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Prologue
“You - ” A couple of hundred profanities strained to burst out of him. Eventually one of the trusted veterans forced its way through the bottleneck: “Bastard!”
As brickbats went it lacked his characteristic pith, but at least it ricocheted around the confines of the chamber with some satisfactory volume. Besides he was fresh out of pith, confronted as he was with the sight of his would-be nemesis coming in to bugger things up. Especially now.
There was never a good time, but to think he had only just taken a pause to savour the deliciousness of the moment. Here, in the left nostril of Grand Pontifex Maximus Gorfideon the Third lay the culmination of his latest schemes.
Put like that, it sounded rather less than grand, but the bare fact was qualified by the truth that this was no ordinary nostril, and the Grand Pontifex of the Holy Thygon Empire was no ordinary ruler. And what was more, Dexter Snide was a man of no ordinary ambition.
But now - after months of planning, preparation, bribery, blackmail and lots of activities with uglier names just to get him here - this muscle-bound hero-type comes poking his head in to piss on his fireworks with the immortal words, “Hold it right there, Snide.”
Well, pith or no, Dexter Snide wasn’t bloody standing for it. And as luck would have it, the hairless simian was vulnerable, still hauling himself up through the cavern entrance. Sporting a smile you could grate cheese on, he stamped on the intruder’s hand. Hard.
Barely an answering grimace from the hardman. So there was nothing for it but to stamp harder. Again and again. Until Dexter was jumping up and down on the man’s paw like it was a meaty trampoline.
The man’s hide must have been every bit as thick as his skull.
Just as Dexter prepared to test that hypothesis with a kick, his foe grabbed hold of his ankle. One muscular yank flipped Dexter onto his back.
“Ow!” It felt like he’d cracked his spine on the cold cavern floor. (Ordinarily the chamber would have been plushly carpeted, but they had just started refurbishing the place in preparation for the ordination of the new Pontifex – Maximus Gorfideon the Fourth.) Anyway, it left Dexter stunned for all of a second – long enough for the tanned gorilla, Stengun, to heave himself upright and launch himself at his prone opponent.
Which was how Dexter Snide ended up in a mortal struggle with his not particularly arch nemesis in the nose of a presidential statue high above the imperial grandeur of the Thygon capital.
Well, that was the short story. The longer version was something Dexter tried not to think about as he wondered whether to knee his enemy in the groin, or whether biting the blond brute’s ear might leave a nasty aftertaste.
In any case, he’d done all his thinking about the longer story in the always-crucial planning stage.

It was a monstrosity. It was perfect.
When the original colonists arrived on Thygos, they unearthed a fascinating discovery, and the founding father of this Gotho-Roman metropolis made of it exactly what Dexter Snide would have done: he carved a huge chunk of it into a mile-high statue of himself.
Geologists found to their amazement that some seventy percent of the planet’s crust was patholithic. In other words, the rock resonated in response to emotional wavelengths. A discovery only fully realised after one especially sensitive planetary survey specialist, jilted by her boyfriend, reduced the entire colony to tears and provoked the widespread burning of photo albums and CD collections. Thus, once all the tears had been dried and the bonfires extinguished, they built with masonry the perfect mechanism for controlling their populace; a mechanism that had the added advantage of being a city.
Originally, Dexter had ventured here - far from the clutches of the all-powerful, well-meaning and supremely inefficient System - with a view to obtaining a chunk of this patholithic stone for his own purposes. He had seen it from above, of course: a mighty lichen-stained figure, just one of many structures amid the sprawl of spires and grim stone. But only after he had smuggled his weapons and other personal effects through local customs and stepped outside the spaceport, did the full impact of the colossus, lording it far and wide over this architectural inferno, stir the serpent inside him and inspire him to higher aims.
And there and then he felt compelled to do the touristy bit and take a closer look.
Only to be reassured by the Thygorian Guard patrolling the high-security perimeter at the base of the idol that a closer look was out of the question. Apparently it was a common enough question and the guards had to do a lot of that kind of reassuring, often with the aid of guns and neurotruncheons, for the benefit of every fresh shipload of tourists.
The extreme levels to which the authorities went to safeguard their heritage merely confirmed to Dexter that a closer look was something very worth having.
Stalking the mosaic-spangled streets and the shadowed archways, mixing with the hoi polloi, he cajoled and extorted whatever information he could out of them; and occasionally indulged in some petty but curiously satisfying vandalism, damaging selected mosaic tiles with a few delightfully malicious taps of his cane. Most of the general public swore to the fact that the information he sought was freely available in the municipal libraries, but he abhorred bureaucracy - like he abhorred so many things - with a passion; in addition to which a library membership might have left too strong a lead for law enforcement agencies in the wake of his new masterplan. After that, it was a matter of insinuating himself into the higher echelons of Thygon society – although of course they were all hoi polloi to Dexter – to bruise a few official shoulders, and dedicate himself to a halfway enjoyable programme of seduction, extortion, blackmail, bribery and all the customary methods in his repertoire to get him everything he needed to know and, ultimately, where he wanted to be. In this case, up the nostril of some long-dead politician.
