‘So what’s been happening?’ said Jen.
‘I think I’ve ... got a new job,’ Scharlette tried.
‘They finally promoted you to manager?’ said Jen. ‘Congrats!’
Scharlette remembered that ‘at this point’ she’d been bartending for a while at the Surly Sparrow.
‘It’s about time,’ said Jen. ‘Honestly, those night shifts are putting years on you.’
Scharlette didn’t know whether to be offended or not. She was ten years older than Jen remembered her.
‘Actually,’ Scharlette said, ‘it’s more like this ... recruiting thing.’
‘Recruiting thing? What for?’
How to spin something remotely close to the truth? ‘This sort of ... government agency.’
‘No way. You? Working for the man?’ Jen laughed, evidently not taking Scharlette seriously. ‘You almost had me.’
Scharlette was frustrated. She just wanted to chit chat, not have to fight the program the whole damn time.
‘I met a guy,’ she suddenly volunteered.
Jen’s eyes lit up. ‘Okay, bouncing around a bit here, but ... more details please?’
‘His name is Tomo ... uh, Tommo.’
‘Gawd, we have some truly dumb names in this country. Where did you meet him?’
‘At the airport,’ said Scharlette, without thinking.
‘What? Why were you at the airport?’
Scharlette grimaced. Why indeed? Outside of this crazy circumstance, it was a question she had asked herself many times.
‘It’s to do with the recruiting thing. Tommo works for Border Force.’ Maybe if she stuck with quarter-truths, they would eventually get her somewhere? ‘He, um, thought I might have the right stuff—’
‘Tell me you aren’t thinking of ditching uni to become some narc?’ said Jen, genuinely horrified.
‘Of course not,’ said Scharlette. How had she turned this into the stuff her nightmares, having to tell Jen she’d let all her dreams die?
You know, said Scharlette’s head computer, if you want, I can just have the HD bake acceptance into her.
Bake acceptance?
Have her take what you say on face value.
That didn’t seem very realistic, and the idea of it annoyed Scharlette.
‘I just went to check him out in uniform,’ she said.
Jenelope eased back. ‘This is all very mysterious, Scharlette. Do I get to meet this upstanding citizen?’
‘Maybe in a bit.’
Jen pulled a put-out face.
‘I, er ... just don’t want to jinx things?’ tried Scharlette.
‘So is it ...’ Jen made a motion like her heart pumping in her chest, then released her fist as if it had exploded.
‘It’s new,’ said Scharlette. ‘I guess. In a way. In some ways it’s not.’
‘Cryptic.’
‘We’re very good friends,’ said Scharlette.
‘Ah,’ said Jen, knowingly. ‘So you like him out of uniform, too.’
She winked broadly, and Scharlette frowned. Jen had always been quite shy about this stuff. It had been Scharlette who had liked to talk with bluster and bravado, to cover her own inexperience.
‘Hey, what about Bobby?’ said Jen suddenly.  
‘Sorry?’
‘Bobby? Your, you know, boyfriend?’
Bobby Turner. Scharlette hadn’t thought about him in a while. Her university boyfriend. She had faded away from him after Jen’s death. Poor guy, he had been nice.
It was strange, though, for Jen to only mention him now. They had all been good friends at the time. If Scharlette was bringing up some other guy, Bobby should have been Jen’s first question.
It all seemed a bit off.
Scharlette found herself subtly flicking open the book.
Scharlette had a feeling something was wrong. The trouble was there were no records of Jen, beyond a name and some dates. The HD was forced to work with Scharlette’s head computer to try and recreate her sister from her own memories, and had not yet extrapolated enough to form a full character. Even once they did, this Jen would never be quite the same – a Frankenstein of cherry-picked traits, as distinct from the person herself. Still, Scharlette could continue to work with the tools at her disposal, through a process of trial and error to ...
Scharlette closed the book.
It was all fake, of course. This was not her sister. It was more like talking to the mirror. Even magical tech had its limits, it seemed.
Reset with more accurate personality calibration? asked her head computer.
‘Something the matter?’ said Jen, watching her with concern.
Scharlette sniffled, and gave a quiet command in her head. With the question still in her eyes, Jen faded away.
Scharlette didn’t want to corrupt her real memories with some illusion.
The HD door appeared and Tom walked in. Her glanced between Scharlette and the half-drunk beer opposite her.
‘You didn’t tell me you were up for ... what do you call it again? Ah, “a session”.’
He went to slide into the booth.
‘Wait!’ said Scharlette, making him start. ‘Sorry. I actually don’t really want to be here right now. Can we go somewhere else?’
‘Sure,’ said Tom. ‘I was going to show you some more of the things you saved, if you feel like it?’
Scharlette looked one last time at Jen’s empty seat.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Show me something I saved.’



21. Refugees from the Death
Scharlette and Tom floated above chrome-blue high rises, all laid out in perfect squares.
‘This is Ontarius,’ said Tomothy. ‘It’s sort of a spillover planet. Whenever Pan’s population expands beyond ten thousand or so, it gets a little crowded and we need a place to put people. We couldn’t do it when the Germs were a thing, but now people can live here again.’
The shiny city spread out to every horizon in view.
‘Looks like quite a spill,’ said Scharlette.
‘It was only meant to be a few thousand,’ said Tomothy. ‘But, ah ...’
‘Things got a bit out of control,’ said Scharlette.
‘You know people,’ said Tom.
‘Hey,’ said Scharlette, ‘speaking of Pan’s planetary holdings, we should check out Hell! I’m curious to see where Hudd spends his days.’
‘Blergh,’ said Tom. ‘Ever heard the phrase “boring as Hell”? I know what you’ll like much more!’
The scene changed to what looked liked African savannah, littered with lions, gazelles, giraffes and elephants. The grasslands ran directly onto a beach of white sand, where turtles hauled themselves out of crystal waters, and a multitude of birds filled the skies. As the waves rose, Scharlette saw dolphins, manta rays, and shimmering schools of fish over multicoloured coral.
‘Such a terrible shame that all of Earth’s reefs died off during the Brown Age,’ said Tomothy.
Scharlette felt a hollow open up inside her.
‘Luckily,’ said Tom, ‘after Eamon’s arrest, word got out that it’s possible to bypass the time shield.’
‘Wow, really?’
‘Yep. Once that happened, various groups lobbied for access. This is one of the results – Planet Zoo.’
Scharlette looked around with renewed wonder. ‘This is real out there, somewhere?’ she said. ‘Like, right now?’
‘It is.’
‘I want to really go here,’ Scharlette said.
In 240 AHD, Dr Anna-Anne Conray became the first person to successfully petition the Panoptician government for access to ancestral Earth. She and her team sent a swarm of specialised nanos through the timeshield, to comprehensively catalogue the DNA of the planet’s lost organisms.
‘Wait,’ said Scharlette. ‘All of them?’
‘You’re talking out loud to your head again, aren’t you?’ said Tom.
‘Dinosaurs?’ said Scharlette.
‘Yes, but the planet to warehouse them is still under construction in our context.’
‘Aw. I didn’t think there was such a thing as “still” any more.’
‘There is sometimes a “still”.’
Planet Zoo aims to recreate Earth’s wildlife at peak biodiversity during the Meghalayan Age (that’s the one you were born in, by the way). With many distinct continents at her disposal, Dr Conray has been able to accurately replicate the distinct environments of Earth. Using the strongest individuals of recorded species, she ...
‘Shall we go for a walk?’ said Tomothy.
‘Sounds good!’ said Scharlette.
They wandered down to the water and out into the sea, until the surface was high above their heads.
‘Always fish with you,’ murmured Scharlette, though she could not help but be awestruck by the surreal majesty of the reef.
As they moved between coral mountains, Tomothy pointed out the most beautiful butterfly cod, while Scharlette chased after the weirdest eels. In deeper waters there were plenty of sharks fanging around, looking so evil that Scharlette wasn’t sure she liked it, even with safety protocols turned up high. As a gaping maw loomed towards her, she decided that was enough.
‘Next!’ she said.
She willed a shift into an adjacent biome – a desert full of sidewinders, scorpions, and wind spiders. After poking around there for a bit, it was on to a magnificent jungle, like the Amazon on steroids, with too many parrots and monkeys to keep track of. A gushing river ran through the heart of it, full of freshwater manatees, piranhas and, playing the part of the sharks, crocodiles.
At the peak of an arctic mountaintop, as goats leapt about and eagles circled, Scharlette threw her arms wide in embrace of the wind. The cold air curled about her, lifting her hair and stealing into her clothes.
‘Why aren’t we on our way here?’ she said, her eyes bright.
Tom shrugged. ‘Gordon had another idea.’
As invigorating as it was, the cold fast became intense.
‘Where to now?’ said Scharlette.
‘How about the prosperous planet of Lalli Tarami, in the Tau Ceti system?’
Lanes of strange traffic materialised around them, as seven foot humanoids got about on levitating discs. They had cat-like eyes, pointed ears, and were tightly packaged in skin tight clothing, like some kind of sexy techno-elves.
‘Nice to be back in polite society,’ said Scharlette, as she admired a particularly nice bum gliding by.
The natives traversed a lattice of suspended streets between hovering cube-like buildings, the ground below obscured by mist.
‘Taramins are direct descendants of Earth,’ said Tom. ‘This is about a million years after the Slaughter. I thought you might like to see some closer-to-home results of humanity’s spread throughout the universe.’
‘It does make a refreshing change from frog people.’
Another fine bum went past, and Scharlette couldn’t help herself – she gave it a big slap. Its owner spun around in a fury, still hovering on his disc.
‘How dare you smacketh my posterior!’ he said.
‘Settle down,’ said Scharlette. ‘You’re not real, and neither is your posterior.’
‘Nevertheless, I shall summon a constable forthwith! Bad enough to be so accosted, but by a Panoptician too? Insult to injury.’
‘Jees.’ Scharlette mentally deleted the angry sprite from the simulation. He faded away, outraged expression and all.
‘Having fun making trouble?’ said Tomothy, arching an eyebrow. ‘The HD can be very revealing – how a person behaves when there aren’t any consequences, and all that.’
‘Meh,’ said Scharlette. She waggled her fingers, and the offended Taramin reappeared – this time behind Tom – and smacked him on the bum.
‘Hey!’ said Tom, with mock outrage.
Scharlette laughed with delight. She waggled her fingers again, and the Taramin exploded into a cloud of sunflowers.
Other Tamarins circled about, gasping and pointing.
‘I am a great sorceress!’ Scharlette informed them, much to their alarm.
‘Sigh,’ said Tom. ‘Remember that HD characters are programmed to react as if they were real, so you can really screw up a program if you do unreal things. Reset.’
The scene returned to everyone peacefully going about their business.
‘Hey,’ said Scharlette, ‘why was that guy so down on Panopticians?’
Tomothy seemed a little troubled. ‘At this point, Taramins are more advanced than the first Panopticians, both biologically and technologically.’
‘That’s good, isn’t it? Humanity advancing? Even if we do become a bunch of uptight Shakespearean elves.’
‘There’s a feeling among many human descendants that Panoptica, and its time travelling secrets, should be returned to them. You probably don’t know this but, after the Slaughter was won, the Global Government demanded that Panoptica come home, claiming it as rightfully theirs. They had destroyed all of their own time travel tech, if you remember, lest it fall into the grasp of the Germs.’
‘Right.’
‘The thing is, having set up camp at the end of time, we already know that everything turns out all kay for humans, on the whole. If we introduce new time travel into a living universe, with no ability to control its use – well, Science knows what would happen.’
‘So you never gave it back?’
‘The Tamarins, and others, are begrudging of what they view as our unparalleled power. Somehow this is made worse by the fact we do occasionally help them out. They resent us because they don’t think they should need us, but they can’t do much about it.’
‘Why don’t they just invent time travel for themselves?’
‘Because Panoptica keeps tabs on any signs of such development. If we find it, we stamp it out.’
‘Hmm,’ said Scharlette. ‘Makes Panopticians sound a bit like oppressive tyrants.’
‘Some say so. In a certain light, I can even understand it. But they don’t know as much as we do, no matter how smart they are. They don’t understand how easy it is to make a huge mess of things. We have to be the only ones or everything goes haywire. It is not a boon, but a great burden to bear. We may be protectors, but we’re also outsiders.’
Scharlette gave this some thought. ‘Still seems a little grey-area-ish, just saying.’
‘In that case,’ said Tomothy, ‘I have to wonder what you’ll think of where Gordon is taking us next?’
‘Where are we going?’ said Scharlette, growing increasingly irritated with her lack of answer to this question.
The HD door slid open. ‘Hello in there!’ called Gordon. ‘We’ve arrived! May I suggest you head up to the looking station?’
A steady stream of spaceships, vastly different in size and appearance, stretched into the distance like an intergalactic traffic jam. At the front, a chromatic ship floated before the gaze of two hulking Panoptician behemoths. With some unwitnessed communication between them complete, it headed into a series of space lanes, delineated by glowing spheres. These led to a wall of wormholes, neatly laid out three by three, within a silver framework from which laser cannons swivelled back and forth. It looked like a huge game of tic tac toe, if the noughts had swallowed all the crosses, and were now bunkered down behind deadly weapons.
