Previously on A Different Perspective...


“Let me get this straight.”  Karber took a deep breath and concentrated hard.  “There’s a giant fish, and he’s trying to open up a time portal and take over the world.”


“You Don’t Seem To Grasp The Severity Of This,” said Miroler.  “Mla’son Is A Crazy Fool.  He’s Uncovered Plans On How To Create A Tear In Subspace.”


“That’s bad then, is it?”


“With The Ability To Time Travel Mla’son Would Be Unstoppable.  He Would Be Able To Recreate The Universe In Any Form He Liked.”


“So where did this guy get the plans for this thing from?”


“Err… That’s Sort Of My Fault – I Kind Of Invented It.  That’s How I Got Here.  I Am From What You Would Consider To Be The Past.  I Researched The Subspace Tear In Order To Go Back And Alter Something I Did In The Past, Something Responsible For How Mla’son Is Now.  Mla’son Discovered Some Of My Preliminary Research And Is Now Attempting To Create A Tear Himself.


“The Bands Are Also Responsible For Opening The Tears.  The Advanced Ones Have An Unlimited Life, But These Others Only Contain Enough Charge To Last A Few Hours.”
“It was the end of the Galactic day Wednesday and the war was upon us.  As anticipated, a few days after our resistance to Mla’son was discovered, he’d widened his takeover to include every world in the universe.  And there was another war brewing closer to home.  A personal one whose cost would be higher than any of us could imagine.


“We came to this place because here was our last, best hope to talk sense into Mla’son.  By the end of Wednesday we knew that we had failed, but in so doing one species had become something greater.  As the war expanded the seagulls became our last, best hope for victory.  Because sometimes ‘peace’ is just another word for ‘surrender’ and because secrets have a way of getting o—“


“Karber!  Do you think this is really the best time for all that?”


“Why not?”


“Because you’re going to miss seeing the seagulls kick ass.”


The seagulls poured towards Mla’son and the delicate spatial tear equipment behind him.  The room had become much darker.  The mass of birds blocked out any signs of light from the scattered bulbs and the large windows looking out into the starfield beyond.  In a few seconds Mla’son would face his destiny.


The fish nodded his head.  Within seconds the entire birdy armada was alight, the sight of which was enough to put a normal person off bonfires forever.


One by one the seagulls fell.  They thrashed about in pain, flapping their wings in an effort to put out the fire that consumed their bodies.  But all this did was enhance the flames inviting them to death.


“Well,” said Mla’son stepping around the smouldering bodies.  “Now that that’s over with can I get back to world domination?”


The last thing Karber saw before he disappeared into the tear was Mal’son’s evil grinning face.  The super-tear filled the room and more, its expansion increasing exponentially past the confines of the station and the galaxy beyond.


“Welcome to my world!”

With a flash the tear opened.  Death stumbled out, followed by the others.


“Where are we?” Death demanded.  “Where did you open the tear to?”


There was a man sitting at a desk with his back to him.  The man turned, revealing his grotesque hairy face.


The blaster fell from Death’s hands.


“Chir!”

And now the continuation...
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“Well?  What’s the prognosis?”


“I’m afraid it’s not good.  He’s not taking this well.”


“That’s not my problem.  Increase the dose.”


“Of course, I’d be happy to.  I’m not so sure how our patient will feel about it, but that’s a minor concern.”


Emperor Mla’son reached out and roughly grabbed a large tuft of the patient’s long hair next to the skull.  The chains binding the man’s wrists and ankles to the wall rattled as he was pulled.  “I want you to understand I don’t want to do this, but if you will join that resistance group, then what am I suppose to do?  I can’t just allow you to continue sabotaging my facilities, attacking my troops.”  Mla’son wrenched at the hair and it tore away from the scalp.


The patient was beyond screaming.  All his energy had long since left him.  He was a pile of bones, covered with a minimum amount of skin stretched across them.  His hair was long and wild, mixing in with his equally long beard.  He hadn’t eaten real food for almost five years.  His nourishment was given through one of the many tubes that fed into his body – he had no idea which.  The other tubes fed him with various chemicals he couldn’t even guess at.  He figured that over the years he’d been injected with almost every substance known to man.  How he was still alive was a miracle.


He had been a founding member of the Resistance.  The others – Ernie, Albert, Kniy – were all long dead, killed at the Slaughter of Dingo 953.  He had been less fortunate and captured.  He had no idea what the group was doing now.  It had been so long he doubted any current members would even know who he was.


Down here in the cells of the palace was Pickett’s domain.  The Ewok had erected a sophisticated lab down here where he had access to plenty of ‘volunteers’ to play with.  Genetic manipulation was a tricky business with a success rate similar to being the solo winner of the lottery after a four-week rollover, but Mla’son considered the risks worth taking.  Once Pickett was triumphant, he could go on to create thousands of super-soldiers and crush the Resistance forever.  And what else was he going to do with all his prisoners?


Mla’son turned, his full-length cloak swirling round with him.  It was difficult to see how the deep red went with the black leather outfit he wore underneath or the grey hue of his skin, but somehow it did.  And a cloak is the non-official sign of Being Important – as well as easily hiding bloodstains.


“We just want to be free.”


The Emperor stopped walking.  “What?” he said slowly and quietly, still facing away from the prisoner.  In one quick move Mla’son had turned and brought a striking blow down on the jaw of the one foolish enough to speak against him.  Long ago Mla’son had discovered the advantages of attaching a row of sharp steel spikes along the knuckles of his gloves and now they showed how easy it was to break a jaw.


Pickett watched his emperor leave.  “That wasn’t wise now, was it?  You’ve been here long enough, I’d have thought you’d have learnt some sense.”


The instrument trolley was wheeled closer and Pickett selected a scalpel.  “I wonder what we should do now,” he said.  “What do you think?  How can we pass the time Bert?”

The doors to the Galactic Palace throne room splintered as they burst open, spinning on their hinges and slamming against the wall.  Mla’son had removed all the automatic doors as soon as he had moved into the palace – mostly as it gave him something to slam when angry.  He strode into the room and dumped his body onto the throne.


“Again?”


“What?” Mla’son snapped at his wife.  She nodded at his left hand and the blood that covered the glove.  “Oh,” he said relaxing.  “That.”


“You have to learn to relax,” she said.  “You get wound up too easily.”


He just nodded a reply.  He wasn’t in the mood for conversation; Bert’s outburst had deeply upset him.  Mla’son couldn’t understand why he was so unpopular – there weren’t that many random executions.


Refinnej placed her hand on her husbands.  He almost managed a smile in return.


The concern of Refinnej for her husband was obvious.  The Resistance bothered him too much.  They were a band of ragtag individuals, more of an annoyance that a real threat to his position of power.  Well, on the whole…


Refinnej’s clothing matched that of her husbands.  Clad in tight black leather with the jacket barely fastened, exhibiting the flesh beneath.  The jacket had been fitted to enhance certain features – two things in particular – to extreme proportions.  Attached to her left shoulder was a cloak the same colour as her husbands, but without the stains.  It draped down behind her, and was more annoying than anything, but Mla’son insisted.


Mla’son insisted about a lot of things, and this caused some problems with his subjects.  They didn’t seem to understand that Mla’son was doing it all for their benefit.  Some of the rules seemed pointless; others harsh, but also in there were a lot of things that had improved life greatly since he had come to power.  At the moment Refinnej couldn’t think of any, but she knew they were there.


It was a happy marriage on the whole.  Refinnej had some concerns – particularly over the outfits – but she had never had reason to go against Mla’son in any matter.  There was only one thing that kept it from being a perfect matter, someone really.  A person who was never there, but always present.  A person more deadly than the entire resistance.  A person who would have to be dealt with eventually, a confrontation Mla’son would never be able to face, but for what Refinnej was spending all her time preparing herself for.  That day was drawing ever closer.

On the other side of the capital, the Resistance gathered for another meeting.  ‘Resistance’ was perhaps too strong a word.  It implies the participation of a reasonably large group of people.  Currently the resistance against Mla’son’s rule consisted of ten people, and six of them had only signed up for the free pen.  Attend meetings?  Not once.  This left only four active personnel.


Head of the Resistance was Vgg.  He was one of those muscle-covered hero types who women throw underwear at and who never dismounted from his moral high ground.  He was the only member of the Resistance who had a uniform, a smart green number with gold trim.  There hadn’t been enough money to buy any more.


Next to him sat his wife Ceberca.  She wore a flattering deep purple/black PVC jacket, the front held together by a row of thin strips of material, revealing all behind.  Down each arm a long piece of fabric had been wound.  Knee-length boots completed the outfit.  Based on all available evidence, all ugly women were disposed of at birth in this reality – an idea with growing supporters on the world we call ‘Earth’.


Following on round the table was Chir, a weak and feeble individual, guaranteed to complain at the slightest sign of battle and who never changed his socks.  He was often mistaken for an ape and imprisoned in the zoo for days before someone realised the mistake.  That was until he had taken to wearing a notice round his neck reading ‘Chir – Human’.


Htims was the last ‘living’ member.  He was almost the complete opposite of Chir.  Clad in a gleaming combat suit, with enough holsters to carry guns for an entire army, he was almost too eager to get into a fight.


Finally there was an astromech unit, R”-M1RL, nicknamed ‘Miroler’ for pronunciation reasons.  He didn’t do much.


“Right then,” said Vgg.  “We need ideas.”


“I have one,” said Hims.  He had his blaster on his knee and was carefully polishing it.  “I say we attack.”


“Another brilliant idea of how we can all get ourselves killed in less than two minutes.”  This was Chir.  He was busy polishing off a packet of crisps.


“And what would you suggest?”


“How about a letter writing campaign?” Chir suggested.  “Forcibly written, I’m sure we could have the same impact, with no loss of limbs.”


“Boys…” Ceberca had a way of silencing even the most argumentative of men.


Chir relaxed back in his chair.  If he stayed just here, he had a perfect view down the side of Ceberca’s jacket.


Miroler whistled.  Experience led to everyone ignoring him.


“Our previous attacks have proven useless,” said Vgg.  “No matter what we do, Mla’son retains full power.  Have you seen the latest laws he’s issued?”


Ceberca produced copies and handed them round the group.


“’Seven pee-em curfew’?  Has this guy gone mad?” asked Chir.


“I assume that’s rhetorical,” said Ceberca.


“It’s like you can read my mind.”


“You wouldn’t believe how grateful I am that I can’t.”  Ceberca looked further down the list.  “Not more clothing restrictions!”


Chir checked the law several times to make sure what he was reading was correct.  “Now that’s one thing I don’t mind about,” he muttered.