The really clever twist about the statue, anyway, had been executed by subsequent generations, proud descendants of the august founder of the colony. Apparently they weren’t so proud of their glorious ancestor as to be overly happy with a big statue of him watching over their own efforts to govern. But, rather than run to the prohibitive expense of replacing an entire mile-high statue, they coated its noble features with a mask of electropliable plastic and hollowed out a chamber in its head, wherein a special inaugural ceremony could be held with each succession.
As each old Pontifex ascended to heaven and an Empire mourned, so a new Pontifex would ascend the steps, cleverly concealed in the carved folds of the statue’s robes, from the high collar across to the lips and up the philtrum, ultimately entering the hallowed chamber via the left nostril. Therein, he would take to his throne and allow the machinery of state to scan and map his likeness onto the exterior. And so into the hearts and minds of every native.
Idol worship was so much more literal here.
And within a few short months, Dexter would find himself in that very chamber, surveying the veined marble interior, the fine mesh of lumowire embedded into the stone, the brass-like ornamental plaques that made up the scanner surrounding the sculpted obsidian throne.
Propping his sword-cane beside the entrance, where a chill draught was blowing in through the gaping nostril and nipping at his trouser legs like one of those loud and intensely irritating small dogs, Dexter edged towards his goal. There was a shallow ramp before the throne, acting, he supposed, as a speed bump for each incoming Pontifex in their race to take up the reins of power; and it was with quiet satisfaction he took his first step up this small but significant rise.
A few subtle adjustments here and there, a spot of dexterous sabotage, and he would be ready to hardwire his own masterful physiognomy into the apparatus and make his permanent mark on an unsuspecting Thygon populace. Indelibly imprinting his image into the psyche of an entire world. Yes, he could taste the power in here. Such a delicious moment.
But also, sadly, a moment when his laughter and his next footsteps were interrupted by the words, “Hold it right there, Snide.” Each of them delivered like ill-fitting planks in a flat-pack assembly kit.
Turn around, and there he was: Rolph Stengun. The Muscles From Nova Stockholm. One of the most depressing sights to have ever crossed Dexter Snide’s path: the man was all physique and ego, topped off with a special forces crew cut, each golden hair standing fiercely to attention, and the whole sorry package parcelled up in neatly-pressed combat pants and designer-label camo vest. (Did the man go into battle with a travel-iron and styling gel?) Michelangelo’s Goliath meets Imperial Marine recruitment poster. Ugh.
One mile up, and it was incredible the sort of crap that came floating in on the breeze.
And the bastard even had the temerity to show no sign of feeling the cold in that vest. Which was, on reflection, probably a good thing: if he had, his goosebumps might have been about the size of Dexter’s biceps.

Dexter rarely sullied his knuckles with anything so crude as fisticuffs. He preferred the cut-and-thrust finesse of fencing or the ergonomics of shooting someone – or delegating the actual shooting to an underling. Martial arts were, to his mind, like cave-painting with a finer brush.
And here was the caveman.
Alas that his sword-cane remained propped against the wall near the entrance. Alas, also, that the only gun he had brought with him had been disassembled to bypass the weapons detection array surrounding the base of the statue. Of course the sophisticated but compact weapon was designed with speed of assembly in mind, but when a macho action hero throws himself at you there is scant time even for a few simple snaps and clicks. No, the malodorous lunkasaurus wasn’t even going to give him time to deal carefully considered blows. So Dexter found himself seizing any opportune opening for whatever vicious punch, kick or lower-down trick sprang to mind.
Whereas his foe was probably skilled in boxing, wrestling, rugger scrums and three kinds of martial art. Yes, Stengun definitely struck Dexter as the sporting type.
Just for which, Dexter issued him with the most unsportsmanlike poke in the eye at the earliest opportunity.
As the man’s eye smarted, Dexter rolled, trying to shove the sack of muscle off of him. Stengun switched from landing blows to a grab for the neck, a grit-teeth grimace as he did his best to squeeze the life out of Snide.
“You’re – finished – Snide!”
“Not – nearly.” Dexter was aggravated that his retort should emerge as such an impotent croak. Clearly Stengun’s best was more than adequate in the life-squeezing department.
Dexter clamped a hand over Stengun’s ugly mug, as though clawing his face off. Ideally he’d want to ram his spare fist down the guy’s throat, and with that aim in mind he strived to tug the lower lip down to meet his Adam’s Apple. But given that the man’s lips were as thick as bicycle tyres, well, chances of success looked slim. Instead, in a fit of pique and inspiration, Dexter chopped at the aforementioned lump in Stengun’s throat and made him choke on that.