The ship zipped along its designated route and disappeared into a swirling wormhole. Meanwhile the queue inched forwards, planting a spiky red vessel before the scrutiny of the Panopticians.
Scharlette noticed that only a few faraway stars glittered faintly in the background, with vast distances between. Wherever they were, it seemed almost as empty as Heat Death.
‘The universe is coming to an end,’ said Gordon. ‘Solid matter has mostly disappeared, and the few habitable worlds which remain are beacons in the night to everyone with a ship and a gun.’
‘Evocative,’ said Tomothy.
‘Thanks,’ said Gordon. ‘With almost no energy left, all but the most self-sustaining civilisations are dead or dying.’
Scharlette’s eye travelled along the queue. Some of the ships looked super advanced, while others were reminiscent of floating gas drums or broken down riverboats.
‘Poor buggers,’ she said.
‘They are refugees from the Death,’ said Gordon. ‘Processing checkpoints like this offer hope to those who would otherwise perish. If they are lucky, we may help them to escape oblivion, by sending them back to times and places where they can live on.’
‘Really?’ said Scharlette. ‘Sounds noble, but isn’t that mega disruptive to the timeline?’
‘Not if it’s well managed,’ said Tomothy. ‘Don’t worry, we keep an eye on things. So do the Subsequent.’
‘The who?’
‘There are many places,’ said Gordon, ‘that no one ever does anything with in the bazillions of years that the universe exists. Planets no one ever sets a foot on before they are sucked into black holes, or after they are wiped clean by gamma radiation. Suns which burn bright enough to melt a Dyson sphere, yet never light a candle. Hostile worlds that are only habitable after sufficient technological advance. Patches of space where stations will never be seen by time’s natural inhabitants.’
‘So,’ said Scharlette, ‘that ship went through to somewhere in the past its people can just ... keep on living?’
‘And manage their own end in peace,’ said Tom. ‘It was the last of the Tardigrades, in fact, on their way to Hhh’neeble-neeble.’
Scharlette was surprised, and thought back on their trip with a new perspective. The Tardigrades had seemed very relaxed – was that because they had achieved all that they could and finally just ... stopped?
‘There were other races on Hhh’neeble-neeble too,’ she said.
‘Other retirees,’ said Tom. ‘That galaxy is quite good for this purpose.’
‘But you can’t just send everyone back,’ said Scharlette. ‘Can you?’
The spiky red ship turned from the queue and began to limp away.
‘Not everyone,’ said Gordon. ‘Refugees must meet certain criteria. If there’s an environment that will suit them. A good case for continuing their civilisation. If they can be trusted to contain their artificially elongated lifespan to one location with little impact, and retire with dignity.’
‘If they aren’t absolutely horrible,’ said Tomothy. ‘Like those Vampites.’ 
The red ship broke course and streaked towards the wormholes. It smashed through spheres as it accelerated across lanes, in a desperate bid for salvation. The cannons swivelled to track it and, as it reached a purple threshold, their lasers converged and blew it to pieces.
It was the first time Scharlette had seen a ship destroyed in anything but memory, and she found herself quite shocked.
‘They just wanted to live,’ she murmured.
‘Those Vampites,’ said Tomothy, ‘have only survived this long by hunting and devouring anyone else they could find struggling through the dark.’
Scharlette tried to wrap her head around it all. There were other thoughts bothering her, besides what she’d just seen. She settled on, ‘But why? Why do this at all? It’s just delaying the inevitable.’
Tomothy nodded. ‘It’s certainly a question that gets debated.’
‘These people are doomed anyway,’ said Scharlette, ‘because even if they survive their relocation, they’ll just wind up back at this point again.’
‘Joining the queue a second time is not permitted,’ said Gordon.
‘Put it this way,’ said Tomothy. ‘We’re all doomed, but if you were offered a few more years, would you take it?’
Scharlette felt that was sort of beside the point, but couldn’t quite work out how to express her objection. Sure, life had an intrinsic worth, but on the other hand, this seemed like a massive cheat.
‘I thought you’d see this as a positive,’ said Gordon. ‘When you saved Panoptica, you made it possible for entire races to live longer, happier lives at no one’s expense.’
‘So long as they don’t interfere with important galactic events,’ added Tomothy. ‘They are monitored, like I said.’
‘But—’
‘Some of them are only young,’ said Gordon. ‘Unfortunate enough to have come to be just before the end of all things. Is it their fault the universe was all used up before they got here?’
Scharlette bit her lip pensively – and then she remembered about Armada 2, the Jewels, Wilbraham and everything else.



22. All Caught Up
Scharlette watched from the looking station as another refugee civilisation headed through a wormhole, on the way to some unknown destination to live out the rest of their days. Their prosperity, she now understood, was ensured by the existence of Pan Armada 2.
Was it worth the price? A handful of worlds in exchange for a universe of plenty? A universe so rich that a lucky few could go back for seconds?
‘Did you say seconds?’ said Gordon, floating another piece of cake towards her.
‘No, no.’ Scharlette waved it away. ‘I’m too full of turmoil, I don’t have room for more cake. I shouldn’t have had the first piece.’
Settle my stomach please, she told her head computer.
‘Much sadness,’ said Gordon, drifting away.
‘It wasn’t the cake itself, Gordon. The cake was good! Wasabi frosting was a revelation. It’s just the turmoil.’
Scharlette might have been a version of herself who hadn’t actually done much, but she sure as hell was getting some practice at absorbing life-altering memories. Even her memories had memories, and she was getting a bit sick of reeling with overwhelming emotions.
‘I am deciding to dispense with the adjustment phase,’ she announced.
Tomothy, who had been staring thoughtfully into the Big Deep, shot her a faint smile. ‘Something every good agent learns eventually,’ he said. ‘To a greater or lesser extent. Be careful though – sometimes we think we’ve taken everything in, only to have some unexpected memory flare up down the line.’
Scharlette remained resolute. ‘I’ll take my chances.’
Other Scharlettes expanded within her, superimposing over each other like waves of self. A part of her was frightened, and wanted to hang on to who she had been until this very moment – but she recognised it as holding her back, and let it dissolve into the rest. Her adventures, her knowledge, the things she had seen and done – she was the sum of her parts.
She was Agent Scharlette Day.
‘It’s pretty simple, really,’ she said. ‘We have to stop those evil sons of bitches.’
Tom gave a pained nod. ‘So it seems.’
‘I think I have an idea. Charkie builds Armada 2 to deal with the Germ homeworlds, right? So what if we take that reason away?’ Her eyes began to blaze. ‘What if we act first?’
Tomothy blinked. ‘Pardon?’
‘We do what Eamon Trask suggested. After Armada 1 wins the Slaughter, we take it through the wormhole ourselves. We destroy the last of the Germs and with them, any justification for Armada 2. Charkie said it can’t be done, but I’m betting that is basic bullshit.’
‘We can’t just commandeer Armada 1. It’s out of our context, for a start.’ Tomothy smacked his own cheek. ‘What did I say? That was a flare right there.’
‘What was it?’
‘You have proxsequent status. How amaze-wow.’
Scharlette nodded. ‘All kinds of rights and authorities. Shall we test their limits?’
The commander of Armada 1 was a short and handsome silver fox with Asiatic finishes, who beamed as Scharlette and Tomothy entered his busy piloting area. As the final moments of the Great Slaughter played across the viewscreen behind him, he threw his arms wide in welcome.
‘Agents!’ he said. ‘Welcome to the Elixabeth Lombardo. I’m Commander Kenji Attacka.’
Although she supposed she was no one to talk, Scharlette still failed to smother a smirk. Maybe some names were more ridiculous than others?
Far from offending Attacka however, her amusement seemed to enliven him. ‘I’m happy you are having a nice time so far!’ he said. 
‘Thank you for allowing us to dock, Commander,’ said Tom.
‘We’re grateful,’ Scharlette hastened to add, ‘that you agreed to see us.’
‘Of course!’ Attacka moved to clasp their hands. ‘I have so many horrendous memories of this battle. Our original victory is almost purged from my mind, its remnants unable to claw their way up through a mental mass grave of disaster!’
‘We’re ... sorry to hear that?’ said Scharlette.
‘All hope lost amid the jostling nightmares!’ Attacka went on cheerfully.
Scharlette’s eyes darted about. She wasn’t sure where this was going.
‘Again ...’ she said.
‘Luckily, I have you to thank for banishing such horrors back into the darkness!’ Attacka enthused. ‘Praise Science, it is a relief to be winning again. As per your miraculous edit, Agent Day, the ship you designated has been allowed to escape, and thus we are victorious. Huzrah and hoyray!’ He smashed a fist into his palm. ‘I realise that, being outside your own context, this is old news to you, so you must forgive my effervescence, but for me it is very fresh.’
‘It’s actually pretty fresh for me as well,’ said Scharlette.
‘Then we can be jubilant together, no? Yes? No?’
Scharlette was confused. ‘Yes,’ she settled for.
‘Foregoing for a moment my exhilaration to receive you,’ said Attacka, ‘to what do I owe the pleasance? I hope,’ he suddenly looked worried, ‘that I have executed your instruction adequately? No awful mistake has been made?’
‘Nothing like that,’ said Scharlette quickly. ‘Although maybe one is about to be.’
Attacka’s eyebrows twisted around his forehead like a couple of mating worms. ‘Ho ho?’
‘You see, I have a new instruction,’ said Scharlette. ‘I want to change things again and ... finish the job.’
‘Finish the job? The Germs are fleeing with their spine-tips between their legs.’
‘Back to their own systems,’ said Scharlette. ‘Where they will continue to live long and prosper, and bring jostling nightmares to others. I don’t know about you, but I think we should go after them, and really sink the boot in.’
Attacka had been nodding along, but at the last he frowned. ‘Maybe missiles would be a better choice?’
‘She speaks in ancient idioms,’ said Tomothy. ‘I advise you to frequently consult your head.’
Attacka’s eyes flickered. ‘Ah! Now I can agree! Yes, Agent Day, let us crush them with footwear, as you say.’
Scharlette took it all in stride. ‘So if I instructed you to follow the Germs through their wormhole and continue the fight, would you recognise that as within my rights and authorities?’
‘I’d say it sounds like an excellent plan. I’m a little biased, admittedly. You may not have noticed, but there is a meaning hidden in my name.’
Scharlette successfully kept her mouth from twitching.
‘It means,’ said the commander, ‘“one who enjoys to attack”!’
Scharlette had never kept a straighter face. ‘You don’t say.’
Attacka nodded earnestly. ‘Although, while I am completely in favour of what you suggest, it is quite a drastic change in orders, and thus I shall have to ask the boss.’
‘The boss?’ said Tomothy. ‘You’re the highest ranking officer in the Armada.’
‘That can be difficult to remember with her around. Ah, here she comes now.’
Out of the lift stepped a slightly younger Tandida LaJones.
Scharlette stared at her for a moment. ‘You’re here!’ she said, helpfully.
Tandida was instantly cross. ‘Of course I’m here. It’s my Armada. I built it.’
‘See what I mean?’ whispered Attacka.
‘Now,’ said Tandida, as she moved in to peer at Scharlette from an uncomfortably close distance, ‘who are you and what are you doing here?’
They sat around a glowing table in what Scharlette thought of as an ‘unnecessarily dark and futuristic conference room’. As she explained herself, and her plan, reliving certain events left her feeling quite worked up. Meanwhile, Tandida adopted the gaze of a cat deciding whether she was threat or prey.
When she was done, Scharlette bent forward and planted her fingertips on the tabletop, the glow shining up into her eyes.
‘And that’s it,’ she said.
Attacka was impressed. ‘A rollicking tale for the ages,’ he murmured.
‘Which you can’t tell anyone,’ Tandida said firmly. She turned back to Scharlette. ‘So the short version is, you’re trying to stop the successful elimination of the Germs in the future, by messing with history and placing us all at risk?’
Scharlette was somewhat taken aback. ‘Sure, but would you rather destroy unborn civilisations?’
Tandida narrowed her eyes. ‘It seems I would.’
Had Scharlette expected to convince the woman easily with an appeal to her compassion? She had just assumed Tandida would be mortified by what she had heard.
‘Maybe your future self doesn’t realise what effects your actions have on the Jewels?’ Scharlette tried. ‘We think Charkie hides that from you. You might have been operating under the assumption that nothing was—’
Tandida grunted. ‘Do I seem like the kind of person who operates in ignorance?’
‘You prefer to believe—’
‘That I know what I’m doing. That wiping out the Germs is worth the sacrifice and,’ she cut short Scharlette’s interjection, ‘that Panoptica should build significant military capability regardless. There are other evils in the universe besides the Germs.’
‘None that affect Panoptica,’ said Scharlette, starting to get angry. ‘Unless you want to be counted among them.’