“I’m going to be walking the streets naked soon,” said Ceberca.


Chir choked on his crisps.


“Dear,” said Vgg.  “You know what happens when he gets excited.”


Miroler released a series of bleeps.


A quick Heimlich and the colour returned to Chir’s face.  Probably – the layers of untamed hair made it difficult to see.


“Okay, new orders,” said Vgg.  “I want you all to go away and come up with some reasonable attack plans.  Ones that’ll work,” he added.


Chir was the first to leave.  Miroler followed him out.  Technically Chir didn’t own Miroler, but he might as well have done.  The little droid had been found disabled on one of the rubbish tips outside town.  Between the members of the group he had been repaired, but since then no one had ever paid him much attention.  Trying to understand what the various wails and other noises Miroler made meant was too much trouble so no one bothered.


“Hurry up,” said Chir.  Miroler beeped.


“We have to strike the enemy, and strike them hard,” said Htims to Vgg.  “This group is accomplishing nothing.”


With that Htims left, leaving only Vgg and Ceberca.


“He’s right, you know,” said Ceberca.  “We’ve got to do something.  “Mla’son has the support of all the major systems and the public are too scared to do anything about him.  They figure that if it wasn’t him, it’d just be some other empire controlling their lives.”


“And what am I supposed to do about it?” said Vgg.  “Everyone is relying on me, but who have I got to reply on?”


“I’ll support your every move.”


“That’s not what I meant.”  Vgg sighed.  “Look at us.  We have virtually no support from anyone.  How am I supposed to overthrow him with our numbers?”


“Your problem is you’re relying on direct assaults.  You need to find a weakness in Mla’son’s defences, sneak in round the back whilst he’s distracted.”


“To do that we’ll need information.  We need to know Mla’son’s every move, where he’ll be, when, what the security arrangements are.”


“Bribery?”


“No,” said Vgg.  “Mla’son has his staff well paid.  It’s going to have to come from somewhere else.  But where?”

Mla’son closed the comm-channel and lay back in his throne.  Things were going well, exactly as he had planned.  It wasn’t often Mla’son had the opportunity to be pleased, but when he did he revelled in it.


“What are you so happy about?” asked Refinnej as she entered.  “The grin you’re wearing is scarily large.  I didn’t know your face could stretch that far.”


“Can’t a person just be in a good mood?”


“Not you.  You’re up to something.”  Refinnej waited for Mla’son to speak.  “You’re not going to tell me what it is, are you?” she finally said. When he made no sign of talking.


“It’s a surprise.”


“I don’t like surprises.  They involve the unexpected, and that is something I could do without.”


“Don’t worry,” said Mla’son, preparing to leave before he let slip his plan.  “Just a little longer and all will be revealed.  You’ll have to wait.”


“How appropriate.  Wait, worry – that’s all I ever seem to do,” said Refinnej.  “Who cares?  You don’t seem to give a damn about me.”


“Soon, my dear,” said Mla’son, “you’ll have my complete attention.”


“Why?”


Mla’son smiled again, one of those evil ‘I’m about to do something really nasty’ smiles that villains manage to pull off so well.  “The time is near.”


“Is that it?  You’re going to leave it at that?” Rejinnej shouted after her escaping husband.


He stopped walking and spun around.  “You want to ruin the surprise?  Fine, but all I’m going to say is that within the week the Resistance is going to be nothing more than a memory lost in time, like…a tear in the rain.”  Mla’son reached the door.  “Hmm…that’s quite appropriate.  There’s going to be a number of people in tears before long.”
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Night.  The air was hot and humid, due in part to the time of year, but in the bulk as a result of the thick veil of smog that hung over the city.


The man moved stealthily.  The street was quiet.  While most of the galaxy saw the moon as just another image in the sky, the occupants of these small alleyways on the edge of town still operated on a system of being awake during the day and sleeping through the rest.


The lock on the door was easily overcome.  It was an amazingly complex device, but apparently no one had ever thought that someone would simply take the entire door off.


By mistake the man called the computer for lights.  This would now mean a tedious job hacking into the house’s mainframe and deleting the vocal record, but since they were on he might as well make use of the illumination.


He knew exactly what he was looking for.  He had been here hundreds of times before, and headed straight for the target.  The droid was sitting quietly, recharging itself from the power socket in the kitchen.  It was on standby mode so completely ignored the person approaching.


The intruder removed a small metal box from his pocket and placed it on the floor.  Using a tool from the box, he carefully prised open the casing on the rear of the droid.  After a brief tinkering with the inside, he took a computer chip and inserted it into the droid.  After downloading, the chip was removed and the casing carefully replaced as though nothing had happened.


Deleting the vocal records proved no more difficult and, with the door reattached – though with one less screw, what the hell had happened to that he’d be damned if he knew – the man made his escape.

Another day, another meeting for the Resistance to plot their emperor’s downfall.


“I sometimes wonder why we bother,” said Htims.


“If you’re about to point out how little we’ve achieved,” said Ceberca, ”don’t bother.  You’ve made your point quite clear.  Going on and on about it isn’t going to change anything.”


From his position as a temporary coffee table next to Chir, Miroler beeped a message.


“I don’t suppose any of you had any thoughts?” asked Vgg.


Chir raised his hand.


“About the resistance,” said Vgg.


Chir put his hand back down.


The R2 unit rolled into the centre of the group, and released a series of noises.  Coffee ran down his exterior as the cup toppled over. 


“I still think a direct attack would prove effective,” said Htims, silencing Chir’s complaints with a well-placed elbow.


“We don’t have the man-power,” said Vgg.  “Ceberca had an idea last night about breaking in through the backdoor, as it were.”


“Sounds like a good idea.”


“Chir, do you think it would be an equally good idea if someone other than Ceberca had come up with it?” asked Htims


“Well…” Chir’s pause was plenty of evidence for his guilt.


“Didn’t think so.”


“If we do this then we’re going to need the plans for the layout of the palace,” said Vgg.  “Suggestions.”


Miroler whistled and tried his best to run over Vgg’s foot.


“Bribery?” proposed Htims.


“Already considered and rejected,” said Vgg.  “Anything else?”


“We could always, and understand I’m not volunteering here, plant someone inside the palace.  Infiltrate it with someone working for us,” said Chir.


“That’s not a bad idea,” Ceberca said.  “One of us working undercover as Mla’son’s servant, or something.”


Chir beamed.


Miroler hit Vgg’s foot at slightly the wrong angle and tipped himself over.  He wailed and Chir reached across to right him.


“Who’s going to get the job then?” asked Vgg.  “Chir, will you control that droid.”


For the first time the group took notice of the little droid.  Miroler was currently, using his micro-welding torch, scrawling on the wall.


“Miroler, stop that,” said Chir.  “Now sit there and be quiet.”


Miroler squealed.


“Chir,” said Ceberca.


“Wait a second, I’ll just shut Miroler up and then you’ll have my undivided attention.”


“Wait,” Ceberca said.  “I think he’s trying to tell us something.”


Relieved that finally someone was going to at least attempt to listen to what he was saying, Miroler relaxed for a moment.  Some, however, took his pause to mean something else.


“Nope,” said Chir.  “He’s not saying anything.  I’ll just go and dump him outside.”


Miroler cut his rest period short and sprang back into life.


“Plug him into the computer,” suggested Htims.


The droid was hooked up and through the emitters implanted in the floor of the room, began to show a series of holographic images


“These look like security files,” said Vgg.  “Defence parameters, guard arrangements, tactical dossiers.”


“I think we’ve just found our way into Mla’son’s palace,” said Ceberca.


“No, I think we’ve got something even better,” said Vgg.  “Here are Mla’son’s arrangements for the following two months.  See here?” Vgg pointed.  “He’s planning a trip off planet.  He’ll be vulnerable.  If we can hit him as he’s moving from the palace to his airfield…”


“Won’t that be just a tiny bit dangerous?” said Chir.


“No,” said Htims who’d been studying a different section.  “I don’t think it will.  According to this, security will be at a minimum.  Vgg?”


“We do it.  This could be our only chance and we’ve no choice but to take it.  Chir, where did you get this droid?”


“The central rubbish dump,” said Chir.  “It’s where I get all my furniture.”


“I want you to go back there and se if there are any more droids.  If Miroler was once in Mla’son’s employ and was abandoned there, there could be others.  We need any information they contain.”


“Right.”


“Htims,” Vgg continued, “check our weapon status.  We need them all at optimum efficiency.”


Htims nodded.


“People, remember we can’t afford to make any mistakes here,” said Vgg.  “We’re only going to get one attempt at this.”


Chir and Htims left to perform their assigned tasks.


“Well, little Miroler,” said Vgg.  “Who would have thought you’d ever prove to be so important?  I think it’s time we upgraded you from toilet cleaner.”


You didn’t need to be able to speak binary to understand the relief in Miroler’s whistle.


A hand appeared on Vgg’s shoulder.  “This is finally it,” said Ceberca.  “We’re going to stop Mla’son once and for all.”


“I hope so, I really do.  For once something seems to be going our way.”

“’Go and look in the dump, Chir.  Miroler’s a hero, go and clean the toilets, Chir’.  This is all your fault!”  He shook his fist at the little droid who was waiting on the trail that wound through the dump.  “There are times when I wonder if it was such a good idea rescuing you.”


Miroler bleeped.


“And you can stop that too,” said Chir.  “I’ve had enough of your noises for one day.”


Hours of searching had led to no new discoveries of thrown out palace hardware.  It was pure luck that Miroler had been found; getting anything else from this pit wasn’t going to happen in this lifetime.


Chir slowly climbed down the mountain of rubbish he had gradually made his way up.  It was a lot steeper than he remembered – there may have been safer routes, but looking for one would take too much effort.


“I’m coming, I’m coming,” replied Chir to Miroler’s calls.  ‘We’ve got plenty of time yet.  This plan of Vgg’s had better work.  If it doesn’t then we’re on a one-way trip to oblivion.  Do not pass Go, do not collect emergency life-saving medical treatment.”


Just as Chir was mulling over how sturdy the crate he was placing his foot onto was, the rubbish answered and began an avalanche of Chir-killing proportions.  He hurtled vertically downwards to the path, followed by a couple of hundred tonnes of scrap metal and rotting food.  Unfortunately the jaggedness of one was not cancelled out by the squidgy-ness of the other.


It was an angry Chir that Miroler dragged out of the pile.  He was unhurt, save a pounding headache, and well on his way through every swear word ever devised.


“Typical,” he muttered, wiping the worst of the debris from his clothes.  “This day is cursed, I tell you.  No good is going to come from it.”


Chir waited as Miroler said something.  What, he had no idea, but he nodded his head anyway to show he was listening before continuing.


“I should have stayed in bed this morning,” he said.  He picked up his tatty bag, so old that it was constructed almost entirely of patches, and gathered up the few possibly useful things he’d found.  Slinging it over his shoulder, he commenced walking to the exit.


“Come on,” Chir shouted over his shoulder to Miroler.  “We’d better be going.  Don’t want to be late for the big event.”


Miroler extended his third leg from within his shell and rolled after his master.

Vgg hurried along the shadows to where Ceberca stood sentry.  They were on the roof of one of the buildings that lined the route from the palace to Mla’son’s personal airfield.


“How many did we get?” he asked.


“Are you sure you want to know?”


“How many?”


“Technically none,” she said.


“None?  We didn’t convince one person to join us in this attack?  Don’t they realise the opportunity we have here?  To rid ourselves of Mla’son’s dictatorship forever.”


Ceberca flashed her torch to the building across the street.  A light flashed back.  “Good, Htims is in position.”  She turned to her husband.  “The people want to be rid of Mla’son as much as you do, they just…”


“What?”


“They just think you’re going to fail, that’s all.”


“That’s all?  The people I am trying to help don’t think I’m good enough?”


“If you want to put it like that, yes.  We have Htims and Chir, and Miroler is set with the distraction.  This can still work.”


There was the distant roar of engines.  Ceberca took out her binoculars and zoomed in on the noise.


“It’s him,” she said.  “It’s a class three transport, escorted by one, no two, speeder bikes.  They’ve moving slowly.  The fog must be causing visibility problems.”


A few hundred metres further away from the transport than Ceberca, a light flashed.


“Chir’s ready,” Ceberca reported.


“Wait a few more minutes,” ordered Vgg.  “They’re not close enough yet.”


The light flashed again impatiently.


“Wait…” said Vgg.


The light flashed incessantly.  There was a quiet ‘bang’ and the bulb winked out.  There was a louder ‘bugger’.


“Now,” said Vgg.


The transport slowly flew along the streets, just below the height of the buildings.  Suddenly an object dropped down directly in front of the windscreen.  The procession halted.  The guards on the bikes drew their weapons, but the object had gone.


“What the hell was that?”


The other guard shrugged.


“Okay, Miroler’s played his part.  I hope Chir didn’t push him too hard.”  Vgg took aim with his plasma rifle at the transport below.  “Let’s move.”


Ceberca signalled Htims and the three of them, jumped from their respective buildings.  Ceberca and Htims landed on the back of the speeder bikes; the barrel of their guns knocking out the guards and sending them toppling to the ground far below.


Vgg dropped onto the roof of the transport itself.  It was only just large enough to hold two people, plus a driver.  Vgg fired at the roof, the shot ricocheting off.


“The forcefield is still active!” he cried.


“Give Miroler a second,” yelled Ceberca.


There was a faint whistle.  Gripping the edge of the transport roof, Vgg hung over the edge.  Clinging to the bottom was Miroler.


“What the hell are you doing here?” Vgg shouted.  “You’re supposed to be on the ground!”


It seemed that Miroler hadn’t been very keen on plummeting hundreds of feet to what he saw to be too high a chance of being smashed to pieces.  Miroler’s new plan had consisted of him firing a grappling hook from his ‘head’ as he fell, and attaching himself to the transport.  He could just as easily disable the forcefield from here as he could from below.


“Vgg, get a move on!”  This was Htims’ voice.  “Get Miroler to block all communications before they can get a message out!”


Vgg hauled himself back onto the top of the transport as Miroler completed his work and the protective energy field was disabled.  He took aim and fired, destroying the top of the transport.


“Good evening Mla’son, I…” The smoke from the explosion cleared.  The transport was empty.  Vgg turned to the others.  “There’s something very wrong here!”


There was the sound of engines.  A fleet of ships was approaching.  Leading them on deluxe speeder bikes, with leather seats and chrome trim, were Mla’son and Refinnej.


“A trap,” said Vgg.  “But how did they learn about…”


“That would be me.”


Htims moved from behind Vgg.  He brought his fist up and smacked it into Vgg’s jaw, almost knocking him off the transport.


“You?  Why, Htims?”  Vgg clutched at his bloody chin.


“Just doing my job,” said Htims.  “I am Mla’son’s chief of security, and since you are a security threat to my employer, it’s my job to deal with you.”


“Where’s Ceberca?  What have you done with her?”


“Oh, she’s around.”  Htims peered down at the distant ground below.  “This wasn’t about her, this was… What?!”


Dangling below the transport was Ceberca.  She was clutching desperately to a line supplied by Miroler.  Htims lined up his blaster.


“Wait!”


The taskforce had arrived and with it Htims’ authority had departed.  “Let her go,” Mla’son ordered.


Reluctantly Htims watched as Miroler released the line and Ceberca jumped to safety.


“Why?” Htims demanded to know.


“Just do as you are ordered.”  It was rare for Refinnej to give instructions when her husband was in command-mode.  Refinnej knew exactly why Ceberca was being allowed to live and it was something that was tearing her apart inside.


“You can destroy the droid though,” Mla’son offered in compensation.


It was better than nothing, thought Htims.  He fired directly beneath his feet.  The shot went through the transport unheeded and slammed into Miroler.  The little droid exploded in a shower of sparks, leaving only a ball of contorted metal.


“Now let’s take our guest back to the palace.  See, Refinnej?  Wasn’t this a nice surprise?  And you wanted me to ruin it.”


“Oh yes…brilliant,” said Refinnej without feeling.  She stared downwards to where Ceberca had gone.  “Everything’s just great.”


Htims picked up Vgg and slung him over the back of the speeder bike that approached to pick him up.  He pushed the driver out of his way and took the controls.


As the armada left, the transport slowly began to accelerate downwards.  It smashed into the ground and burst into flames.


Up above, Chir emerged from his hiding place.  “Oh…shit,” he said.  “This is not good, not good at all.  And I’m getting one of my headaches...”

3

Rescue

“I’ve got a visitor for you,” said Mla’son.  With a wave of his hand, the guards dragged Vgg to the wall and secured him to it.


Pickett studied his new acquisition.  “It’ll be nice to have some fresh blood,” he said.  “Some of the others are beginning to show their age.”


Pickett pushed a ladder into position beside Vgg.  He climbed up and cut a section of flesh from the stomach with his scalpel.


“This is good material.  Not to be wasted lightly.”


“Do what you want with him,” said Mla’son.  “Just make sure he stays alive.  For the moment anyway…”


“As you wish…”


The smile from Pickett, revealing rows of half-rotten teeth was enough to turn Vgg’s stomach.  “Now what?” he asked.


“Now you learn to be quiet,” said Pickett.  “I can’t concentrate with all this noise.”


“Then don’t expect to get much work done,” said Vgg.  “As I intend to make a lot of noise.”


“So be it.”


With the pull of a lever a number of tube ends dropped from the ceiling.  Pickett took one, slashed a cut in Vgg’s arm and pushed the tube into the hole.  A few strips of tape and the tube was held securely in place.


“You seem disappointed,” said Vgg.  “Is it because I’m not pleeding for you to stop?”


“You talk too much.  You’ll learn to stop.”


A green liquid flowed down the tube into Vgg’s arm.  The pain was excruciating, Vgg had no choice but to scream.  


“That’s better.”


“I thought you liked things quiet,” Vgg fought to say through his cries.


“This is different.  This is work.”


Mla’son was still present, standing by the far wall out of the way.


“He’s strong.”


Mla’son looked up at the body hanging beside him.  “I thought you were dead,” he said in amazement.  “You ought to be by now.”


“Almost,” said Bert.


“I’m going to have to suggest a sort out,” said Mla’son.  Satisfied that Vgg was enduring enough pain, he left Pickett to it.


“You’re right – he is good.”


“I know, Teds,” said Stick.  “I was completely out of it by now when he did that to me.”


“He’s a hero,” said Bert to the other two prisoners beside him.


“All in a day’s work then,” said Stick.  The giant stick insect groaned as the pain in his lower arms hit in again.  Pickett had been experimenting to see if he could make better use of them.  The first step had been to remove the lower halves.  Unfortunately Pickett had then grown bored and moved on to something else.  The arms had bleed for days, Stick kept alive by the substances injected into him.  The blood had finally clotted, but the pain still remained.


“You all right?” asked Teds.


“I live in a cell and am experimented on daily by a mad Ewok with a thirst for pain,” said Death.  “But ignoring that, I’m fine.”


“Hey, all Ewok’s aren’t that bad.  Some of them are quiet pleasant chaps.”


“And that opinion isn’t at all biased,” said Stick.  “Not that you are an Ewok or anything.”


“Once I might have been, but after all the tests, I’m not sure what I am anymore.”


“Quiet,” said Bert.  “He’s coming.”


“Are you three at it again?” said Pickett.  “Now you, I need you.”


The prisoners waited to see which unfortunate person was needed.  Teds was selected and transferred to a trolley, then wheeled out of sight.  A moment later, Vgg was moved too.


“Good-bye Teds,” Stick whispered.


Pickett pushed Vgg’s trolley in position alongside Vgg.  He carried across a metallic object connected to a mass of wires.  He placed it next to Teds’ chest, a series of teeth clamping it on.


“Hi,” said Teds to Vgg.  “Nice to meet you.  Sorry I didn’t get the opportunity to get to know you better.”


“What’s happening?”


“It’s better you don’t know.”


“Quiet,” ordered Pickett.  He injected a blue solution into Teds’ arm and then sliced the limb open.  He removed a few items and carried them across to the other patient.  Pickett set about attaching them to Vgg as he bellowed and struggled in vain.


Teds was far beyond shouting as he slipped into death.

“Another great day in the history in the history of the Resistance,” mumbled Chir as he began the long walk back home.  “Just fantastic.  Htims turns traitor, Vgg gets himself captured, and Miroler is blown to smithereens.  Wonderful.”


An upcoming empty bottle was about to take the brunt of Chir’s frustration.  He brought his foot forward to kick the bottle, but misjudged it and stubbed his toes on the floor.  He bounced around on his left foot, clutching his right in his hands.  After several near misses, Chir toppled over and thudded to the ground.


“How could this day get any worse!” shouted Chir, not realising the grave mistake he’d just made.


Birds were a rare sight on the heavily industrialised planet of Coruscant.  The sparrow swooped overhead, leaving a large mess heading downwards towards Chir’s head.


“Argh!”


The plumbing on some of the buildings in the southern sector were prone to blockages, the sewer lines backing up.  Occasionally the force would be so strong that the water would blow off manhole covers and spurt out.