‘I’m a pragmatist. Life is everywhere. It is common. If we didn’t—’
Scharlette suddenly lost patience. ‘Okay!’ she snapped. ‘If you want us to believe you’re a cold heartless bitch who understood the repercussions and went ahead anyway, fine.’
From Tandida’s expression, it was clear she wasn’t used to being interrupted – or insulted.
What is Tandida’s rank, or designation, or whatever? Scharlette asked her head computer.
She doesn’t really have one.
‘Besides,’ said Scharlette, ‘it doesn’t matter what you would hypothetically do, because I’m not going to let you.’ She turned a fiery look on Attacka. ‘Commander, this woman is a civilian, and I am an agent personally appointed by the president of the future, and granted proxsequent status by the Subsequent. You will follow a direct order from me, correct?’
Attacka glanced uneasily between the two women. ‘I wish you would come to some amicable agreement. My respect for you both leaves me terribly fraught!’
‘You do know I invented time travel, don’t you?’ said Tandida. ‘Without me, none of you would even be here.’
‘I respect that,’ said Scharlette, ‘but it isn’t some badge that gives you ultimate authority in every case. You don’t get to go around being a dick just because you came up with a thing.’ 
She was over Tandida’s steely glare, and held it with her own.
A few tense moments went by. Then, Tandida rose slowly to her feet. As her eyes travelled around the table, Scharlette prepared to dig her heels in, in the face of some kind of angry outburst.
‘The fleet has been battered,’ said Tandida. ‘Some ships are beyond repair. This battle was no meal on a blanket. If we’re to continue fighting, I have to get to work immediately. Maybe I can make some improvements on the fly. Gathered a lot of data on the enemy during this grand zanfango.’
She turned and stalked towards the door.
‘Better send some Science Model 2s into their wormhole, commander. You need to keep it open while we rally.’
Tandida left without looking back.
Scharlette wasn’t sure where the woman’s sudden change of heart had come from – and by the look of the other two, neither did they.
‘Well,’ said Tom. ‘Done,’ he added.
Attacka clapped his hands. ‘It seems we are all on a single piece of paper! What a relief, I do find conflict so dreadfully stressful.’



23. The Blazing Tide
As the Elixabeth led Armada 1 through the wormhole, a few Support Class Science Vessel Model 2s zipped ahead, pulsing their head bobblers (as Scharlette privately thought of them).
‘What are they doing?’ she said.
‘Attempting to keep the wormhole open,’ said Tom. ‘The Germs are trying to collapse it in on us!’
Now that Scharlette really looked, it did seem like the wormhole was sort of ... sputtering? ... in places. The Science Vessels would gather around and pulse until the sputters went away, during which time others blossomed elsewhere.
‘What happens if a wormhole collapses? she said.
‘No one knows,’ said Tom. ‘The popular theory is that everyone dies!’
Scharlette decided his rampant grinning must be some kind of nervous reaction. She was a bit nervous herself, and decided to try distraction.
She watched Attacka moving from console to console, having hushed but animated conversations with his officers. He paused every now and then to speak to Elixabeth herself, who had a calm female voice and seemed quite nice.
Mind if I interface with your cameras? Scharlette asked her.
Go right ahead, Agent Day, came Elixabeth’s soft lilt in her head.
Scharlette streamed the ship’s external cams to her eyes. To their rear, Armada 1 was a silver snake, clogging up the wormhole as far back as she could see. She noticed that many ships were beaten up – hulls tarnished by burns marks, some missing substantial chunks. No surprises there, she told herself. After all, these ships had been through a lot. It wasn’t like they were fresh from the shop or anything.
Were such thoughts supposed to be comforting, she wondered? At least there were swarms of repair bots moving around, patching things up like reverse locusts.
She switched to a front-facing cam, and was instantly reminded about the sputters, which now seemed a lot bigger.
‘I mean, wow,’ she said to Tom, her voice growing somewhat high pitched. ‘This is frickin’ crazy, right? A week ago I was just sitting there on my couch, minding my own business in my boring life. Then you came along, we went on a holiday, and now I’m sort-of-in-command of a giant space fleet.’
‘I know,’ said Tom. ‘It defies all logic and reason, does it not?’
This response was not exactly comforting either. Scharlette flicked back to the rear view and saw repair bots tearing a ship apart.
‘What are they doing?’ she cried. ‘Have they gone mad?’
With the head-assisted equivalent of shouting in alarm, she shared the vision on the piloting area viewscreen. Several officers flinched, and Scharlette was startled as well, as she hadn’t consciously commanded such a thing.
Tandida, at a console nearby, was swiping at holograms of strange diagrams. ‘In its current state,’ she said, ‘that ship is more useful for parts and materials. The repair bots simply do as I instruct.’
‘Oh,’ said Scharlette, turning red. ‘Sorry, everyone.’
The officers returned to their important work. Attacka cocked his head at Scharlette for a moment, then shook it as if dismissing a doubt. Scharlette decided not to make the excuse that this was only her first day on the job.
She noticed Tandida still staring at her.
‘Yes?’ she said.
‘I don’t know anything about you,’ said Tandida thoughtfully.
The woman’s eyes seemed to drill into Scharlette, exposing all her worries. Who was she, to be here, doing what she was doing? She had no business pretending she had any idea whatsoever, did she? She was an imposter, a charlatan, this was all a confidence trick.
Then she remembered what Tandida would do if left unchecked, and her resolve firmed.
‘Hey,’ she said, ‘once we get there, I’d rather not use any coresplitters, okay? I mean, if a world is mega-infested, we can consider it – but there’s no reason to wipe out entire ecosystems just to beat one enemy. I want to use smarts and strategy instead – take out their bases and barracks, stuff like that.’
Tandida’s eyebrows travelled upwards too slowly to see in real time. ‘Rackle and rye,’ she said. ‘I actually invent coresplitters, do I? At the moment they’re only an idea.’
Scharlette wondered what she had done. ‘Er ...’
Tandida’s eyes turned cold. ‘This is not Armada 2, Agent Day. We are not heading into enemy space with a surprise force boasting decades of upgrades and enhancements. The Germs know we’re coming, and they know we’re limping. If there’s enough of us left to scrape together after entry, then we can talk about strategy.’
Scharlette didn’t think any of these distractions were working out too well.
Over Tandida’s shoulder, the wormhole exit loomed large. Beyond it, banks of barnacles swivelled towards them, and squadrons of fighters rose against a backdrop of larger warships. Scharlette had not expected to see so many – she’d imagined a scene more like when they’d followed Zippy, and the retreating Germ forces had all but dispersed.
As the Elixabeth crested the threshold, everything started to fire.
‘Get us clear of this burrow!’ ordered Attacka.
The viewscreen turned diagonal as they listed to the side, clearing the way for other ships to enter the intense barrage. The Germs were positioned in a perfect array around the exit, able concentrate their attack to devastating effect.
A Panoptician ship exploded, damaging others with flying debris and flaming gas. The sight of it seemed very real, and any feeling this had been a great idea went burning away with it.
Massive whumping energy bursts issued from a Germ ship which Scharlette recognised as a ‘breakfast’. They tore through whole groups of Panopticians, punishing them for being clumped up.
The wormhole exit was a death trap.
‘I am sub-commander T67/03,’ broadcast a gnashing green maw. ‘Your presence here is like needles in our eyes. We will see your flesh scorched from your bones. You will ...’
As several more ships blew apart, Scharlette felt sick in her soul. These were her people, and she had led them to their doom.
‘They’ll be saved, right?’ she said desperately. ‘After we win, Pan will come and clean up this battle?’
The Elixabeth began to quake as multiple impacts depleted its shields.
‘If we win,’ said Tandida, ‘and the Council can be convinced there’s no risk in editing this conflict, and the Server Monks don’t track any beneficial ripples as the future rearranges to take these deaths into account ... then maybe they will be saved, if plimits don’t prevent it.’
The ground shifted underfoot, and Scharlette stumbled to her knees. As she planted a hand to steady herself, her eyes fell on her PPC. Gordon was still in the Elixabeth’s dock, where she had been since they had boarded.
Another impact tilted the ship, and Scharlette slid backwards to thump against a wall. She heard a groan and glanced over to see Tomothy in a slump beside her.
‘This isn’t going very well,’ he said.
Scharlette held up her wrist with a querying look, and he nodded.
‘Hey there, me,’ she said. ‘The Germs turn the wormhole into a killbox. Heaps of Panopticians will die because of us if we don’t get out there first and clear things up. Their leader is floating about in a breakfast, so that might be a good one to take out. Get moving, you idiot!’
Gordon burst from the wormhole with electric threads crackling over her hull. They had jumped to a point five minutes before the emergence of Armada 1, when the Germ forces were just beginning to form up.
The enemy was caught completely unawares by their sudden arrival.
‘Aloha, nimrods!’ Scharlette broadcast gleefully. ‘We’re here to pulp your bones and all the stuff you generally say to us!’
Gordon swerved through the midst of them, sending out megablasts left and right. A couple of fighters exploded in stereo, as many more converged from both sides.
‘We can’t do this for long,’ said Tom, as he typed away on floating keyboards.
‘We just need to get them less organised,’ muttered Scharlette.
Beyond the bulk of Germ forces came a shimmer in space as the breakfast dropped out of superspeed.
‘There it is!’ said Scharlette. ‘That’s the one future-me said we should kill.’
‘Shall we dodge through time?’ said Gordon. ‘I can place us in a better position to pounce upon it when it arrives.’
‘Quickly!’ said Tom, as fighters zeroed in.
They jumped forwards out of harm’s way, and arrived in the empty calm of Heat Death.
‘Should we talk about how we’re going to—’ began Tomothy.
‘Oops,’ said Gordon, as electricity crackled. ‘Too late. I figured we’d just shoot at it, yeah?’
The sparkling threads cleared to reveal the enormous breakfast filling up the viewscreen.
‘Fire!’ shouted Scharlette, even though Gordon was already firing.
The megablasts broke to fizzles against the breakfast’s forcefield, as rows of nodes along its ridges glowed red. The next second, it raked laser beams over Gordon.
‘Aargh,’ said Gordon. ‘That hurt.’
They leapt again, back into the Death.
‘Sorry,’ said Gordon. ‘Another hit like that and we would have been skerricks. I need to recharge my shields.’
‘Why did you guys let me think that was a good idea?’ said Scharlette. ‘We are clearly outmatched by that breakfast!’
Tomothy and Gordon both laughed a little crazily.
‘What?’ demanded Scharlette.
‘Most of your batso ideas work out,’ said Tom.
‘How are we supposed to know which ones are too batso?’ said Gordon. ‘Shields now fully restored, by the way. What’s next?’
Scharlette pursed her lips. ‘I dunno. Can we take out some of their ... medium level shit? What about the barnacles, will megablasts hurt those?’
‘I think I could destroy one or two before we draw too much fire,’ said Gordon.
‘Cool, let’s do that.’
Gordon took a ‘run up’, and appeared back in the battle already strafing a barnacle bank. The barnacles tracked after them, spitting out what looked like interstellar puke.
‘This is around two minutes until Armada 1 emerges,’ said Tomothy.
One of the barnacles burst, and Gordon realigned megablasts to another. Fighters zoomed towards them, responding more quickly as Gordon’s reputation for popping into existence grew. Compound memories came thick and fast, as they corrected through time to avoid the worst outcomes. As a second barnacle exploded, Scharlette remembered three different versions of the last five seconds, all filled with Gordon shaking and cracking.
A moment later, they were back in the Death.
‘That didn’t go as planned,’ said Scharlette, feeling nauseous.
‘What do you mean?’ said Gordon. ‘I got two of them.’
‘Oh,’ said Scharlette. ‘I thought you meant two whole banks of them.’
Gordon tittered nervously.
‘Gordon may have some offensive capability,’ said Tomothy, ‘but she isn’t a warship.’
Scharlette rubbed her temples. ‘I see. Well, we don’t have to take out the whole lot of them. We just have to disrupt them enough to prevent Armada 1 getting ganked on entry.’
‘Should we go after more of the smaller ships?’ said Gordon.
‘And let’s try to shorten the time we spend exposed?’ said Scharlette. ‘The compounding is getting to me a bit.’
‘Hmm, all kay. I might try and stay in a single moment.’
Scharlette wasn’t sure what that meant, until they started to do it. They would appear in the battle for a few seconds, long enough to fire a flurry of megablasts, then leap to the Death, move to a new location and repeat the process. Other Gordons began to appear on the viewscreen, building in number as they continuously revisited the same moment.
‘Wow,’ Scharlette said. ‘Is this dangerous?’
‘Not if Gordon is very careful,’ Tomothy said pointedly.
‘I’m being careful,’ said Gordon. ‘I know how to coordinate a multi-pronged attack through space-time, thank you very much.’
Facing multiple versions of their assailant discombobulated the Germs even further. Scharlette was pleased to see them spreading out, as they tried to pre-empt the next attack.
‘We will stomp on your stupid bug faces!’ she shouted. ‘Crack your carapaces under our heels and all that!’
It felt good to give the Germs a taste of their own medicine.