Covered in bird droppings and soaking wet, Chir trudged a few steps, before collapsing on the road.  He gazed upwards at the sky, waiting for a truck to pass, run him over and end his misery.  The trouble with flying vehicles though was that they ruled out pedestrian fatalities.


Chir didn’t know how long he’d lain there for.  He waited patiently as another headache came and went.  Occasionally he made the odd groaning noise and a particularly large globule of saliva was steering through his facial hair, gravity pulling it ever onward.  He may even have slept for a while.


There was twinge in his foot.  Chir shook it gently to try and help the circulation.  The annoyance didn’t go away.  He moved his leg more forcefully, presuming an animal had decided to have a nibble.  Whatever happened stopped and Chir was just about to doze off again, when an immense pain jolted through his body.


“What the f—?” he screamed, sitting bolt upright.  “What are you doing?!”


Kneeling by his feet was the dirtiest and smelliest creature Chir had ever encountered (until the bird and sewerage experience earlier).  The man was holding a saw and attempting to remove his left leg.


“Oh, hello,” said the man.  “I guess you’ll be wanting me to stop then.”


“You’re damn right I want you to stop,” Chir shouted.  “I like my feet where they are!”


“You’re rather attached to them, you could say.  That was a joke,” the man explained when Chir didn’t break into laughter.


“Why?”


“Those’re good boots,” said the man.  “I could use boots like that.”


Chir looked at his boots.  He’d owned them for the past ten years, patching them up as they needed it, never bothering to clean them as the dirt just stuck itself back on after a few weeks.  They weren’t the type of boots you’d normally get people describing as ‘good’ nor having a use for.


“Really?” said Chir.


“Uh-huh.  I can’t remember the last time I wore boots like that.”


Chir was beginning to warm to this person.  “The name’s Chir,” he said.


“Karber.”


“You’re a tramp?”


“Between accommodation,” said Karber.


“So a tramp then.”


It was one of those things you don’t realise you’re doing until afterwards.  One of those decisions you think back on later with the expression ‘why the hell did I do that?’ firmly in mind.


Chir stood up.  Karber followed him back to his home, invited to live there.  It wasn’t much of a step up from park benches, but it was an improvement all the same.


“Do you know any cures for headaches?” asked Chir.


“Not really.  Tried aspirin?”


“It doesn’t seem to help.” 


“You getting them quite regular then?”


“Just recently, yes.  It’s becoming a bit annoying.”

Dinner in the palace was eaten in silence.  Mla’son and Refinnej sat alone in the Great Chamber, nibbling at their food.


“Okay, Refinnej,” said Mla’son, putting down his cutlery and breaking the mood of unease.  “What is it?  This is a great day for the empire.”


“Why Mla’son?  No, don’t bother – I know why you did it.”


“Did what?”


“Let her go.”


“Who?  Ceberca?  Is that what’s bothering you?  That I allowed her to escape?”


“Mla’son, she’s all that bothers me.  But this time you went too far.  Your feelings interfered with your work.  You not only allowed her to go, but there must have been more rebels around.  Did you bother to search?  No, you watched Ceberca run away to safety and then beat the crap out of her husband.”


“The Resistance will now to full of frightened, demoralised troops.  They’ll spread word of…”


“Are you deluded enough to actually believe that?” snapped Refinnej.  “The Resistance will now regroup and hit us twice as hard to avenge their leader.  We should have wiped them all out when we had the chance.”


“That won’t be necessary.”


“Who dares to interrupt?” demanded Refinnej.


“That would be me,” said Karber.  He walked to the table and sat down.


“This had better be important, General,” said Mal’son.  “It’s not wise to disrupt my meals.”


“I beg your forgiveness, my emperor,” said Karber, “but Refennij has made a grave misjudgement about the Resistance.  She greatly overestimates the threat they pose.”  Karber rose from the table and began slowly walking around it, his hands clasped behind his back.  “There are only two real members of the Resistance left: Ceberca and Chir – a hairy man and absolutely no danger.”


“What of the reports, General?” said Refinnej.  “They state that the Resistance is much larger than you tell us.  After so long working with them, how do we know that you have not switched sides and are now supplying us with false information?”


“The people may support Vgg’s ideals, but that is a different matter entirely to actively helping his group.  People complain, that’s their nature and nothing’s ever going to change it.  In truth, they would prefer to live under present circumstances than face the upheavals of change.


“As for proof of my loyalty, all I have to give you is my word.”


“That will suffice,” said Mla’son.  “It is good to have you back, General.  I have missed the leader of my army and the advice you provide.”


Karber bowed and exited the room.


“Satisfied?” asked Mla’son.”


Refinnej said nothing.  The conversation had turned from the original subject, as it always did when they talked about Ceberca.  She stood and left the table.  Her back to Mla’son, she walked out.


“No,” she muttered.  “I’m not ‘satisfied’.”

“So, how can I help you?”


It was the biggest bed he had ever seen.  It was also incredibly soft, so much so that Chir feared he would be unable to escape from its folds.  He could do without the controls though.  It made the whole experience too much like a trip to the dentist.


“I don’t think this is actually the place I want,” said Chir.


“You were referred here, correct?”


“Well, yes,” admitted Chir.


“Then this is where you belong.”


“I just wanted help with these headaches.  I don’t think a psychiatrist is really that necessary…”


“Were you abused by your parents?” asked the psychiatrist.


“Abused?  No.  I…”


“But you had a difficult relationship with them, yes?” the psychiatrist probed.


“I wouldn’t say difficult, but…Hey!  This is not what I came here for.”


“You’ve written here on the form,” the psychiatrist continued, “that you ‘feel as though someone is there’ with you.  An imaginary friend, perhaps.  Someone you could talk to about your parental problems, hmm?”


“No.  Look, I’m not five years old.  I don’t have an imaginary friend.  All I have are headaches that I would like to get rid of.  The feeling…”


“That you are being haunted by a…spectre?  Is that your problem, Mr Furry man?”


“It’s nothing.”


“Are you sure?  Tell me how you feel.”


“I feel like kicking your head in,” said Chir.


“If that would help, I would certainly let you.  But it’s not going to solve anything is it?”


“I…Will you stop writing on that clipboard!” shouted Chir.


“Do you often have these outbursts?  Are these violent tendencies…normal for you?”


“Just give me some pills for the headaches and I’ll leave.  I can then go on with my life and try to forget I ever met you.”


The psychiatrist put down his clipboard.  “Pills aren’t going to help you,” he said.  He removed his glasses.  “You have a brain imbalance.”


“Isn’t that term too…scientific for a psychiatrist?” Chir said.


“The brain operates as though it consists of two separate halves,” said the psychiatrist, ignoring the comment.  “Each half is responsible for different functions – motor control, language, etc.”


“Oh.”


“Your headaches and phantom friend are both caused by the same thing.  The left half and right half of your brain are not communicating correctly.  You left half is sensing your right half as another person, and vice versa, resulting in the brain thinking another person is present with you.  This person is really you.”


“And the headaches?”


“Trying to understand this explanation has no doubt given you a headache…”


Chir nodded wholeheartedly.


“So just imagine what it is like inside your head.  Headaches are to be expected.”


“That almost makes sense,” said Chir.  “This trip may not have been a complete waste of time after all.  What’s the cure?”


“The cure would be to remove either the left of right half of your brain.  Do you have a preference?”


“I think I’d better be going…”


“I assure you, the process would be quite pain…”


“Full?” finished Chir, trying desperately to escape the bed.


“Only a little.”


Chir was out of the door in a shot; running for the hills and not looking back.


“Vgg, Vgg.  I’m here to rescue you,”


Vgg’s sight was going.  He was exhausted and he wanted nothing more than to scratch his eyes out and make the pain go away.  The poorly lit cell didn’t help, but Vgg was sure he could make out a figure beside him.  “Ceberca?”  Is that you?”  He turned his head slightly to see his wife.


“It’s me.  We have to get you out of here.”


“No,” he said.  “You have to go; leave now before they capture you too.  The guards are nearby…”


“I’m not going anywhere without you,” Ceberca said, pulling at the chains that bound Vgg.  “Chir is waiting.  We’ll go back to the base.”  She pulled harder on the chains.  They didn’t have any intention of making this easy.


“They’re coming…leave me to my fate.”


“There has to be something to break those restraints lying around here somewhere,” muttered Ceberca, frantically looking round the local area.  There was plenty of junk, but not much in the way of tools.  Even a key would be helpful.


“Continue the fight without me…”


”But Vgg…I…” Ceberca drew herself closer.  “To do that I’ll need the security codes for the Resistance files,” she said.


“You already know them,” he wheezed.


“Do I?  Are you sure?”


“Yes, you use them all the time.”


“Err…I’ve…um…forgotten them.”


“How?  You can’t have forgotten them.  You’re the one who reminds me what they are.”


“I…just have.”


Ceberca took hold of Vgg’s wrist.  She produced a syringe and a small bottle from her pocket.  The syringe was filled and Vgg injected with the contents.


“What was that?”


“A…stimulant.  It’ll help give you enough energy to escape.  Now let’s try again, shall we?  What are the security codes?”


“You’re not Ceberca, are you?” said Vgg.  “I’m not being rescued.”


“Damn.  This isn’t working.”


Another syringe was placed in Vgg’s arm.  Within a few seconds he’d passed out.


“It’s useless,” said Pickett, withdrawing the needle.  “He’s not going to give us anything.  He’d die before succumbing.”


“Or perhaps it’s because he has nothing to give,” said Karber, walking towards them.  He’d been watching events from a little way off, out of sight to make the illusion easier for Pickett to maintain.


“Refinnej said…”


“I don’t care what she said.  There’s nothing more to know about the Resistance.  There was never anything to know about the Resistance.”


“Should I continue?”


“No, don’t bother.  We’re not learning anything and there are much more interesting ways to inflict pain.  This obsession Refinnej has in finding out about Ceberca – it’s not natural.”


Pickett stared up at him in a way conveying that listening to a psychoanalysis of the empress wasn’t going to interest him in the slightest.


“Oh, go on – have fun experimenting on someone,” said Karber, dismissing him.  “I’ll have a little chat with Vgg here.”


The Ewok removed his favourite scalpel from Vgg’s side and wandered off to find someone to play with.


“It’s been a while since I last tortured someone,” said Karber.  “You’ll have to excuse me if I’m a little out of practice.”  He walked over to the bench and picked up a chainsaw.  “This may seem a little crude, but you wouldn’t believe the fun you can have with one of these.”


The chainsaw roared into life.  The sound even surprised Karber.


“Any suggestions as to where I should start?”

“We’re going to get him back.”