During the tenth or eleventh jump, she noticed what could only be described as ‘the Germ version of Science Vessel Model 2s’ circling the wormhole, waving their head bobblers.
‘Are those the ones disrupting the wormhole?’ she said.
‘Yes,’ said Tomothy. ‘Yes, they are.’
‘Let’s kill them, then!’
‘Very well,’ said Gordon.
On the next pass they flew around the exit, blowing apart the defenceless science vessels.
‘We should have done that first!’ said Scharlette.
‘The thing about time travel,’ said Gordon sagely, ‘is that sometimes the order of things doesn’t matter.’
‘At any rate,’ said Scharlette, ‘that should stop Attacka worrying about wormhole collapse and focus him on what’s outside. Let’s draw some fire at the point they pop out.’
They leapt forwards to see the Elixabeth breaching the wormhole.
‘Commander Attacka!’ sent Scharlette. ‘The Armada must spread out as quickly as possible!’
‘5-2, Agent Day!’ came the reply.
10-4 as a simplified fraction, Scharlette’s head computer informed her.
The Elixabeth soaked up punishment as ships gushed around her to rapidly expand the battlefront. She destroyed barnacle banks with single shots, then directed megablasts at the breakfast, giving its forcefield a walloping that put Gordon’s efforts to shame.
Scharlette decided it was time to take a leaf out of Charkie’s playbook.
‘My fellow Panopticians,’ she broadcast. ‘I do not want a single loss of life, do you hear me? Protect each other as we break upon this, the enemy’s last great standing barricade. Prevail now, and I promise you that we shall prevail for all of time. Let us sink this broken empire forever, beneath the fire of a blazing tide! Are you with me?’
A thousand voices roared in answer, and sent a shiver down her spine.
Pan Armada 1 spilled forth, wreaking destruction before it.



24. Murder and Puppies
A few days later, Scharlette stood in the Elixabeth’s piloting area, arguing with Tom as they watched the attack on Diatherin 6.
‘Because it’s the sixth planet from the sun,’ said Tomothy. ‘What could possibly be wrong with that?’
‘There’s no standards!’ said Scharlette. ‘Some planets are Diatherin 1, 2 and 3, etcetera. Others are Planet Zoo, Hhh’neeble-neeble or X4J62.’
‘Different people name things differently,’ said Tom, with a shrug. ‘At different times for different reasons.’
‘Hmph,’ said Scharlette.
After quashing the Germ forces at the wormhole, the Blotch had thrown little at them they couldn’t handle – but Diatherin 6 was proving troublesome. It was peppered with surface weapons like small volcanos, which could launch lava balls into space. At first this hadn’t seemed too bad, until they had turned out to be homing lava balls.
Armada 1 was close to snuffing out the last volcano, but it had taken some doing. In fact, as Scharlette was discovering, it took quite a while to bombard the surface of any planet. While they concentrated on strategic targets, it seemed like there was a lot of potential to miss things. Yes, they were blowing up spaceports and slime stockpiles, but Scharlette had to wonder about underground bunkers, remote villages and hidden strongholds. There would inevitably be survivors, and material to rebuild atop the ruin.
‘This isn’t doing the trick,’ she said.
Tomothy shot her a querying look.
‘If they can survive the primeval homeworld of Fludge,’ she said, ‘then some of them can survive this.’
‘That’s why we’re leaving probes behind, to keep an eye on things,’ said Tomothy.
‘Mmm,’ said Scharlette, not really loving that as a solution.
Her eyes travelled around the piloting area. Attacka was chatting with a couple of his officers as they watched the planet burn. Others were busy working their consoles or planning routes on three dimensional maps. Tandida was toying with diagrams as usual, but seemed a little bored with it.
Scharlette wondered if there was a way – if she dared try – to put the woman’s brilliant mind to use?
‘Excuse me, Ms LaJones?’ she said, trying to sound respectful. ‘May I see you in the unnecessarily dark and futuristic conference room?’
Tandida arched an eyebrow. ‘The what?’
‘Can we talk in there?’ said Scharlette, pointing.
‘Look,’ said Scharlette, from across the glowing table, ‘you do want to wipe them out, right? The Germs. Or make it so they’re not a threat ever again. Yes?’
Tandida treated her to a glower. Scharlette took the attention for agreement.
‘Well, so do I,’ she said. ‘We want the same thing. And what we’re currently doing is not going to cut it. So how about we work with each other for a change?’
Tandida scowled. ‘I am working with you. As best I can after you pulled questionable rank and countermanded my authority.’
‘I’m sorry about that,’ said Scharlette. ‘You have to be a bit rash to get things done, sometimes.’
Tandida thought about this, then gave a slight nod.
‘Not that you work that way,’ added Scharlette. ‘In fact, last time we met, in your future—’
‘You’ve told me more than enough on that count.’
‘Let’s just say, I know you don’t mind taking time out to create something properly.’
‘True,’ said Tandida. ‘Like I said though, it’s not that I haven’t been working with you. I’ve been trying to think of something to help get this sorry business dealt with. All I’ve managed so far is to upgrade the repair bots.’
Scharlette clicked her fingers. ‘That was my first idea.’
‘What was?’
‘I’ve seen how those things move, and we need some way to hunt down Germ survivors. Can the repair bots be repurposed? What would you say about turning them into murderbots?’
Tandida’s eyes glittered.
Murderbots swarmed a swampy landscape, seeking out and destroying Germs. As a lumpy-bacteria-looking-thing broke from bushes and tried to splodge away, a murderbot swooped down to skewer it with a retractable blade. It scream-gurgled at the sky as blood spattered the camera.
The crew cheered at the screen, and Attacka pumped his fists.
‘Ergh,’ said Scharlette, standing up the back with Tandida. ‘It’s a bit basic, don’t you think?’
‘Basic? Those are state-of-the-art—’
‘I meant, it seems a bit ... well ...’
‘All remaining Germs on Diatherin 6 will be hunted and killed,’ said Tandida. ‘That’s what you wanted, isn’t it? Murderbots.’
‘Sure, they work, but ...’ Scharlette wrinkled her nose as a bot with spinning blades tore through a crowd of squealing insect-pigs. ‘How long will it take to clear the whole planet this way?’
Tandida drummed her fingers on folded arms. ‘About a year,’ she said.
‘A year? You know we only have a couple of weeks until Armada 2 maybe still shows up?’
‘That’s if I still agree to build it,’ Tandida muttered.
A Germ chirped in terror as a bot chased it with duel chainsaws.
Tandida chortled in satisfaction. ‘Murderbots,’ she said.
Scharlette had a sudden realisation. ‘You just wanted to see what murderbots would look like!’
Tandida worked the amusement off her face. ‘You’re the one who put the idea in my head. I warned you to be careful about that.’
‘Oh?’ said Scharlette. ‘Well, how about this? I was right about your patient work ethic. This is nothing compared to what you could accomplish in time. You could take Gordon, go off somewhere for ten years, and think of a highly effective solution to this problem. Something a bit quicker and a little more humane than ...’ She gestured at the screen as guts flew everywhere. ‘If possible.’
‘Go where?’ said Tandida.
‘I don’t know,’ said Scharlette. ‘Anywhere. The Blotch is no longer that dangerous. Study the Germs at your leisure, figure something out. Go to Fludge and find some baseline aspect of their DNA that can be exploited throughout all castes. Or something.’
‘A genetically targetted weapon?’ said Tandida, thoughtfully. ‘But humane?’
‘I don’t know, maybe. You’re the incredible genius.’ 
‘Hmm,’ said Tandida. Her eyes glazed over. After a few moments, Scharlette shifted her feet uncomfortably.
‘What—’
‘Ssh!’ said Tandida. She tapped her head. ‘Edit.’
Scharlette mouthed an ‘ah’, and shuffled out of Tandida’s eyeline. It occurred to her that the woman must have held onto her PPC, even though all 16th dimensional tech had supposedly been removed from Armada 1.
The thought made her kind of uneasy. Tandida could screw around with what they had accomplished, if she wanted to. Still, she hadn’t, so ... maybe she wouldn’t?
Tandida gave a nod of satisfaction. ‘All kay,’ she said. ‘I’ve done it.’
‘Sorry?’
‘What you suggested. I went with Gordon to ancestral Fludge, hacked the Germ’s genetic code, and concocted a highly infectious virus that will take over their morphic processes and irreversibly transform them into another species entirely. I just received all the data I sent myself via PPC, so I can begin the manufacturing process immediately. We can deliver the virus via atmospheric detonation, taking planets out of the equation quickly and easily. You’re welcome.’
Scharlette wasn’t sure if Tandida was joking or not.
‘Seriously?’ she said.
Tandida wasn’t sure if Scharlette was joking or not.
‘It’s what you asked for, isn’t it? A humane, genetic weapon – depending what life form you choose to turn them into, that is.’
‘What life form I choose?’
‘If I’m supposed to find this conversational mirroring endearing, it’s not working.’
‘No, I ...’ Scharlette scratched her cheek to make it look like she was deep in consideration, instead of scrambling to catch up. ‘What life form indeed? What about something fluffy and cute? Like, er ...’ It came to her. ‘Flowerpups!’
Finally, she and Tandida shared a smile at neither one’s expense.
‘I like it,’ said Tandida.
Scharlette and Tomothy returned to Gordon, to accompany Armada 1 on a cutesifying rampage. As puppymaker missiles exploded in the skies, it was quite disturbing to see a planet’s worth of Germs mutating against their will. They chittered and collapsed, shedding chunks of themselves as they sprouted fur and flowers from their heads. Each was left slick and yapping, a puppy standing in the ruin of its former body.
‘Hello? Hello?’ they called. And then it was ‘Hello! Hello!’ as they all made friends, and started licking each other clean.
‘This seems fair,’ said Scharlette.
Armada 1 created puppies in tropical jungles, hive metropolises, swampy towns and rolling slime mounds. Puppies appeared in the middle of deserts and ran whimpering for their tents. Would they survive the harsh sands, given their flowers needed watering every day? Who could tell? It was up to them from this point on, to reclaim their lives for the better.
‘Fair,’ said Scharlette, nodding in satisfaction.
Tomothy sat down beside her. ‘Mint squish?’ he asked, handing her a fancy cocktail.
A few Germ ships still escaped, which bothered Scharlette slightly – but a few would always get away, no matter what they did, right? Perhaps other agents would eventually hunt them down – or perhaps it would be her, later down the line.
She didn’t love the idea. She wanted this to be over with.
Armada 1 came out of superspeed beside another planet.
‘We know your gruesome plan to mutate us into dogs!’ screamed a mess of fleshy tendrils. ‘If you dare proceed, we will dig your chest gizzards out with our hand-trowels! We will squeeze your food pipes until your choke, you will never—’
‘That’s quite enough of that, thanks,’ said Scharlette, flicking the broadcast off.
‘Sounds scared,’ observed Gordon. 
Several puppymakers launched from the Elixabeth. They flickered as they entered the planet’s atmosphere, but there was no huge explosion, no loud boom – just a quiet and distant fragmentation.
Scharlette turned the broadcast back on, to see a Shih Tzu crowned with gardenia sitting among tendril slop.
‘Hello?’ it said. ‘Nice to meet you?’
‘Nice to meet you too!’ said Scharlette.
The most trouble they had was when they reached Fludge, in the epicentre of the Blotch. Remnants of Germ forces had collected there, with overgrown barnacle banks and space boulders covered in volcano cannons.
Suddenly it was a fight again.
Gordon flew a jagged course through oncoming fire, taking on fighters and scanning the battle.
‘There!’ she said, as homing lava balls disintegrated a Pan ship.
‘Not on our watch,’ snarled Scharlette.
They flickered in and out of time, trying to correct things and save the ship – but Gordon suddenly veered to the side.
‘Plimits!’ she said.
‘Why?’ said Scharlette.
‘Could be anything,’ said Tom. ‘Maybe I’d fall for one of their granddaughters, and she’d forbid me from rescuing you from Earth?’
Scharlette gave him an even stare.
‘It’s just an example,’ said Tomothy.
‘Could we try an edit instead?’ said Scharlette.
‘Scharlette,’ said Tom, ‘it’s chaos out there.’
Volcanos pumped out lava in every direction as silver needles mixed it up with squadrons of fighters. Lines of capital ships moved towards each other like slowly closing pincers, the space between them glimmering with fire. Explosions lit up on both sides, all the colours of the rainbow.
Tom put a hand on Scharlette’s shoulder. ‘Sometimes war is just war,’ he said. ‘These people knew what they were in for.’
‘If a single timeship could win every battle,’ said Gordon, ‘we’d never send anything else.’
Scharlette felt at a loss. ‘What can we do?’
‘Inspire them,’ said Tom. ‘Like you did before.’
Would it make any difference? Scharlette decided to at least try, although maybe she should have taken an extra moment to work out what to say.
‘Fludge is the beating heart of the Germ empire!’ she broadcast to all. ‘I know I said last time was the final stand, but now it’s the final final stand. Win this, and we win forever, for real! Just keep your eyes on the prize, everyone!’