It was the third time she’d said it, but repetition wasn’t making any difference to Chir.


“Do you honestly think we’ll be able to break into the palace and get him out?  And live?” said Chir.  “It’d be a mistake, and not one we’d be able to live to regret.  Failure would mean certain doom.”


“Chir, look at us,” said Ceberca.  “Look at all the people in this room.  Look at the current membership of the Resistance.”


“Admittedly, it’s a little low...”


“Look.”


The room was empty.  The only people present were Ceberca, Chir and Karber, who, in a way he hadn’t quite figured out yet, had somehow managed to get himself enrolled.


“We need Vgg,” said Ceberca.  “There is no resistance without him.”


“Advertising,” said Chir.  “A few posters, soon boost membership…”


Silence.


“You need to get him back,” said Karber.  “You don’t stand a chance otherwise.”


“A bath, some…ish clean clothes and you think you’re an expert?” said Chir.


“Just giving my opinion,” said Karber.


“Do us all a favour, and don’t in future.”


“Chir, shut up,” said Ceberca.  “He’s right.”


“But…”


“This is my resolve face.  You’ve seen it before, you know what it means.”


“I think it’s time to come up with a plan,” said Karber.  “Though first I could do with a rest.  I haven’t slept in a bed for…quite a while.”


Chir waited until Karber had left.  “Ceberca…”


“Resolve face.”


Chir left.  There was no point in arguing with Resolve Face.  Ceberca had made up her mind; Chir just hoped it wouldn’t end with all their deaths.
“You know the worst thing, the thing that really annoyed me?” said Htims.  “All the time I was with you, having to listen to all those speeches, all those smug superior speeches.  ‘Mla’son’ is evil’, ‘Mla’son is dangerous’.  Why?  What has he ever done to you?”


Vgg didn’t even try to reply.  It was a wise decision; Karber wasn’t in the kind of mood to start an argument with.


“And don’t even get me started on Ceberca,” Karber continued.  Currently he was sticking a series of cocktail sticks into Vgg’s body, slowly transforming him into a porcupine.  “Anyone would think she was some kind of Supreme Being.  The way you droned on about her.  You’ll never know how many times I almost killed you just to shut you up.  Then to get back here and find Mla’son doing exactly the same thing!  Give me a sharp knife and five minutes alone with her and we’ll see how attractive she is.


“But time grows short.  As much fun as this has been, I have other places to be.  I’ll just remove those for you.”


Karber began the long process of removing the hundred or so cocktail sticks.  Each one he carefully swirled around for maximum effect before pulling it out.


“I feel so much better,” he said.  “Now that everything’s out in the open, we can all get on with our lives.”


He pulled out the last stick and dropped it on the floor.  He took a few steps away from the prisoner, and then turned back.  “Well, I can.”


The spear came from nowhere.  Karber looked down to see the point sticking out through his chest.  Blood flowed out from his mouth.  He didn’t say anything, but his eyes communicated the shock, the disbelief, and the pain, well enough.  He dropped to his knees, then doubled over, his head colliding with the floor.


Chir pulled out the spear.  “Eww,” he said, inspecting the end and then dropping the object.


“I certainly won’t miss him,” said Ceberca.


“Eww,” Chir repeated.


“Can we stop wit the ‘ewws’ and get a move on?” said Karber.  “I thought you of all people would recognise the need for speed.”


“But…Eww,” protested Chir.  He tore his eyes away from the body and helped the others remove Vgg’s chains.


“Don’t worry,” Ceberca whispered to her husband.  “We’re here.”


Vgg was barely conscious.  And by the time he’d endured being freed he was completely out of it.


“Eww,” said Chir again.


“Will you shut it with the ewws,” Ceberca commanded.


“But Vgg’s bled on me!” Chir shouted.


“Come one, let’s go.”


The four of them began retracing their steps back along the tunnel.  At the other end lay the gateway to freedom.  Prisoners lined the wall, most looked as though they were dead.


“Keep moving,” encouraged Ceberca.  “We stop for nothing.”


“Ceberca.”


The voice stopped Ceberca in her stride.  One of the prisoners was still alive.


“Take me with you,” said Bert.  “I can help you.”


Ceberca looked from Bert to her husband.  “I…I…”


There was a shout from further back in the cells.  Someone had noticed Vgg was missing.


“I’m sorry,” she said and hurried on.


“No,” Bert tried to shout, his voice becoming barely a shrill whistle.  “You can’t leave us behind…”


The Resistance continued along the tunnel for what seemed like an age.  Vgg greatly hindered their progress, but at least they had lost the guards for the moment.

“I’ve come for you.”  The voice came from the shadows ahead.


“Who’s there?” shouted Karber who was in the lead.

Refinnej stepped out into the light.  “Not you.  You, Ceberca.”


“Go,” demanded Ceberca to the rest of the team.  “Now.”


“Ceberca, come on,” said Karber.  “We have to get out of here.  This confrontation is pointless.”


“No.  The rest of you go on, get Vgg out of here.  This is my fight.”


“How right you are, Ceberca,” said Refinnej.


Reluctantly Karber left her, supporting the unconscious body of Vgg on his shoulders.  It was he realised that he was the only one carrying the weight that he retraced his steps.


“Chir,” Karber whispered.  “Come on.”


Chir hadn’t moved.  In fact he was busy making himself comfortable on the floor.


“You think I’m going to miss this?  Take a look; any second there’s going to be a chick fight.  In those outfits, it can’t be long before one or two things…erupt.”


The look from Ceberca was enough to shift them.  Karber grabbed Chir’s arm and dragged him away.


“I’ve had enough of you and your interference in my marriage,” said Refinnej.  “He’s never forgotten about you.  No matter what I do you’re always there, in the background.”


“I have no interest in your maniacal husband,” said Ceberca.  “It’s not my fault.”


“As I see is, there’s only one way to end his obsession.”


“Let me guess, with my death?”


“Oh no, your death would only make the situation worse.  He’d fall into a state of constant grief, shut me out forever.”


“So what do you have planned?”  Ceberca got her answer.  “And what the hell is that?”


“It’s a lightsaber,” said Refinnej.  She unclipped another and tossed it at her enemy.  “A weapon Mla’son gave me.  In another reality they were quite common.”


“I thought you weren’t going to kill me…”


“I’m not.”


The blades clashed – or they would of done if they were made of metal.


Ceberca was uncomfortable with the sword-like weapon, much more used to a blaster.  Refinnej was more skilled, though had never faced an opponent who wasn’t going to throw the fight because she was empress.


The stone walls were coming off badly.  Stray swings with the lightsabers came crashing down, biting chunks out of the rock.


Mistakes by either opponent were not seized upon, and the likelihood was the fight was going to come down to endurance.  Knowing she could never win a duel of that type Refinnej decided to change tactics.  She twirled the lightsaber as she brought it down, momentarily distracting Ceberca.  Using the opportunity to full effect, Refinnej struck again, sending the lightsaber flying from her opponent.  She pushed Ceberca backwards, who fell into the dirt on the floor sending up a cloud of dust.  She was covered in sweat and her clothing almost ripped to shreds.  Refinnej was in a bad a state.  It was a site Chir would have killed to see.


“Now that the ‘fair fight’ is over with, I can continue,” Refinnej panted.


“With what?” Ceberca gasped for breath and pushed back the hair covering her eyes to be greeted by a handful of dirt, blinding her for several seonds and preventing an attack in retaliation.


“This.”  Refinnej produced a small flask from the pouch on her belt.  She unscrewed the cap.  “It will be interesting to see if Mla’son shows such affection for one as hideous looking as you.”


Ceberca hadn’t the energy to move.  It was difficult enough just keeping her eyes open, let alone thinking of escape or coming up with any witty one-liners.  “What are you talking about?”


The flask was upturned and the contents poured out onto Ceberca’s face.  Dragging strength from some unknown depths, Ceberca screamed.  The potion burned her skin.  It cut into the flash sending up a stream of gas and a smell so foul Refinnej had to turn away.  With the bottle three-quarters empty, Refinnej finished off the last on the rest of Ceberca’s body.  It cut through the remaining scraps of clothing as though they weren’t present.  The stench grew so intense that Refinnej was physically sick.  She thought she’d prepared herself, but she hadn’t counted on a reaction like this.


Eventually the reactions stopped.  Refinnej walked over to inspect her work.


“Why?” Ceberca croaked.


“For my husband,” Refinnej said simply.


“He’ll hate you for this.”


“Will he?  Perhaps.  But whatever happens has got to be better than living in your shadow.”


The empty flask smashed as it fell to the floor.  Refinnej had gone, leaving the tunnel desolate and silent, the only movement being the tear that crept down Ceberca’s cheek.
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New Options






“Chir!”


The others heard the cry and sprinted down the corridor.  They burst through the door and collapsed into a heap on the floor.


“Chir!” Death said for what seemed like the millionth time.


“Chir?  The Chir?” asked Karber.  “Are you sure?”


“How Do You Know That?” said Miroler,  “You Would Never Have Had The Opportunity to Meet Him.”


“You can’t speed time working with Ernie and Bert without being told about the great Chir.  Repeatedly,” he said bitterly


“Excuse me.”  For the first time the man in the chair spoke.  He was sitting at a desk with a computer in front of him.  “Yeah, hi; nice of you all to invade my room.  Now who the hell are you?”


“Come on Chir, it’s not that difficult to work out,” said Death.  “I’m a friend of Ernie and Bert.  I work with them.”


“I’m sorry, who?”


“Chir!” Death said, as if repeating the name would assist the recollection process.


“I think you’ve got the wrong person.  I don’t know who this ‘Chir’ person is.  My name is Rich.”


“See, I knew it!” said Karber.  “Death, you have no idea who you’re talking about.”


“No, no he is Chir.  Look at him!  He’s one hairy bastard!”


“And that’s it.  Look at him!”


The man was hairy, true, but not to the extremes Chir was – if you looked closely you could clearly see patches of skin.  This person had made, admittedly badly, an attempt to battle the hair sprouting over his face.  It even looked as though a comb was dragged through it at times.


“He’s wearing glasses!” yelled Karber, at an unnecessarily loud volume.  “Chir doesn’t wear glasses!”


“I don’t care what he says or what things you’ve finding wrong with him – that man is Chir!”


“Even If He Isn’t, He Might Be Able To Help Us,” said Miroler who had been studying the room they occupied.  “See Those Books?”


On one wall there were three shelves.  On the higher two were a few random objects, the type of things that collect on a shelf after a while, but it was the bottom one Miroler was referring to.  There was a collection of books on various aspects of physics.  They were brand new, probably never opened but they potentially contained invaluable information on how to stop Mla’son.


The circuits in the temporal control bands were fried, making the items useless.  Even if they weren’t, Miroler feared that too much tampering with the timeline had already taken place.  The only jump he was willing to risk was one that would return history to its correct path.


Miroler began to explain the situation to Rich.  The others listened for a while, but soon grew bored and left to explore their surroundings.

“Rich, I’m back.”


The individual who had just entered the room suddenly had an arm closing tightly round his neck and a blaster in his face.


“Death, let him go,” Rich ordered.  “This is my roommate.”


“Are you sure it wouldn’t be a better idea to kill him?” Death asked.  “What if he’s an operative of Mla’son?”


“No,” was all Rich said.


“Okay then.”  Death released his grip and the prisoner coughed as air was once again able to enter his lungs.  “But if he turns on us in the middle of the night, it’s all your fault.”


Simon hurried across the room, dumped his bag on his bed and then left, muttering something about the company Rich had been keeping lately.


“Hey, look what I found!” Karber ran into the room brandishing a mop in each hand.  “Two of them!  How great is that?!”


Albert followed him in, also carrying a find.


“What are you doing with my lightsaber?” Rich asked.


The men stared at Rich.  It was Death who finally spoke.  “You know about lightsabers?  You own the weapon of a Jedi and you say you aren’t Chir?”


“It’s a toy,” said Rich in his most patronising voice.


“Nope, seems pretty real to me.”  Albert had accidentally found the ‘on’ switch and sliced the small comfy chair next to him in half.


“I…” said Rich.  “That’s not supposed to happen.  I don’t understand.”


“Let me explain.”  Death sat on Rich’s bed and beckoned him over.  Rich moved across obediently.  “What this means…I don’t quite know how to put this.  What this means,” Death tried again, “is that I was bloody well right.  You are Chir!”


“You’re going to have to come up with some better evidence than one, apparently functioning, lightsaber to convince me that I am from another galaxy.”


“Logic Would Seem To Support Death’s Theory,” said Miroler


“Logic, logic, logic.  Logic is the beginning of wisdom, not the end.”  Rich took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes.  “Will someone pass me a bottle?”


Albert reached into the small refrigerator by the door, through the hole he’d just created on proving that the lightsaber really did work.  He pulled out a bottle and handed it to Rich.


“Another.”


The contents had gone before anyone had noticed.  The cap had been removed on the metal bed frame and the contents guzzled within seconds.  Albert took a closer look in the fridge.


“Oh my…”


Karber bent to see what Albert’s comment had been about.


“Shit.”


“What is it?  Am I out?!” Rich cried.  “Go and see if there’s any in Simon’s.”


“No, you’ve still got a couple left,” said Karber.  “And I think we’ve got some more of that evidence you were after.”


The fridge was filled with bottles of cheap beer.  In the gaps left between them, a number of cans had been squeezed in.  There was enough alcohol in that appliance to kill several average-sized people.


“Come on, pass me another.”


The third bottle was handed to Rich.


“Let’s look at the evidence,” said Death.  “The lightsaber, the physics books, the hair, the anagram, the fridge full of beer…”


“No, I’m not having that one,” Rich interrupted.  “I bet every person along this corridor has the same.”


“But could they have just finished drinking it all and still be standing upright?  I don’t think so.  The point stays.”


“It’s quite a convincing list,” said Albert.  “Are you sure you don’t remember anything?”


“I…” Rich stared out of the window.  It was an unusually bright day.  The sun shone down, the rays striking his face like blaster fire.  Ignoring the patches where lazy students had worn a new path, the rich green grass was similar to that on the endlessly stretching plains of Naboo.


Rich stopped.  Where had those similes come from?  He had no idea where or what Naboo was, never mind this whole ‘plain’ crap.  He had been brought up in a heavily industrialised city, where the only thing green was the smog.  He needed to clear his head before he began believing this rubbish.  He glanced at his watch.  Maybe there was a god.


“Anyone want to go to the bar?”

Despite virtually living in the place, and usually being one of the few people in there, the bar staff were strict with the time they stopped serving.  Rich spent the night up and down to the bar, until eventually the staff just carried the barrel to his seat and gave him a straw.


Miroler had taken the opportunity to walk to the university campus and break into one or two departments to borrow some equipment.  The others had gone to keep an eye on Rich.


Concerns about standing out in their uniforms had come to nothing.  Rich had been correct, the rest of the patrons in the bar were even freakier looking.  Some people would do anything for cigarettes.


The orders from Miroler to stay sober had been obeyed for nearly half an hour, until they realised that Miroler had no authority over them.  Quietly sipping at ashamedly bought lemonade was abandoned and pints were bought in droves.


They now sat in the main kitchen on Rich’s corridor.  Rich himself sat smoking out of the window while Albert was comatose on the floor and Death was trying to attach an optic to a can of ‘value’ beer.  Karber, despite being drunk, was busy in the other kitchen scrubbing the stains off the walls.


Death gave up on the optic idea and through it out of the window, narrowly missing Rich’s head.


“You know what, Chir?”


“Dunno.”


“Now that I think about it, neither do I,” said Death.  He pushed Rich’s feet off a chair and sat down on.  “Hey,” he said.  “You didn’t object then.”


“What are you on about?  Do we have any more vodka?”


“I called you Chir, and you didn’t say anything.”


“Why would I?  And what’s the deal with the vodka?”


“So you admit it?”


“What?”


“To being, you know, Chir.”


“Yeah and?  Where’s that vodka?”


Death shook the bottle.  “You finished it, Chir.”


“Bugger.”


There was a crash from down the corridor.


“Sounds like Karber’s had a bit of an accident,” said Death.


“Sod him.”

The next morning Chir was woken by being repeatedly beaten with a metal bar.  That bar was Miroler’s arm and the owner was in the slightest of foul moods.


Simon had escaped early.  He had arrived home last night to find four unconscious bodies in his room.  Since there wasn’t a lot he could do about the situation, he’d pushed Karber off his bed and gone to sleep.  He’d taken great pleasure the next morning in getting up very noisily.


Miroler stabbed Chir once again.  The body groaned and sat up slowly.


“What time do you call this?” Chir muttered.  “Oh dear…” He collapsed back on his bed as the room began to spin violently.


Death was booted in the stomach again and sent travelling several feet across the carpet from the force.


“I Told You To Watch Him,” said Miroler.  “I Didn’t Tell You To Join In His Drinking Marathon.”


“It was necessary,” said Death, clutching his head.


“How?”


“I told him our cover story.  He didn’t believe me.  He wouldn’t even talk to me unless I had a drink with him, and then it took three shots of something called ‘tequila’ just to find out he was the one we’re looking for.”


“Are You Still Drunk?”


“It’s a primitive culture and I’m just trying to blend in.  Sorry,” Death apologised.  “TV – an Earth invention.  And quiet addictive,” he explained.  “My point is he…oh my head…He knows who he is.”


“Guys?” said Albert.  “Anyone know how I got this?”  He held up the traffic cone complete with flashing warning light.


“I Suggest You All Shower And Then We Can Get To Work,” said Miroler.  “As I Understand It, Chir, You’ve Got A Lecture In Thirty Minutes.  Perhaps You Can Help Us Afterwards.”


“Under the circumstances, mostly it being…” Chir glanced at the clock on the desk.  “Eight thirty?!  I haven’t been up at this time since…well, ever.  I think I’ll be skipping the lecture.”


“As You Wish,” said Miroler.  “I Want To Begin Work Within The Hour.”


Chir wandered out of the room, heading for the shower.  Albert nudged Karber awake and helped him to his feet.


“Chir!” Karber cried.


“Yes?”


“Nothing, it’s just that…you’re back.”


The badly kept beard had gone, assimilated by the rest of the hair on his face into a big furry whole.  A night spent tossing and turning had turned the hair into a wild mane.  The glasses had gone, apparently now unneeded.  Chir was back.

Over the following weeks, Chir’s room was converted into a tangle of wires and computers.  Miroler and Chir spent all their time in there, Chir occasionally wandering out to pick up some more crates of lager.  Simon presumably moved out, though no one really cared much and never bothered to find out.


Karber spent his time cleaning the kitchens.  It was amazing how quickly it reverted back its original filthy self.  You could sit for five minutes and watch as the sink filled with plates, food was dropped on the floor and rubbish over-spilled from the bin.


The discovery of the phenomenon known as ‘laser quest’ kept Death amused, with Albert forced along too so the taxi cost was less.  They soon learnt to keep the trips secret from Chir after his reaction to missing out on ‘a pound a pint’ in the on-site bar


The physics department suffered from a number of thefts at this time, the investigation of which is still ongoing.  Motive remains the real mystery in the crime.


Progress was slow.  Miroler and Chir had access to limited resources, suffering from many of the components they needed not being available in this galaxy.  One day, almost a month after arriving, and amazingly without anyone ever being discovered by the Hall manager and thrown out, everyone was called into Chir’s room for an announcement.


“Okay guys.”  Chir paused and took a sip from his whisky bottle to build up the suspense.  “I think I’ve made contact.”


“You can talk to yourself?” asked Albert.  “Cool.”


“We’ve Been Trying For Weeks To Get Through The Subspace Shield, But I Think We Can Finally Make Full Contact.”


“Whoa there, horsey!”  Karber sat up on the bed he had been making full use of.  “’Subspace Shield’?  Am I the only whose head this is flying over?”


“Um…Yes,” said Death.  “Hey, and if I can get it, anyone can.”


“Okay, so maybe I haven’t been paying much attention to this project, but you don’t seem to realise how dirty those kitchens get.  At least I’ve been doing something useful.  At least I haven’t been playing soldier all the time!”


“You bastard!” Death shouted.


“Sorry, have I let your little secret out?”


“Soldier?” questioned Chir.  “Have you been Pound-a-Pinting?”


“Um…No.”


“You sure?”


“Yes.  I don’t know how Karber could make up something as hurtful as that.”


“Come here you little…” Karber advanced for Death’s neck, only to be blocked by Miroler’s body.


“Chir, For The Benefit Of Karber, Could You Please Explain What We’ve Been Doing.”


“As long as he promises never to lie like that again.”


“Okay, okay,” relented Karber.  “I’m sorry.”


“Say it like you mean it,” said Death.


“That’s it, he’d gone too far…” Karber was forcibly restrained with a pair of handcuffs that Chir had in his desk drawer.  The reason for their ownership is unknown.


“Mla’son succeeded in altering the timeline around our home galaxy,” explained Chir.  “Where those changes end in space, the universe has constructed a…barrier, that we’re trying to break through.”


“And once we’re through?”