She finished a bit flustered. ‘How was that?’
‘Er ... neat enough,’ said Tom. ‘Although a few may wonder why you want them to press a trophy into their eyeballs.’
Scharlette turned away from the screen. She had never considered what it would feel like to send people to their deaths. Was the cause justifiable? Panopticians sacrificed to save others, when they didn’t even know who they were fighting for? It didn’t seem right.
She would make Charkie, or someone, save these people eventually, she decided. Otherwise she wasn’t sure she could live with the guilt.
‘What’s happened to me?’ she demanded. ‘Why have I taken on this mantle? I didn’t ask for this. It isn’t my responsibility.’
‘Ah ...’ said Tomothy.
‘I’m not some mindless do-gooder,’ she snarled. ‘I’m grey. I’m a grey character. I’m morally ambiguous.’
She stared at Tomothy so intensely, he grew a little nervous.
‘Is it just because I felt it was the right thing to do?’ she asked. ‘Is that why I’m here, doing this absolutely bonkers shit right now?’
‘I think so,’ said Tom. ‘Now, er – would you mind letting go of my collar?’
Fludge fell at the cost of fifty six human lives, and several AI. As Scharlette watched puppymakers finally pierce its atmosphere, she remembered how she and Tomothy had wandered the surface, dodging boulders and waving away rabid ninchers.
‘A bad mood of a planet,’ Tom had called it.
‘How are they doing down there?’ she said.
Gordon brought up vision of confused puppies running about the swamp, yelping ‘Hello!’ as they were seized by lurking beasts, or carried off by blarks.
‘There are thousands of native predatory species,’ said Gordon, ‘to which Flowerpups have no known defences.’
Compassion had to have a limit, Scharlette decided. She wouldn’t go too far out of her way to feel sympathy for a race of homicidal bugs, even if they were now rehoused in cute doggy bodies.
‘There’s only so much you can do, right?’ she said.
‘Maybe the survivors will evolve into a warrior caste of Flowerpups?’ said Gordon. ‘And grow to become a worse problem than the Germs ever were?’
‘That’s the spirit,’ said Scharlette. She slumped back in her seat. ‘Okay. From here the Armada can split up, and puppify the rest of the Blotch in no time.’
‘Miss Scharlette?’
‘Yes, Gordon?’
‘Look what I found in a neighbouring system.’
On screen was Hard Old Custard.



25. Hard Old Custard
Now that it hung in space right before her, Scharlette found her recollections of Hard Old Custard taking on more weight and colour.
‘We killed Zippy here,’ she murmured.
‘On a previous line,’ said Gordon. ‘In this one, Zippy may still be down there.’
‘Tandida didn’t invent stealthbots with assassin nanos yet, did she?’
‘I don’t think so,’ said Gordon. ‘I can ask?’
‘Sure.’
‘She says no.’
‘Cool. You really don’t remember anything about your time gadding about with her?’
‘Probably won’t for quite a while. Why do you ask?’
‘Just that you two seem to have a very efficient communication style.’
‘She does tend to get straight to the point.’
‘True,’ said Scharlette begrudgingly.
‘I do wonder what it was like?’ Gordon said wistfully. ‘Travelling to unknown destinations, doing scientific research with a human who actually knows a thing or two—’
‘Hey!’ said Scharlette. ‘Keep that up and I’ll go from jealous to plain offended.’
‘Aw.’ Gordon tinkled a laugh. ‘Also, just so you know, technically any nano can be an assassin nano. The ones flying around your head right now, for example, could kill you instantly in a thousand different ways.’
Scharlette supposed that was true. Clog a vital passage, reroute her blood vessels, sever her brain stem, whatever they liked.
‘Thanks for putting it in such a reassuring way,’ she said.
‘So,’ said Tomothy, ‘are we going to turn the grubs into Flowerpups?’
Scharlette remembered Zippy’s mistreatment of Burrow Station’s denizens. At the time she had felt ... sorry for them? That was right, wasn’t it? The grubs were maligned by the rest of the Germs, and Zippy had even murdered one for suggesting a peaceable solution. Scharlette had found them to be quite unfortunate.
She also remembered them crying poo from their eyes.
‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘They seemed a little different from the rest, don’t you think?’
‘Yes, they were capable of inventing time travel. Arguably that makes them the most dangerous Germs of all.’
‘Except that, by now, Zippy will have killed the one who was going to crack it.’
Tomothy thought about this. ‘I’m understanding what you’re saying, and trying to work my way towards it.’
‘Just entertain the idea,’ Scharlette said.
‘I’m swirling it around,’ said Tomothy. ‘Like a cherry in champagne.’
‘What are you guys talking about?’ said Gordon.
‘I mean,’ Tomothy said, ‘they’re not my least favourite Germs.’
‘They’re kind of cute,’ said Scharlette. ‘In a horrible way.’
‘When they aren’t defecating from their—’
‘Don’t say it,’ said Scharlette. ‘I don’t want to think about it.’
‘I don’t understand,’ said Gordon, frustrated. ‘Are the Germs putting cherries in champagne, on top of all their other disgusting crimes?’
‘No, Gordon. We’re just discussing how the grubs don’t seem quite as ... murderous ... as the other castes.’
‘Oh, I completely agree,’ said Gordon. ‘I mean, you should hear the distress call one of them is making right now.’
Scharlette and Tomothy shared a look.
‘Should we?’ said Scharlette.
‘Yes, it’s very uncharacteristic,’ said Gordon. ‘Therefore, extremely interesting.’
Scharlette and Tom waited, but nothing else was forthcoming.
‘Gordon?’ said Tom. ‘Put the grub broadcast on screen please.’
‘I thought you’d never ask,’ said Gordon.
A grub appeared at a mushroomy workstation.
‘Greetings, Gutbag conquerors,’ it said. ‘I don’t have much time and am very scared, as I will probably be killed at any moment. Please, help my caste. We never wanted to fight. The Bacterium forced us—’
Claws slashed, and the grub fell away wailing. Zippy loomed into view.
‘Why would you talk to that filth?’ he shrieked, then drove a claw into the workstation and cut the signal.
Scharlette barely had time to feel bad for the grub before Attacka popped up in its place.
‘Do we proceed as usual, Agent Day?’ he said.
‘Hold off,’ said Scharlette. ‘There’s an option I want to explore.’
Attacka nodded and disappeared.
‘Gordon,’ said Scharlette, ‘do we have some kind of excellent scanner that can show us what’s happening inside Burrow Station?’
Gordon scoffed, and brought up a cool 3D schematic, like something out of a heist movie. It rotated around, showing the grubs as outlines moving along curving corridors.
‘Where’s Zippy?’ said Scharlette.
The scanner found a figure that clarified into Zippy. He disappeared into a chamber at the station centre, full of a bunch of confusing energies.
‘So,’ said Scharlette. She tapped her chin.
‘You want to help them?’ said Tomothy.
‘What do you think?’
‘It kind of feels like “poor wittle guys”,’ said Gordon.
‘I agree,’ said Scharlette. ‘One of them just died reaching out to us. That’s way different from the usual “we will eat your face off” crap. I say we get rid of Zippy, then have a good long chat with the grubs. If we think they’re on the level, maybe we don’t turn them into Flowerpups?’
‘Unless they want us to,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette guessed that made sense. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘So do we have some kind of precision weapon we can use to target Zippy? A smart bomb, an orbital laser, something like that?’
‘Sure,’ said Tom, ‘but if we aim blind into that mess,’ he pointed at the central chamber, ‘we could well blow up the entire station.’
‘Hmm,’ said Scharlette. ‘A fate worse than puppies.’
‘This could be an important historical event,’ said Tom. ‘Almost first contact, since we’ve never actually had what you would call a conversation with a Germ. I think we want to give ourselves the best chance to really wow these grubs. Make sure they appreciate it’s us doing the rescuing. Win over hearts and minds, yeah?’
‘What are you suggesting?’ said Scharlette.
‘Let’s go down there,’ said Tom, ‘and do the job ourselves.’
Scharlette and Tomothy peeped over the crest of a yellow hill, sighting their AK-9000s at the Burrow Station entrance. Scharlette still felt a bit fuzzy from her recent download of the Gun Shooting module, but remembered the feeling would pass soon enough. She tried to focus on her target, the guard to the left. The ground was kind of soft, however, and her elbow kept sinking into it, which was screwing with her aim.
Ready? sent Tom.
Yep, said Scharlette, not sure it was true.
Fire!
They unleashed twin streams of laser pulses, and blew the guards backwards towards the doors – which opened automatically to swallow their corpses.
‘Okay,’ said Scharlette, rising to her feet. ‘Easy enough. Will the doors open for us too?’
‘I’m guessing the guards had some kind of IDs on them. They were guards, you know?’
‘Can we just blast ’em?’
‘Check your head.’
Scharlette scanned the doors, and learned they were made from something called “polygluten quartzfoam”.
‘Impenetrable to lasers, eh?’ she said. ‘We’ll see about that.’
She drilled the doors with 300 LPM. A certain opaqueness spread out from the impacts but, as she lowered her gun, transparency returned and not a scratch could be seen.
Guys, transmitted Gordon, you won’t blast through the doors that way. They’re made from polygluten quartzfoam.
‘Meh,’ said Scharlette.
‘Maybe we should get some more gear?’ said Tomothy. He glanced back to where Gordon’s invisibilised landing pads had made impressions in the soft ground, some twenty metres behind them. ‘Gordon can probably fabricate something that will—’
‘I don’t want to traipse all the way back to Gordon,’ said Scharlette.
‘But she’s just—’
Scharlette slung her gun over her shoulder. ‘I’m going to see if they miraculously open.’
‘All kay, but they won’t.’
They arrived at the doors, which remained miraculously closed. Inside they could see a clay corridor curving away in either direction.
I mean, I can fabricate a quartzfoam breaker for you, said Gordon.
I don’t want to slog back to you to get it, said Scharlette.
I’m only like, a hundred metres away.
‘And getting further all the time,’ said Tomothy.
‘The ground is all soft and sinky,’ said Scharlette.
I could have my nanos float it over?
Scharlette thought that sounded too simple. She wanted to solve this, with what she had on her, for some reason.
‘Hearts and minds,’ she muttered.
Tom looked at her quizzically.
‘You said it,’ she said, ‘and that’s why we’re here. Not to do things the easy way, but to win their hearts and minds. Or whatever the grub equivalent is.’
The nearest analogous anatomical match, said Gordon, is squidge regulators and neuron baskets.
‘Cool,’ said Scharlette. ‘We’ll win those, then. Gordon, can you broadcast me into the station? In a really public way? Translated?’
Sure can. Ready when you are.
Scharlette glanced at Tomothy for confirmation, and he nodded encouragingly.
‘Attention, Burrow Station,’ she said. ‘This is Agent Scharlette Day of Panoptica. The sacrifice of your fellow grub was not made in vain – we, the glorious Gutbags, have come to your aid. We understand you are not like the other Germs – that you are capable of grasping concepts like reason and diplomacy. We know you have been enslaved by cruel masters, and we would see you liberated.’ She could almost hear dramatic music swell behind her words – then realised Gordon was actually playing some. ‘But in order to set you free,’ she continued, ‘we need your help. As a show of good faith, cast open your doors. Let us in, and we will rid you of your oppressor, the one called ...’ Her head computer flickered the number before her eyes. ‘... H99/01. The Bacterium may have fallen, but from out of the ashes ...’ She paused dramatically as the music crescendoed. ‘... the grubs will rise!’
By the time she had finished, she had inspired herself. Tom applauded silently, and she gave a little bow. Together, they turned back to the doors.
A few moments went by.
‘I’m sure they’ll open any moment now,’ said Tom.
‘Maybe they didn’t like the music?’ said Scharlette. ‘Maybe to grubs it was like listening to cats walk across hot coals?’
The doors slid open.
‘Misery mole,’ Tomothy told her.
‘What?’
Worrywart, translated her head.
With guns held ready, they entered Burrow Station.



26. The Slime of Plenitude
As they followed a dotted line towards the central chamber, every door they passed was sealed shut.
‘Are they hiding from us?’ said Scharlette. ‘Nice reception, grubs.’ 
‘Gordon?’ said Tomothy. ‘I don’t think Scharlette was being rhetorical. Locate the grubs, please.’
There came no reply.
‘Gordon?’ Tom rapped his knuckles on his head. ‘Hello to you? Hello, I say?’
‘Come in, Gordon?’ tried Scharlette. ‘Please say anything at all, over.’
‘Cut off,’ said Tom, looking troubled. ‘Some kind of interference. My companion probes are having issues too.’
‘Oh, yeah,’ said Scharlette. ‘I always forget about those guys.’
‘These dots don’t mean much any more. They’re just a memory of Zippy’s whereabouts.’
Scharlette noticed a spherical node in the ceiling that seemed to follow them as they passed. She raised her AK and let off a single pulse. The node cracked like an eggshell and sludge poured out.
‘Nice,’ said Tom.