“Shouldn’t we gag him?” asked Death in reaction to Karber’s question. 


“We contact someone there and get them to change things back,” finished Albert hoping to divert attention away from the Death-Karber situation.  “Right?”


“That Is Correct,” said Miroler.  “We Can’t Physically Go Through Without Being Affected By This New Timeline Ourselves.”


“Obviously,” said Karber.  “So who are we contacting?”


“You know when Albert said to Chir about talking to himself before?” said Death.


“Yes?”


Death looked expectantly.


“Well, don’t tell me then.  Chir, who’re we gonna talk to?”


“Fool,” muttered Death.


“Me,” said Chir.  “We tried Albert, him probably being the one most likely to listen to us, but we had a few problems.”


“Such as what?” asked Albert, suddenly very interested.


“We don’t seem to be able to find you.  I don’t think you’re there.”


“Not there?!  What do you mean, not there?”


“You’re dead, mate,” butted in Death.


“Dead?  How can I be dead?  What happened?”


“That Isn’t Important,” said Miroler.  “Chir, Please Continue.”


“Isn’t important?  Says who?”


Chir dropped to his knees and pushed the plug into the wall socket.  A bank of computer screens lit up.


“It’s amazing what you can find in student accommodation,” muttered Karber, referring to the huge array of machinery in the room.  “You own all this?” he asked Chir.


“Well I borrowed one or two things.  I’ll give them back…eventually.”


“Is the neon sign really that necessary?” asked Karber.


“Are you dissin’ the sign?” said Death.  “Chir, Karber’s insulting the sign.”


“Shut It, The Pair Of You,” ordered Miroler.  “It’s Time…”

5

Retaliate

Vgg bashed his head on the coffee table.  He wasn’t happy.  Waking up to find that you have been rescued at the expense of your wife does that to you.


After a week in the infirmary, in the ‘expert’ care of Chir and Karber, Vgg had fluked a recovery.  How much this was due to the doctors’ medical knowledge and how much was due to him trying to get away from them, does not really need stating.  Karber’s handiwork was easily repaired with some synthetic limbs, so the main problems had been exhaustion and ridding his body of all the drugs Pickett had administered.  A rapid detoxification program and bed rest were the treatment here.


The other members of the resistance huddled just outside the doorway talking about what had happened and peering in on their leader.


“We ought to go back,” Karber said.  “We could still get her out of there.”


“You want to go back in?” exclaimed Chir.  “Are you crazy?  Look what happened last time.”


“We can’t just leave her.”


“We are.”  Vgg had risen from the couch and was standing beside them.  “We can’t attempt a rescue for one person, even if she is my wife.”


“We did for you.”


“I’m not the one who left her,” Vgg snapped.  He continued more calmly.  “If Ceberca is alive, then she would have made it out of there.  Since she hasn’t…”


“I guess that’ll make you happy then, Chir,” said Karber.  “There’s no need for you to join us on a heroic rescue attempt…Chir?”


Chir was standing silently, his eyes staring directly ahead.


“Chir?” said Vgg.


There was no response.  Vgg waved his hand in front on Chir’s face.  Nothing.


“How’s he been lately?” Vgg asked.


“He’s been complaining of headaches, but that’s about it.”


“Arrgh!” Chir screamed suddenly, making the others’ hearts skip a beat.  He clasped his hands on his head.  “It hurts!  My head feels as though it’s going to explode!”


“Karber, help me get him to medical,” Vgg commanded.


After a quick coin-flip to decide who got which end (though neither was much of an improvement on the other), they half carried, half dragged Chir along the corridor and lay him down on one of the beds in the infirmary.


“What’s wrong with him?” Karber asked.


“I honestly don’t know,” replied Vgg.


“Damn honest, lie to me,” said Karber.  “It’ll make me feel better if what’s wrong has a name.”


“Look, Karber.  This situation isn’t really about what you…”


Chir groaned.  The pain in his head was unbearable.  “Make it stop,” he whispered.  “Please.”


“Are we through yet?”


“Can he hear us?”


“Get him to check where I am.”


“We know where you are – six feet under.”


“Prove it.”


“Will You Three Be Quiet.”


“We have contact.  He can hear everything we’re saying.”


“Coo-ee!  Chir!  It’s us!”


“What Did I Tell You?!”

“What?!” Chir screamed.  Hearing voices was not good.  Headaches were one thing, feeling as though someone was with you was another, but hearing arguments in his head was a step too far. 


“Hurry up and tell him, I’m getting bored.  Anyone fancy a kickabout?”


“Karber?” Chir whispered.  “Is that you?”


“I’m here.” Karber leant over the bed so that Chir could see him.  “What is it?”


“Not you – the voice.”


“Okay,” Karber shouted.  “He’s finally lost it.  I saw it coming, but no one would listen.  After living on the street I’ve become a bit of an expert on what defines a lunatic, and Chir here now fits all the criteria.”


“What voices, Chir?” asked Vgg.


“The one’s in my head.”


“He just heard me!  He said my name!”


“Well that’s just great!”


“Shut it, Death.”


“Don’t forget to find out where I am.”


“Chir, listen to me.  It’s you.”


“What?  Me?”


“Miroler, you’d better do this.  He’s confused enough without having to talk to himself.”

“Chir, Listen To Me.  I Am From A…An Alternate Reality, A Reality In Which You Should Be Living.  Mla’son Has Altered Time…”


“The Emperor?”


“Emperor?  Will Someone Check That Please?  Anyone?  Thank You, Albert.  No, I’m Not Going To Ask Him To Show Us Your Gravestone In Return.”


“Yes, Chir – Emperor Mla’son.  He Must Be Stopped.  You Have To Change Everything Back To How It Was.”


“How?”


“Defeat Mla’son.”


“Karber, can I ask you a question?”


“Sure.”


“What are you doing with that?  No, don’t pull out th…”


The voices ended abruptly and Chir’s head once again felt like it was supposed to be on his body.  He had the type of headache that usually only came after serious drinking.


“We have to go back.”


“Now you want to go back,” Karber commented.  “Any particular reason, crazy person?”


“We have to save the world.”


“Karber, shut up,” snapped Vgg.  “What is it, Chir?  What happened?”


“This isn’t right,” said Chir.  “This is not my time.”


“What do you mean?”


“This reality is not supposed to be.  Mla’son has changed things.  He altered the past.”


Vgg clenched his fist.  “It’s time to end Mla’son’s reign of terror forever.  Even if Karber is correct and you are seriously insane, Mla’son must still be stopped.”

Twenty-four hours later, Vgg had produced a rough plan to infiltrate Mal’son’s palace.  It would be difficult; no doubt security would have been increased since the last incursion inside.  The other major problem was the size of their group, the three of them did not a well-balanced team make.


“We can’t hope to attack the palace with our current number,” said Vgg desperately.  “No matter how we go about this, we’re still one man short.  There’s no one else I can trust with this.”


“No one else who’d want to, you mean,” said Chir.


“It was your idea to go,” said Karber.  “And you’re still complaining?”


“I don’t want to go.  If there was any other way…”


“There isn’t,” said Vgg.  “And we’re still short.”


“No, you’re not.”  The voice was quiet, weak, but the sound was unmistakeable.


“Ceberca!” Vgg cried, his eyes lighting up.  “I thought we’d lost you.”


“Not quite.”


“What’s with all the material?” asked Chir, eager for the breast-fest he’d been missing since Ceberca left and hopeful that it would assist in his head recovery.


Ceberca was covered with a long, flowing robe.  A large hood covered her head and face.  If the Jedi had ever existed in this reality, she would have been the spitting image of one.


For the first time Vgg took notice of the outfit.  “What’s wrong?”


“Later.”


Vgg left it at that.  Ceberca would tell him her troubles when she was ready.


“When do we attack?” asked Karber.


“Tonight” said Vgg.  “Remember, we get in and stop for nothing until we reach Mla’son.”


“What about death?” asked Chir.  “Do we stop for that?”


“Chir,” said Vgg.  “If you don’t stop complaining then I’m going to make sure you never have a headache again.”


“That’s kind of you.”


“By permanently removing your head.”


“Shutting up,” Chir said rapidly.


A large knife hurtled into the desk, embedding its blade several inches in.  On the other end was Karber’s fist.


“If everyone’s ready, I think we should get this over with,” Karber said.  He pulled out the combat knife and held it up to his eye, the light glimmering off it.  “I’ve always wanted to use this,” he said.  “Now’s probably the right time.”

Dusk was just beginning to fall as the team reached the tunnel that would lead them into the palace.  It was an old sewage outlet pipe, leading from the edge of what could be loosely termed a river and more accurately as a site of chemical-induced genetic mutation, to deep inside the stronghold.  There was only cheap wire gauze covering the end, presumably anyone with even the tiniest amount of sense wasn’t going to bother trudging through hundreds of metres of foul smelling mess to overthrow the Emperor.


It was Karber who had suggested this route.  He had spent many happy hours here whilst homeless, apparently the manure produced extremely fertile soil and almost every plant imaginable could be found somewhere close.  It must have been the only place on the planet where plants grew wild.


The group had masks tied firmly over their faces in order to block out the stench – all except Karber who had become immune.  The gauze was roughly torn away from the pipe and they entered the tunnel.  The waste was knee-deep and the tunnel pitch-black, so falls were common.  No one had thought to bring along a torch.  It was hard going, each step requiring maximum effort to drag it through the swill. 


Tired, sweating and covered in things better left unnamed, the team arrived at the other end.  They were back in the cellblock – no matter how you entered the palace you seemed to end up here.  Guards were scattered periodically and each one discovered easily dealt with.


“No, not this way,” said Ceberca upon approaching one section.  Along the walls were chained the same prisoners they’d chosen to leave when rescuing Vgg.  “I can’t face them again.”


There was no other option; it was go forward or turn around and abandon their mission.  Vgg placed a comforting hand on Ceberca’s shoulder and they walked past, replying to the groans with promises to free them as they were leaving.  Karber and Chir tried to make it clear that they were only following orders and things would be a lot different if they were in charge, except they weren’t and to please accept their apologies.


“What are you lot complaining about?”


The voice made the invaders freeze. They were in an exposed location, with no cover.  If a blaster fight broke out, they would be at a serious disadvantage.


Pickett rounded the corner to face the group.  “Oh…bugger.”


Pickett wasn’t a fighter; he was a scientist.  He much preferred a civilised surgery than hand-to-hand combat.  He was just one small Ewok, alone in this crazy world, and didn’t enjoy being confronted by four larger individuals.