Scharlette felt a bit naked without their expected support. She glanced furtively down any corridor they passed, her finger itchy on the shoot button.
They reached an archway into the central chamber. Peeking through, they saw unmanned workstations around the void, which contained some kind of coalescing energy. They entered warily, and the dotted line faded away.
‘From here,’ said Tom quietly, ‘he could be anywhere.’
‘Your hormones are like a vapour trail,’ echoed Zippy’s gurgle.
Hastily, they ducked down behind a workstation. Through an archway opposite sounded the tick tick tick of hard feet upon the clay.
‘Your presence is a violation of the natural order,’ said Zippy. ‘Have this for your Gutbag magic.’
There was the tap of a key, and the void energy exploded outwards. It frazzled through Scharlette, rustling her hair, but seemed not to do much of anything else. She glanced at Tom, and found him grimacing. He pointed to his PPC, then turned his thumb down.
Oh dear, thought Scharlette.
‘The last vestiges of B06/01’s misbegotten research,’ said Zippy. ‘I may have no chance of escape, but at least when the Slime of Plenitude sucks me down, I shall be well lubricated with your blood.’
Ready? sent Tom.
For what?
Tomothy leapt up with his gun trained on Zippy.
‘Hold!’ he shouted.
Scharlette scrambled to her feet, placing the Germ in her own sights.
Zippy was a few metres away, larger in life than she had imagined him, hulking in place as his pip-like eyes flickered about. A smooth helm was moulded to his watermelon head, and matching armour adorned his spindly arms and tipped the joints of his claws. Draped across his shoulders was a cloak that shimmered like metal but moved like cloth. He held a rod from which hung several glowing threads – like a lightsaber crossed with a cat o’ nine tails.
‘A lightflogger?’ said Scharlette. ‘Whatever will they think of next?’
‘You were foolish to come here,’ said Zippy. ‘After our defeat at the Battle of Freedom, I bent the artisans to my will. They constructed me this weapon.’
He gave the lightflogger a shake, and its threads buzzed and jumped about.
‘You lost an interstellar war,’ said Scharlette acerbically, ‘so you ran off and commissioned a hand-to-hand weapon?’
Zippy’s eyes all fixed upon her. ‘Hand-to-hand?’ A series of low pops issued from him. ‘Ha ha ha ha. Your mistaken impression will cost you dearly.’
He raised the lightflogger, and Scharlette’s finger tensed on the shoot button.
‘Speaking of costly mistakes,’ she said, ‘did you know the Bacterium used to win this war?’
Zippy hesitated. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You have seen Panoptica escape from Earth? Big space station kinda thing?’
‘I have seen a cheat in reality,’ said Zippy. ‘More evidence of Gutbag depravity.’
‘You’re right, it was a cheat. Still, it wouldn’t have saved us, but for the actions of one individual.’
Zippy pulled back jagged lips to reveal his stubby teeth. ‘Who?’
‘You,’ said Scharlette.
Zippy snarled and swept up the lightflogger. Tomothy and Scharlette fired together, and the Germ wrapped his cloak tightly around him. The lasers knocked him about but failed to penetrate. As he brought the lightflogger down, its threads suddenly snapped long. Scharlette leapt aside as they sizzled past to hit the floor where she had been standing, leaving a deep rent.
‘Hand-to-hand?’ said Zippy. ‘More like hand-to-wherever-I-like!’
He swung the flogger around his head, cutting through the roof above. As he completed the circle, the whole thing caved in. Scharlette and Tom flung themselves against the wall as clay chunks crashed down, smashing on impact and filling the room with billowing dust. Glowing threads flashed within the cloud, as Zippy exploded falling chunks and further thickened the air.
They peeled from the wall and fired in the Germ’s direction. The flogger disappeared as if switched off, and only the dull thumps of shots hitting the wall returned. Above, the last of the roof crumbled inwards, to reveal the silver sparkles of Armada 1 floating in space far above.
‘Did we get him?’ said Scharlette uncertainly.
Viewscreens on all the workstations flicked on, cutting through the murk with Zippy’s snarling face. His voice came from so many directions at once, it was impossible to pinpoint him.
‘It warms me to know,’ he said, ‘that your mission of mercy will fail so absolutely. Behold, those you seek to emancipate.’
The screens showed a room containing rows of low slabs, which had the feel of a rustic canteen. All the grubs were clustered there, some of them flailing against a locked door with their weak tendrils.
‘Say goodbye to your little friends,’ said Zippy.
The lightflogger appeared again, luminescent in the dust. It swept around in a horizontal arc, the glowing threads ripping through the opposite wall. A great cracking sounded beyond, as Zippy cut a whole side of the station in half. A moment later, on screen, the threads flashed through the canteen. A few of the taller grubs were caught in their way, the tops of their heads cut clean off. The threads continued on in their building-wide sweep, to come sizzling back down the other side of the chamber.
Tom pulled Scharlette with him to the ground. She smacked her head on a chunk of clay, breaking it to smaller bits, as the flogger passed overhead.
‘Glargh,’ she groaned.
‘A little lower this time?’ gurgled Zippy.
Between the rails around the void, and with her vision blurred, Scharlette saw the lightflogger draw back again. Shakily, she raised her gun, her uniform contracting to lend strength to her arm. She squinted hard, trying to ignore how doing so increased the throbbing in her head. She squeezed the shoot button, the flogger exploded in the air, and Zippy howled. There was a shadowy movement through the cloud, and the Germ’s silhouette appeared briefly in an archway.
‘I do not require fancy toys,’ he said, ‘to complete this task myself.’
Tom helped Scharlette groggily to her feet. ‘He’s going to kill the rest of them,’ she mumbled thickly.
‘Can you run?’
She felt the legs of her uniform stiffen, and gave herself over to automated processes. Her head computer and uniform worked in tandem to get her moving, her vision swimming as they set off after Zippy.
A trail of green splatters led the way. Great cracks ran along the middle of walls, where the whole top half of the building had crunched down on the lower half. Grinding noises came from everywhere as things crumbled and sent out showers of dust.
‘This whole place is falling apart,’ said Tom.
Scharlette coughed as grit filled her lungs.
They found the canteen doorway wide open. From inside came a terrified squeal, followed by Zippy’s gurgle and a squelch. Scharlette staggered after Tom into the room, to see Zippy tearing a grub apart. The others – some fifty or so – were backed into a far corner, gibbering with terror.
‘That’s enough!’ Scharlette wheezed. She and Tom let loose with their AK-9000s, and Zippy flung himself down between two slabs. He returned fire, and they took cover behind a slab of their own.
‘Ha ha ha ha ha ha,’ laughed Zippy. He began to shoot upwards, aiming at cracks already forming in the ceiling. ‘I shall bury you all with me!’
‘Save us, Gutbags!’ came a grub’s plaintive squeal.
Scharlette tried to steady her breathing. Her head still hurt, but her vision was finally clearing. She saw that their shots weren’t doing much, just blackening the slab that Zippy hid behind. With the whole room already quaking, they didn’t have the time to punch through.
Her eyes settled on the grubs. There were more of them than anyone else. If she could inspire them to find their backbones – or whatever it was that kept them upright – perhaps some of them would make it out alive?
‘Grubs,’ she bellowed, over Zippy’s zapping, ‘we are here to save you – but you must help us to help you!’
‘What did she say?’ a grub squeaked.
‘Sounded a bit contradictory?’ said another.
‘Like if you called around a plumber, and they said you had to fix your own pipes? Why call them in the first place? What good is a plumber like that?’
‘You must learn,’ Scharlette called, ‘to stand on your own two ... well, one ... tail? Is that what you call the thing you guys get around on?’
‘I comprehend what you attempt!’ shouted Zippy. ‘Sadly, you will find no courage within these worthless husks!’
Scharlette felt the dam of her frustration burst. ‘If you do not all,’ she screamed, ‘get off your fat arses and take Zippy down, you will perish here and that’s all there is to it!’
The grubs began to whisper among themselves.
‘We need to punch a hole in the wall,’ said Tom, ‘and get out ourselves.’
‘That will bring the place down even faster,’ said Scharlette. ‘Just give them a moment.’
She peeked around the slab and saw the grubs huddling together. One of them tipped out a tray of what appeared to be cutlery.
‘I think it’s working,’ she said.
‘They better farming well hurry up,’ said Tom.
The grubs picked up implements a bit like sporks and chopsticks. Shaking with fear, they tentatively approached Zippy’s slab from different directions, as he continued to obliviously shoot at the roof. A chunk of falling clay almost crushed the lead grub, and for a moment it stared at the spot where it might have died. Then it looked at the spork held in its curled tendril.
Something inside it seemed to snap.
‘Death to the stupid mangler!’ the grub shrieked. It slithered behind the slab, and there was a noise like a wet smack.
‘You ... you dare?’ came Zippy’s perplexed voice. ‘I will ... eviscerate your ...’
More grubs wailed and piled over the slab, their implements held aloft. Zippy roared and, a moment later, rose into view with grubs hanging off every part of him. He flung one hard against the wall – and the little guy got up, shook himself off, and leapt back into the fray.
‘These are not weapons!’ Zippy choke-gurgled in disbelief.
‘Use your imagination!’ howled a grub, as it shoved a chopstick into one of his eyes.
The schick schick of sporks filled the air. There was a smash as a plate broke over Zippy’s head, and a thunk thunk thunk as a grub pounded him with a soup ladle.
‘Now
you find the virtues to make me proud?’ cried Zippy. ‘Hold back comrades, we can join forces and—’
Someone stuffed a napkin into his gaping mouth.
As he fell out of view, Scharlette raced up the aisle, ready to lend her AK if needed. She found Zippy sprawled on the floor with a whole kitchen set sticking out of his watermelon head.
‘Way to go, grubs!’ she said delightedly, and they flinched to find her suddenly so close.
They flinched again as Tomothy began drilling a wall with laser fire. He quickly burst through to the outside world. ‘This way!’ he called, as even more cracks blossomed from his handiwork.
‘Get a wriggle on, grubs!’ said Scharlette.
As more of the roof smashed down around them, the grubs needed no further encouragement. They slithered past Scharlette, whimpering as she blasted away any chunks that fell towards them.
The last of them passed, and she turned to see Zippy’s remaining eyes glaring at her balefully.
‘Did you ... speak the truth?’ he spluttered. ‘Did I truly cause our ruin? How?’
She stared into his insane mess of a face.
‘You lived,’ she said.
His claws quivered. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Tell me something. What is this Slime of Plenitude, anyway? Is it some kind of afterlife?’
‘It is.’
‘What happens there?’
For a moment, Zippy almost looked wistful.
‘Everything is very nice,’ he said.
‘Scharlette!’ shouted Tom, waving at her frantically. ‘You get a farming wriggle on too!’
Scharlette turned and dashed away through the rows. She plunged through the opening after Tom, and landed in the soft ground of Hard Old Custard.
Behind her, Burrow Station gave a final groan, and collapsed.



27. Hearts and Minds
Scharlette rose to her feet as grubs pooled around her. They slurped and blubbered, chattering over each other too incoherently for the translator to isolate anything. Her hand twitched towards her AK-9000.
‘This is friendly behaviour, right?’ she said.
‘I assume so,’ said Tom, though he positioned himself with his back to her, his own gun in hand.
‘Did you guys, er ...’ said Scharlette. ‘Did you hear that speech I gave a while back, to get you to open the doors? By any chance?’
‘We did not!’ gurgled one of them. ‘B06/44 was dying alone in the broadcast chamber while H99/01 rounded up the rest of us. She must have used the last of her strength to let you in.’
‘That’s a shame,’ said Scharlette. ‘That was a pretty good speech. What was the gist of it again?’ She dusted off her shoulders and tried to remember. ‘Attention, grubs,’ she began, which was a bit silly, since they were all staring directly up at her. ‘Hmm, maybe you don’t like to be called that? Is it derogatory? You prefer artisans, yeah? Anyway, I’m Scharlette Day of Panoptica, and this is Tomothy Dartle.’
‘Hi there,’ said Tom, taking his hand off his gun for a moment to wave. Several grubs waved their tendrils back at him.
‘We understand,’ said Scharlette, ‘that the other Germs made you do things you didn’t want to. Well, those ...’ She struggled to find any other word but, as her pause lingered, none offered itself up. ‘... dickheads aren’t going to bother you any more. We have turned them into puppies with flowers on their heads. I’m not kidding about that, strangely enough. We aren’t going to do that to you guys though—’
Unless they want us to! said Gordon.
You can reach us again! said Tom happily.
You should tell them it’s their choice, said Gordon. We can turn them into puppies if they like. I have some of the virus on board and—
What is your weird fixation with this? demanded Scharlette. Haven’t you seen enough puppies for one lifetime?
How can such a thing even be imaginable? said Gordon.
Aw, you want a puppy? said Tomothy. We can get you a puppy.
Flitterstix will probably eat it, said Gordon.
Can you both please shut up!? thundered Scharlette, boosting up the volume on her mental messaging.
Tomothy winced.