“Guards!” he yelled.  He pulled an electric drill from his belt.  He never carried a blaster, not seeing the point in his line of work.  He was about to operate on Bert and this was the only remotely weapon-shaped object he had to hand.  He hoped from a distance they wouldn’t be able to tell what it was.


“Is that a drill?” Karber whispered to Chir.  “Who does he think he is threatening us with a drill?”  He unsheathed his knife and launched it spinning towards Pickett.


 The knife efficiently sliced through the arm holding the drill.  Pickett screamed and clutched at the stump, blood spurting out between his fingers.


“Guards!” Pickett squealed.


Meanwhile Karber was instructing Chir on how to throw knives.  Chir gripped the large cook’s knife in his right hand and shakily threw it.  It began as an unsteady flight, but soon stabilised itself.  It shot into Pickett’s shoulder and pinned him to the wall behind.


Pickett cried again.


With this new threat neutralised, the team moved on.


“Wait!  You can’t just leave me here!”


“Terribly sorry,” said Karber as he passed.  “Let me help.”  He picked up his knife from where it had fallen and decapitated the Ewok.  “Happy to be of service,” he said, wiping the blade and replacing it in its cover.  “My god, this is sharp.  I’m gonna have to be careful with this thing, someone could get hurt.”


“Chir…”


Chir shook his head, worried that he was about to get another one of those mysterious, and very painful, messages.


“Help me.”


The voice was coming from a prisoner separated from the others.  Long, tangled hair covered his face.  He was little more than bones.


“I…I’ll get you on the way out.  Though remember, this isn’t my decision.  I’ll only carrying out orders.”


“How many times have evil acts been conducted, with the excuse that the perpetrator was ‘only following orders’,” said Bert.  “I can help,” he added, seeing the doubt forming in Chir’s eyes.


Chir relented.  “Someone help me,” he called.  He tugged on the chains.  They broke easily; if Bet hadn’t been so weak it would have been a simple matter for him to escape by himself.


Bert collapsed onto Chir as he was released.  Ceberca grabbed the opposite shoulder and between them carried him across to where Vgg and Karber waited.


“Go on ahead,” Ceberca said; predicting what Vgg was about to say.  “Chir and I will help him along.”


Vgg nodded and hurried on with Karber.


It was upon reaching the stairs that Ceberca and Chir faced real problems.  Bert had difficulty walking, so raising his feet high enough to reach the next step would not be exaggerating to say ‘impossible’.  Ceberca and Chir had to literally carry him up the first three flights.  From his years of malnourishment, Bert was incredibly light, but he was an awkward shape and care had to be taken not to harm him.  Too much force and Bert’s bones would shatter.


Bert saw the looks of despair in the eyes of those helping him.  “Go,” he instructed.  “I can manage from here.”


Ceberca and Chir exchanged glances.  It would take Bert forever to ascend the stairs alone, but they were urgently needed in the fight against Mla’son.


“Go,” Bert urged.


“Are you sure?”


“Go.”


It was with regret that they left Bert sitting on the staircase, barely ten steps up, and dashed towards the throne room.

“Hold it right there, Mla’son!”


Vgg burst through the door into the highest room of not only the palace, but also the entire planet.  The building had been designed to be impressive, standing out clearly from the surrounding city.  Built so tall that every citizen had to look up to their ruler.


Mla’son patted Refinnej’s hand and calmly rose from his throne.  “Welcome, Vgg, to my inner sanctum.  And now prepare to meet thy doom.”  He took the lightsaber from his belt, ignited the blade and swished it to show its full glory.  “With this I could kill you in a second.”


Vgg wasn’t going to give him the chance.  The blaster shook as shot after shot was fired, all aimed towards Mla’son’s aquatic head.  The skill of the gunman was great; all the bullets on target, but the lightsaber easily washed them away.


“As I said, I could kill you in a second with this weapon.”  Mla’son replaced the lightsaber on his belt.  “But that would be far too easy.  I want to watch you bleed.”


The fighting was fast and furious, as most fights are.  Well, as most fights set out to be.  Most fights usually get broken up a few seconds after they begin by either nearby friends/the police/outraged teachers, leaving very disappointed spectators.  The only injuries are usually slight redness in the nasal area.


This fight was one of the rare ones that continue past those primeval beginnings.  It endured long enough for the combatants to realise that punches are only so effective, and resort to bites and scratches.


The outcome, unfortunately for those who prefer happy endings, which, after Titanic, I realise is a diminishing number, was victory for the fish.  Vgg lay sprawled on the floor; face bloodied, ribs broken, spine shattered.


Mla’son stood over him, ready to gloat.  “Shouldn’t you be dead?” he asked, slightly disappointed as he was getting bored and ready to move on to the next person.


“Mla’son.”


“Ceberca?”  The fish spun round to see a hooded figure in the doorway.  “Is that you?”


“Yes.  It’s me.”


“It’s so good to see you again.” Thoughts of murder put aside, Mla’son ran across and embraced her.  “I’ve missed you.”


Ceberca waited until Mla’son released her before removing the cloak.  Mla’son’s jaw dropped, as did everyone else’s in the room.  Even Refinnej was shocked by her handiwork.


“What…what happened?”


She was virtually unrecognisable.  Refinnej had altered every scrap of Ceberca’s face to a sight of horror.  Deep scars ran across her, destroying what were once things such as a nose, hair and a left eye.  She stood in silence, a shot from her remaining eye revealing the culprit.


“Refinnej,” Mla’son growled, turning to face his wife.


“I did it for you,” Refinnej said.  “It’s time for you to move on.”


“No… No.  How could you?”


Mla’son once again removed the lightsaber from his belt and walked over to Refinnej.  She stood still, awaiting the inevitable.  The two halves of her body thudded to the floor.


“That was your wife,” said Ceberca, needlessly pointing out the obvious.


“Don’t you think I know that?”  Mla’son stared down at the fallen body.  “That was the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do.”


“Was it really necessary?”


“She went against me.  She knew the price.”


“Her actions may have been wrong, but her reasons were good.  Nothing is worth a death sentence.”


“I take it you’re not here to join me?” said Mals’on, his eyes still fixed on the body.


“No.”


“Then I’m sorry, but you await the same fate.  I’ve had quite enough of treachery for one day.”


Some way behind Ceberca, Chir was hiding next to Karber – neither of them was keen to become Mla’son’s next target.  Chir screamed and clutched his head.  Another message was coming in.  


“The band on his wrist.  Chir, destroy it.”

With a word from Chir, Karber aimed his knife, ready to try the head-removal trick again.  Mla’son raised his arm and Karber lay dead, a blaster shot through his chest.


Mla’son lowered the gun.  “I don’t think so.”


Chir grasped his head again.


“What’s going on?


“Have we found out about me yet?””


“Hey, let me talk to him.”


“Get out of my way.”


“Stop it.  Give me that microphone back!”


“Chir, That Control Band Must Be Destroyed.”

The order had been given and Chir saw no alternative.  On an adrenalin rush – something he would, if asked, have thought to be something posh gits drank – Chir sprinted towards Mla’son and snatched the band from his wrist.  He slammed it on the floor and crushed it under his heel.


“Noo!” yelled Mals’on, falling to his knees and throwing his arms into the air in despair.


When the world didn’t end, and feeling slightly ridiculous, Mla’son stood up and lowered his arms again.


“Hmm,” he said.  “Seems I don’t need that after all.  Never mind, eh?”


“Chir, what happened?  Why aren’t we back home?”


“I think it’s obvious – someone’s made a mess of things.  Again.”


Mla’son decided his lightsaber was more fitting for the task and sliced Chir into wafer-thin pieces.


“Anyone else want a go?  No?  Then I believe I now have to kill you, Ceberca.”


“No.”


Bert dragged his pathetic excuse for a body into the throne room, supporting himself on the wall.


“You?  How did you get up here?”


Clutching the wall with all his strength, Bert pulled himself closer.  “Slowly.”


Mla’son drew his blaster and fired at Bert.  The shots bounced off harmlessly.  The lightsaber swipes proved frustratingly ineffective too.


“What are you?” Mla’son demanded.  “No one could survive this; it’s not natural.”


“All your employee’s work,” croaked Bert.  “It seems Pickett actually achieved something with all those experiments.”


“I should’ve killed you years ago.  That was always my flaw; too kind.”


“I believe it’s my turn now.”  Bolts of red electricity crackled along Bert’s body.  It swirled around him, localising on his right arm.  “It’s time to set things right.”


A spatial tear ripped open behind Mla’son.  The cosmic backlash unleashed a howling wind, which spewed from the depths of the tear and whatever lay beyond its mouth.


“You see what I have only just come to understand is that thought, time and space are one.  They are intrinsically linked, with each one having consequences on the others.  Your experiments have advanced my mind to new levels, to make it open to possibilities beyond your comprehension.”


“No – how I’m getting sick of saying that word – you can’t do this.”


But it already was.  Energy flowed from the tear, coating the surroundings.  The walls of the room flashed white and then began to disappear, to disintegrate, replaced by the true reality once dominant in these parts.


Ceberca stared in wonder as the world changed, then she began to dissolve with it.  In another part of the galaxy a similar, yet different Ceberca sprung into existence


Mla’son looked down at his own body.  He too was fading.  “No, this cannot be.  I will not accept it!”  There was only one hope of escape.  He ran for the tear and hurled himself through.  There was nothing anyone could do to stop him as all the candidates were busy being wiped from history.  


In another part of the universe, Miroler, Chir, Albert and Karber were returned to their own time, with no memory that anything had ever been wrong with the temporal mechanics of the universe.


The Age of Mla’son ended, paving the way for the return of the old.  Things were back to normal, however abnormal that was.  There was just one anomaly left, one small glitch, one bad chord in the haunting symphony of the cosmos.  Mla’son.  Only Bert could possibly have known where the tear would lead, but that Bert had never existed.  Mla’son was out there somewhere, a paradox lost in the vastness of time.

To be continued...
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“Can you remember when these stories were funny?”    “Nope.”    “You know, back with Episode IV and the original trilogy.”    “Nope.”    “Oh come on, it wasn’t that long ago.”    “I can honestly say I can’t remember a time when these things were even remotely humorous.”    “I hate you, you know that.”    “You expect me to care?”

None of the animals complained when we beat them.  We consider this as evidence that they didn’t mind.

This book could be protected by some laws, so watch out!

This is the only copy of the novelisation so if you were looking for it, consider it found.

All this stuff was created by me, in my head – so no one sue me.

Please show your gratitude for my work by purchasing a drink for your favourite author.  Go on, you know you want to.
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The End.

Really.

No, I mean it.

Oh, just spotted the ‘to be continued’

Sorry.

Looks like I’ll be back.

Soon.
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