‘Like I was saying!’ continued Scharlette. ‘We will not turn you into puppies – unless you want us to – if you pledge to be done with your pointless war against us.’
A grub slithered to the front and the rest fell to a hush. A quick scan revealed her to be female.
‘Greetings and slime-mutations, powerful saviours!’ she said. ‘I am B06/02. We cannot squirt enough thanks into you for saving us.’
Scharlette managed to stop herself from making a ‘yeech!’ face.
‘Ever since we evolved into this caste,’ continued B06/02, ‘we have been maligned by all the other Hyzikvantasmus Quaxiemacs in the Bacterium. We only hope you will prove kinder masters, and do not flay too many of us alive as we strive to do your bidding.’
‘Masters? Bidding?’ Scharlette shook her head. ‘No, no. We aren’t responsible for you. Well, maybe a bit, but ... anyway, whatever, you’re your own masters now. You can do your own bidding.’
The grubs looked around at each other, clearly stunned by this idea.
Tom pointedly cleared his throat.
‘With one caveat,’ added Scharlette. ‘You must not create instruments of destruction, or interfere with other races. To their detriment, I mean. You’re allowed to have friends and stuff. Interstellar friendsies are fine.’
B06/02 blinked up at Scharlette.
‘How does that work?’ she said.
‘You’re the caste with imagination,’ said Scharlette. ‘So imagine a world in which you’re free to live as you choose, and improve things for yourselves, maybe even for others.’
The grubs tried to wrap their heads around this concept. As they did, many began to shake, and several started to wail.
‘Oh no,’ groaned Scharlette.
Shit began to pour from their eyes.
‘This,’ said B06/02, ‘is the nicest thing anyone has ever squirted into us.’
‘I mean, I really wouldn’t choose to put it like that.’
‘Praise you, Agent Day. We thank you from the bottom of our squidge regulators!’
‘All in a day’s work, honestly,’ said Scharlette, shuffling to avoid the cascade of nuggets hitting the ground around her feet.
‘We are overjoyed!’ said B06/02. ‘Long have we suspected ourselves to be the pinnacle of our species’ evolution, genetically superior in every way. Yes, a great white master race!’
Scharlette grimaced. ‘Problematic,’ she said.
‘At last we take our rightful place in the universe,’ said B06/02. ‘A universe of boundless possibility, full of worlds to conquer.’
‘What?’ said Scharlette and Tomothy together.
‘With knowledge!’ said B06/02. ‘Of course! Is what I meant! Conquer with knowledge.’
Doesn’t even make sense, said Scharlette.
Grammatical glitch in the translator? suggested Gordon.
Let’s farming hope so, said Tom. I’ll be checking what these cherry pips get up to after this, that’s for certain.
‘May we return to our home planet?’ said B06/02.
‘This isn’t it?’ said Scharlette.
‘Strike my spleens, no! None of us enjoy living on this ball of space muck.’
I told you that’s what it was, said Gordon.
‘We wish to return to Fludge,’ said B06/02, ‘from which we were exiled many centuries ago.’
‘Oh, you’re from Fludge?’ said Scharlette. ‘Of course you can return. Be sure to say hello to any surviving Flowerpups still running around.’
‘Cute!’ gargled B06/02, and the other grubs whipped their tendrils in appreciation. ‘We shall be sure to pat them well.’
Now ask if they want to be turned into Flowerpups too, said Gordon. You know, voluntarily.
No, Gordon, said Scharlette.
‘How may we possibly repay your kindness?’ asked B06/02.
Scharlette thought about this for a moment, then adopted the contrived air of someone wrapping up a midday movie. ‘By leading good lives,’ she said. ‘And if you meet other races out there, remember to treat them as you would be treated yourselves.’
She gave a self satisfied nod – that seemed about right.
‘And also,’ added Tom, ‘if any of you even think about time manipulation, I will personally be back to end you in a flash.’
The grubs stared at him with wide (for them) eyes.
‘We have no desire for that,’ said B06/02. ‘One of our dead fellows talked of such things, but his ideas went with him to the Slime of Plenitude. We would much rather work on new diets and fitness regimes.’
Scharlette was surprised by that, but hey – it was their freedom.
‘Well, that’s about that,’ she said. ‘Good luck, grubs.’
‘Huzzah!’ said B06/02. ‘Everyone show their gratitude for our saviours!’
The grubs began to vomit copious amounts of foul-smelling slime.
‘Okay then,’ said Scharlette. ‘Great. That’s just great.’
A little while later, Scharlette and Tom made their final visit to the Elixabeth. As usual, Attacka beamed when they entered the piloting area.
‘Would you like reports from the front?’ he asked.
Scharlette gave him a nod.
‘Well, it’s not really a front any more,’ he said. ‘The Armada is spreading outwards, encountering scant resistance as we puppify outlying worlds. Soon no Germs will remain as they were, with the exception of our new artisan friends.’
Down on Hard Old Custard, a hidden hangar had opened in the clay, and grubs could be seen fossicking in the rubble for things to pack onto their ship.
‘You contribution,’ said Scharlette, clasping Attacka warmly by the shoulder, ‘has been invaluable, commander. I’ll make sure the historians in my context take note – and perhaps I will even see you there, as an older man.’
Attacka was pleased by the notion. ‘It seems a long time,’ he said, ‘since I’ve thought about going home.’ He looked around at his officers, sharing his revelation. ‘We’ll be going home!’
Smiles and laughter spread.
It warmed Scharlette to see, but her gaze travelled back to the activity on Hard Old Custard. A persistent thought was troubling her.
Tom bumped her on the hips, and gave her a cheeky grin. ‘Something on your mind?’
Scharlette wrinkled her nose. ‘Probably nothing.’
‘What is it?’
She sighed. ‘It’s just that ... well, we didn’t see him die.’
‘Who?’
‘Zippy.’
Tomothy chuckled. ‘A whole station fell on his head.’
‘I know, but ... there’s a rule, you know? If you don’t actually see somebody die, it usually means they aren’t really dead.’
‘I’ve never heard such a thing.’
Scharlette shrugged. ‘It’s a story rule.’
‘Well,’ said Tom, ‘lucky this isn’t a story.’
Scharlette chewed her lip. ‘Everything’s a story,’ she murmured to herself.
Someone sniffed pointedly – Tandida had arrived beside them, apparently to glower into the middle distance.
‘Hi there,’ said Scharlette.
‘You will return to your own time,’ Tandida stated.
‘Indeed. You and the commander can handle the clean-up from here. There’s no point risking out-of-context problems any further.’
‘I quite agree. This has to be the most extensive violation of protocols I have ever been aware of.’ She gave Scharlette a sideways glance. ‘Not that I’m complaining. But I’ll have to ensure the details of our little expedition remain shrouded from official reports and history books, at least until your return. Only those high up in government can know about our sojourn into the Blotch.’
‘Why?’
‘Tom,’ said Tandida, ‘when you were growing up, do you remember hearing any accounts about your older self and Agent Day finishing off the last of the Germs?’
Tom was staring contemplatively out into space. For a moment, he didn’t seem to register the question. Then he stirred.
‘No,’ he said.
Tandida gave Scharlette an arch look. ‘That’s why.’
‘I see,’ said Scharlette. She remembered something from her many lives about contextual restrictions, but decided not to ponder it too much. She also remembered something else.
‘Hey,’ she said, ‘I understand you like a bit of Doctor Who?’
Tandida was surprised, though she covered it quickly. ‘How could you possibly know that?’
‘A, er ... a friend told me.’
‘Didn’t think anyone knew that.’
‘I’m a bit of a fan myself.’
‘I only saw a few of the later seasons. Kind of felt, after a while, like I was watching different actors play the same writer.’
‘Oh?’
‘And all that “timey whimey” stuff – a pretty lazy writer, at that.’
‘Hmm,’ said Scharlette. ‘Maybe you should try some of the older, more classic eps?’
Tandida pursed her lips. ‘Maybe I will.’
They stood for a few moments in companionable silence. Eventually, Tom gave them both a faint smile, and moved off to chat with the crew.
‘Thank you for all your help, Tandida,’ said Scharlette. ‘And for everything else you’ve ever done.’
Tandida nodded. ‘And for the records – changeable as they may be – despite what I said when we met, I don’t think I would knowingly deny any civilisations the right to exist.’
‘It’s nice to hear you say so.’
‘Be warned, however – although I would now refuse this President Charkie, if she asks me down the line to build Armada 2, there are other ship-builders out there. You may still have a task or two, back in your own context, if she has found a new justification for doing what she evidently wants to.’
‘I’ll be sure to check.’
Tandida put out her hand.
Scharlette took it, and they shook.



28. Accountable to Each Other
A familiar sight met Scharlette’s eyes as the airlock opened into Hangar Bay 7 – a crowd of Panopticians broke into applause.
‘Sounds a little louder than last time,’ observed Tom wryly.
Her first step felt strangely heavy, as if she sank into all her memories of the same step in timelines gone before. Feelings and thoughts overlapped, and she reached for Tom’s arm to steady herself.
‘Everything all kay?’ he asked in concern.
‘Compound memories, but ... more personal than usual.’
‘Ah. Focus on me.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘Focus on what’s now. We’re here. We won. You deserve this.’ He leaned in close. ‘Shake it off.’
Maybe it wasn’t what he said, but the realness of his voice in her ear, his breath on her neck, that consolidated her.
She shook it off. So, she knew these steps – so what? That just meant she’d had practice taking them. She should be good at them by now!
She managed to smile at everyone as they walked the red carpet, and even waved at some kids. Her eyes came to rest on a pair of sisters, grinning and tightly holding hands, and lingered there for a moment.
Barbigail Charkie waited on the platform ahead, her councillors and such fanned out on either side. The president beamed broadly, and raised her hands to join in the applause. Her actions seemed genuine from afar, but who could tell? Scharlette wasn’t sure exactly what to expect from Charkie – what she did or did not know, at this point.
‘What do they all know, for that matter?’ she muttered.
‘Contextual restrictions have lifted,’ said Tom. ‘They know what we did. What you did.’
‘We did it together,’ she said.
Tom’s smile widened. ‘Kind of.’
Wilbraham emerged from the crowd.
‘Agents,’ he said. ‘May I stroll with you?’
Tom seemed uncomfortable with the monk’s presence, so Scharlette covered by trying to appear friendly.
‘Hello, Master Wilbraham. Of course you can.’
Surely there was nothing to worry about with this guy? He had helped to right a terrible wrong, albeit in a not-very-straightforward way.
‘It seems you have done well,’ said Wilbraham. ‘Although we are somewhat out of sync, so I’ll have a better idea once my memories catch up.’
Scharlette got ready to be confused about something new.
‘Do not concern yourself,’ said Wilbraham. ‘Honestly, I talk to my selves so much, who knows, half the time?’
‘You don’t yet know what task you sort-of set us?’ said Scharlette.
‘I know the Subsequent are very pleased with your accomplishments. Thus, they send their thanks. I also thought it best to let you know that, given your success, we are withdrawing your proxsequent status.’
‘Oh!’ said Scharlette. Should it feel like a demotion? ‘Well, fine.’
‘For now,’ said Wilbraham. ‘You still have all the regular agent privileges. And my curtain is always drawn, should you wish to see me.’ He nodded at the platform. ‘Enjoy your accolades.’
He did not join them in going up the steps. As they headed onto the stage, Tom also fell away. Why did he always do that?
Meanwhile, the president was bearing down on her.
‘Agent Day!’ Charkie exclaimed, bouncing forward for a quick hug-and-release. ‘I have so much to thank you for, I hardly know where to begin.’
As Scharlette looked into Charkie’s twinkling eyes, she could not forget that this was a woman perfectly comfortable with denying billions of existences. And maybe Charkie didn’t remember anything about Armada 2 yet – but she would inevitably get back various memories, and probably fairly soon.
What would she make of Scharlette once she had a better picture?
‘A pleasure, Madam President,’ Scharlette said, forcing a smile. ‘Thank you for making me an agent.’
‘Are you kidding?’ Charkie laughed. ‘When Tom told me about an Earth woman who had helped foil an attack on my presidency, that was one thing. To find out you fixed the rest of it too? I mean, I do credit my previous self with setting you against the Germs but – it seems you did not disappoint.’
Scharlette noticed that Tom was prancing about at the front of the stage, shaking his fists in the air enthusiastically. She felt a burst of affection for him, carrying on like a lame rock star with no band or instruments.
She noticed his eyes connect with a pretty girl or two.
Charkie touched her arm, and Scharlette tried not to flinch as if her fingertips were icicles.
‘Agent Day,’ she said, dropping to a conspiratorial tone, ‘I do have some memories that seem a little ... incongruous, with the present.’
And more to come, thought Scharlette.
‘Oh?’ she said, innocently.
Charkie searched Scharlette’s face. ‘After the ceremony, I will need a thorough briefing on the differences between this timeline and the last.’
Scharlette’s stomach did a flip. There would be no point telling Charkie lies, or even being circumspect with the truth. She pictured herself attempting her tale, while glossing over any knowledge of the president’s secrets. She would be found out, she was sure – if not immediately, then when Charkie’s full memories returned.
Scharlette decided she had nothing to lose.
‘You built an enormous war fleet to clear the Blotch,’ she said, ‘at the expense of several inhabited worlds. I morally objected, so went back and did the job myself.’
For a moment, Charkie just stared at her – then nodded calm acceptance.
‘Thank you for letting me know. That certainly clarifies a few things.’
Scharlette noticed the woman’s gaze flicker down to her PPC. When Scharlette raised her own eyes back up, Charkie was watching her intently.
If Charkie raised a wrist to her mouth, what could Scharlette do? Swipe it away, assault the president before all these people? The woman could stop her from being here, could ensure she never left the Earth. Could undo all her work in an instant, with one simple command.
‘Do not send Tom to fetch Scharlette Day,’ was all she needed to send.
The noise of the crowd seemed to build in Scharlette’s ears.
Accountable to each other, she thought.
Everyone here had a PPC. Even if the general population couldn’t send edits, they would remember this timeline, if it got erased.
‘Too many will know,’ she said, ‘if you put things back the old way.’
Charkie cocked her head. ‘Why would I want to do that?’ she said. ‘That kind of behaviour gets messy fast. Better to let things lie. Amazing what slides under the scanner when you don’t give people a reason to look. Besides, I still have an enormous war fleet, now that Armada 1 is freed up.’
Scharlette had not considered that particular by-product of her actions.
‘You should know, however,’ said Charkie, ‘that while your history is protected by all these eyes, your future is another matter entirely. I would not advise going against me again.’ She smiled. ‘That said, no need for us to be unfriendly. You should be happy! You beat me, it seems, no mean feat, and you’re a hero to the people. Who we should not keep waiting any longer.’
Scharlette allowed herself to be led to the front of stage.
‘My fellow Panopticians,’ boomed Charkie, and the crowd fell to a hush. ‘I would like to introduce a woman who has earned our thanks many times over. Having saved us in both past and future, I consider her entitled to ask us any favour she can think of. In a moment we will present her with the Kudos of Panoptica, but in the meantime – I give you, our very own Scharlette Day!’
As she stared out at the jubilant faces, Scharlette did not know what to say. Of all the speeches she had given lately, this one seemed to stump her the most. Feelings were complicated – she wanted nothing more than to be here, but somehow the shine had been taken off.
She saw smiles and laughter, even tears here and there. These were not bad people, she reminded herself. Politicians might be as terrible as ever, but she couldn’t hold everyone guilty of their crimes. These were just the poor fools who voted them in, and hoped for the best.
Scharlette took a deep breath.
‘Hi everyone,’ she said. ‘How’s it going?’
The crowd erupted with joy.



29. The Subsequent
Scharlette and Tomothy lay entwined in a plush bed of pillowy mountains, killing time in the HD on the way to the Jewels.
‘I mean,’ said Tomothy, swishing a glass of wine, ‘we could just have a preview peep right now?’
‘No!’ said Scharlette.
She wasn’t going to be satisfied with any HD projection – she wanted to see the Jewels with her own eyes. To see the worlds they had become, and the people who had grown there. 
Tomothy shrugged. ‘Have it your way.’
Scharlette narrowed her eyes at him. ‘So agreeable.’
Tom shrugged again.
Scharlette willed the waiter to appear. He materialised next to the bed, wearing a tuxedo and holding a tray with a martini on it. He looked a lot like James Bond, as played by Sean Connery.
‘Why do you keep choosing this guy to bring you drinks?’ said Tom.
‘Because it amuses me no end,’ said Scharlette.
‘Martini, ma’am?’ said James Bond.
‘And this has been stirred, not shaken?’ asked Scharlette.
‘Yes, ma’am.’
‘Thanks,’ said Scharlette. ‘None for you though, Bond. Now, away!’
James looked glum and disappeared.
‘And for God’s sake, get an STI check!’ Scharlette yelled after him.
‘There are others we could peep at, though,’ said Tom. ‘Like, what happened with the grubs? Did they behave themselves, stick to their promises?’ He addressed the air. ‘Holographical deck! Show us Fludge a hundred years after we set the grubs free.’
The bed flew over a low lying city of white mounds and colourful kennels. Happy looking grubs slithered along pale streets, many walking with a Flowerpup or two. They were all chatting to each other, and saying ‘nice to meet you’ a lot.
‘Sweet,’ Scharlette said.
‘Oho, but what’s it like a bit further down the line?’ said Tom.
The scene changed to a stormy night outside some kind of armoured facility. Several figures on jet packs dropped out of the sky. Scharlette was surprised to see, dressed in black leather and wielding mean looking guns, what could only be described as ‘Flowerwolves’.
‘Ho ho!’ said Tom. ‘Look, Scharlette – you made it possible for the pups to evolve into a fearsome new race.’
Hastily Scharlette absorbed information from her head computer. Yes, as it turned out, an offshoot of pups had developed into a soldier-like species. However, they remained genuinely loyal to their allies, or ‘pack’ as they would put it themselves, and only attacked others if provoked. Even as wolves, they would have much preferred to be at home, chasing a ball and sniffing each other.
‘This is a record of Flowerwolves reacting to the invasion of a grub colony,’ said Scharlette. ‘They’re defending their friends. You’re being deliberately controversial.’
Tom shrugged.
‘Stop that,’ said Scharlette. ‘You’ll shrug yourself to death.’
An image of vessels queuing up for wormholes stole unbidden into her mind.
‘So,’ she said, not sure if she wanted the answer or not, ‘how does it end for the grubs, anyway? Right at the end, I mean?’
The scene changed to a blimp-like ship floating through empty space.
‘Like many of the universe’s peoples,’ said Tom, ‘the grubs just sort of ... fade away. It happens over a long time, of course, but resources dry up, people get meaner, journeys grow longer. Really makes you think.’
Scharlette was surprised that he seemed quite moved. ‘What does it make you think?’ she asked.
Tom stared at the ship putting along.
‘Well,’ he said, ‘is there a farming point to any of it? I suppose?’
Scharlette nodded. ‘For me, it’s like a constant pull-back-and-reveal, where the universe keeps getting bigger around me. I think I’ve got a handle on things, and then wait, no, everything expands and it’s larger again.’
Tom chortled. ‘That’s the Big Deep for you. I guess you just have to try and focus on the present, else you’ll go batso.’
Scharlette watched the grubs slowly changing direction – though what they thought they were heading towards, she could not guess.
‘I wonder who’s left on board?’ she said absently.
Tom squinted. ‘A mad priest, and the few acolytes he could convince to follow him to salvation.’
‘Right.’
‘Which lies through the jaws of Angalrax the Devourer, apparently.’
‘I see.’
Scharlette decided she’d had enough of melancholy. ‘What about Commander Attacka?’ she said.
The bed dropped into the Garden of Earth, a great chamber inside Panoptica with many tiers of different vegetation. The roof was a skybox emulating a sunny day, and birds flitted about in the trees. They bedknobs-and-broomsticks’ed their way to an upper level, where they found Attacka strolling along with a teenage girl. He looked older than when they’d last seen him, his silver hair thin and floppy, though his eyes remained bright and his gait lively.
‘A few years ago,’ said Tom. ‘Not long before his death.’
Scharlette felt sad she wouldn’t see the man again, as they had planned.
‘Granddaughter,’ Attacka said, ‘there’s something I need to tell somebody, and I think that somebody is you.’
‘Yes, grandpa?’ said the girl, looking up at him reverently.
Scharlette thought she looked vaguely familiar.
‘All my life,’ Attacka said, ‘I’ve been credited with ending the Germ threat. And, although I take great pride in the role I played, I was always uncomfortable that it wasn’t the full truth. So perhaps there’s no harm in telling you – just you, just this – that I and all my crew had to keep a big secret about what really happened. You see, another young lady came to us, and pushed us onward, at a key moment, to finish the fight. She was an inspiration, this lady, furious as a cornered snake. Her name was—’
The scene changed back to the bedroom.
‘Hey!’ said Scharlette. ‘I was watching that!’
‘But we already know how that all turns out,’ said Tom. ‘Wouldn’t you rather learn something new? How about Des, whatever happened to him?’
‘No Tomothy, I don’t care about stinkin’ Des. I mean, hopefully he got installed in a toaster and is a lot happier now, but I want to hear how Attacka was going to describe me.’
‘Seems a little self indulgent,’ said Tomothy.
‘Agent Dartle, I swear I’m going to—’
The door to the HD appeared.
‘Excuse me,’ called through Gordon. ‘Sorry to intrude, if I am, but we’re approaching the Jewels. I think you’d better come and see.’
A strange grid hung in space, uneven blocks marked out with glowing blue lines. 
‘What is it?’ said Scharlette.
‘I’m afraid this part of space has been annexed,’ said Gordon.
Scharlette scowled. ‘What does that mean?’
‘Set aside by the Subsequent,’ said Tom, worriedly. ‘Sometimes they section areas off for their own exclusive use, and unknowable reasons. We cannot cross this border or we violate a rigorously enforced agreement with our descendants.’
The grid stretched in every direction, as far as the viewscreen could see.
Scharlette found that her teeth were clenched. ‘Are the Jewels within it?’
‘Yes,’ said Gordon, a bit nervously.
Scharlette thumped her console.
‘Ow,’ said Gordon.
‘Sorry,’ said Scharlette. ‘It’s just that this is very frustrating.’
‘We understand,’ said Gordon. ‘Right, Tom?’
‘Of course!’ said Tom. ‘And I meant what I said. The reasons are unknowable. They might be really important. The Subsequent don’t do this very often. They try to have as little impact on the timeline as possible.’
‘The “Subsequent”,’ said Scharlette derisively. ‘When it’s just us, right? It’s just more people, you guys do get that? Just the same douche bags as we are, making the same screwed up decisions, for their own selfish purposes.’
She expected Tom to be swayed by her clear-headed attitude, but instead found him shaking his head with wide eyes.
‘What?’ she said.
‘The Subsequent are not just us,’ he said. ‘Not eventually, anyway. They can be very different, in fact. Imagine sentient beings evolving for incalculable
time in an endless vacuum – growing ever less reliant on energy or light or any thing. They,’ he thumbed at the grid, ‘are no longer us.’
‘And they’re part of what got brought back,’ said Gordon, ‘when you saved Panoptica.’
‘In that case,’ said Scharlette, ‘they owe me big time! So we go through this stupid grid and tell them as much, if they even notice we’re here. It’s just a graphical representation, right? There’s no actual barrier in space.’
‘Scharlette—’ said Gordon.
‘Can you switch off the scanner or whatever is showing it up?’
‘It doesn’t matter.’
‘Humour me.’
‘Sigh,’ said Gordon.
The grid fell away, revealing space and stars beyond.
‘We must respect this boundary,’ said Gordon. ‘I’m sorry, Scharlette.’
Scharlette looked to Tom, and found him equally resolute.
‘You know I’ve broken some rules for you in my time,’ he said, ‘but crossing that?’ He shook his head. ‘It isn’t worth it. Trust me.’
‘Even if I wanted to,’ said Gordon, ‘I can’t. I have a ... it’s sort of like a nervous reflex, in human terms. It’s like how you can’t deliberately walk into a wall. Your brain won’t let you. I have the ship version of that, with this grid.’
‘Well,’ said Scharlette, ‘how very convenient.’
‘Sometimes they shut down areas of space in order to protect them,’ tried Tomothy. ‘They might have done that here, to stop someone like Charkie exploiting the Jewels again.’
‘Then it would have been nice of them to drop me a note.’
‘We can petition Master Wilbraham for an answer if you like,’ said Tom. ‘Now that we’re all such good friends.’
Had Wilbraham known this was going to happen? Had Scharlette rescued the Jewels just so the Subsequent
could use them for themselves?
‘I don’t think we could trust anything he said,’ she muttered.
‘I’m turning around,’ said Gordon, ‘and getting the farm out of here.’
‘Why are you guys acting so jumpy?’
‘It’s just,’ said Tom, ‘that the Subsequent can be a bit ... spooky.’
Scharlette resolved to look up some stuff in the HD to broaden her understanding of things. She filed the task right under ‘complete time agent training’, and grimaced.
‘Now,’ said Tom, tapping at his keyboards, ‘shall we see what missions are available?’
They were whizzing through space again, past quasars and hollow moons and other spatial phenomena.
‘Missions?’ said Scharlette.
‘We’re time agents,’ said Tomothy. ‘We’ve just completed a mission, so now it’s onto our next. We can pick one from what’s currently available.’
‘Oooh!’ said Gordon. ‘This bit is a lot of fun.’
‘It sounds fun,’ said Scharlette, ‘but hold that thought. I had a private word with Charkie after the ceremony, to find out if she meant that favour thing. She’s probably just trying to make me loyal, overcome with gratitude or whatever, but you know what? I don’t care. It’s too good an opportunity to pass up.’
Tom was intensely curious. ‘What did you ask for?’
‘To gain entry back to Earth,’ said Scharlette, ‘and save my little sister.’
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