At last, Stengun fell back – enough for Snide to scramble clear.
Dexter had very much had it up to here – where here referred to a space somewhere between his head’s current altitude and the planet’s poxy little sand-speck of a moon – so without even a pause to straighten his coat and smooth his lapels, he lunged for his sword-cane.
Smile primed and ready, he drew the blade and spun round with a flourish, already phrasing some suitable epitaph for the bastard. But Stengun wasn’t where he should have been.
The gormless goliath was lunging at Dexter’s knees in a depressingly rugby-like tackle. Before Dexter could execute either Stengun or an evasive manoeuvre, the ‘hero’ had locked his arms around Dexter’s legs, pulling hard and butting his head deep into Dexter’s midriff like a blond battering ram.
For a moment, Dexter worried that the man’s vicious bristles of hair might have pierced skin. But he needn’t have concerned himself and all too soon the fact that he was toppling and falling through the yawning opening that was Gorfideon the Third’s nostril took precedence.
Despite himself, Dexter yelped. He wanted to spit at his foe, but doubted he could make it count against the tug of gravity.
Falling, stomach leaping upwards, Dexter lashed out with both arms. Then every part of him sagged with relief as his hands struck slippery stone – and held.
Triumphant, he was not.
He was dangling by a few tenacious fingers from the nose of a mile-high statue like a – well, he didn’t want to think what it looked like. His coat tails flapped noisily and he focused on trying to stop his legs from flailing in the wind. And looked up warily to see what Stengun was doing.
Hands on hips – rather effeminately, Snide thought with a mental scoff – muscles and ego bulging, the man was scowling down at him with an oh-so-superior dominant-male bearing.
“Bastard,” Snide repeated. It was the best anyone could do under the circumstances.
“My turn,” said Stengun flatly. But then, he said and did most things flatly. Like the way he brought his size 16 combat boot down on Dexter’s fingers.
Dexter yelped and swore. He had definitely heard crunching. And now he could feel his hands giving way. All that empty air below him, waiting to gulp him down.
“That’s the last time you get up anyone’s nose,” Stengun assured him.
Who would have thought irony could have sounded so wooden? As farewell quips went though, it wasn’t bad – for Stengun. Not that Dexter was about to admit that.
Dexter lost his grip and slipped into gravity’s longing embrace.
Like Moriarty at Reichenbach Falls. Except he’d taken that smug, self-righteous deerstalking junkie with him. Well, at least halfway. Not to mention he’d had Sherlock Bloody Holmes as his nemesis. But who does Dexter Snide get? Rolph Bastard Stengun. Wonderful.
Finally, there was the modest consolation that he had some time to assemble his compact little blaster and shoot the smirk off Stengun’s rapidly receding face. This he promptly did – but missed, damn it.
Although a fraction of a second later, he fancied he could see part of the stonework crumbling loose, and the mighty Stengun tumbling, suitably horrified, from the Pontifex’s nose. Well, that was something at least.
All the same, he couldn’t help feeling this was a very bad day for Evil.
Each bump and scrape against the Pontifex’s chest served as a brutal reminder that his latest schemes had taken a severe setback. A sharp downward turn, one might say.
Dexter could easily imagine the tipping of some universal scales: Good versus Evil. Even more vividly, he could picture the bottom dropping out of an Evil market.
That was when the idea came to him.
Although, in retrospect, he could never quite recall which had struck him first.
The idea…
…or the ground.
Act One
I: The Slap-Up Meal
Someone was smoking a particularly odious brand of cigar, but Dexter thought the acrid smoke added to the atmosphere and made the food taste just the right side of foul. The restaurant, with its confused parfum of French cuisine and Italian chic, was a little too brightly lit for Dexter’s tastes, the food too prettily presented, like it had to be better dressed than the clientele. Worse, the mâitre d’ was a pale grey smear buzzing at the corner of his vision. And he’d been there for several long seconds already.
“Yes? Can I help you?”
“Uh, I was just wondering who it was ordered the dinosaur egg?”
“He’s with us. Now kindly bugger off.”
Dexter Snide hated having his train of thought derailed. He always had several trains of thought running simultaneously and if he didn’t keep switching the points correctly there was a danger of collision. Something that invariably resulted in a headache. He could feel one coming on right now, but waited it out and felt it recede as the aged but geekish mâitre d’ shuffled off to fuss over some other diners.
Dexter wondered if he should have celebrated the founding of his evil empire in a Burger Republic. They didn’t hover over you in a Burger Republic, just doled out your food and let you get on with digesting it as best you could. Still, it did lack the necessary class for such an occasion. Particularly as, he remembered now, he was about to express a very salient point about the finer things in life.
“Take a look, gentlemen, if you will, at this glass.” He dealt glances around the table; making sure to include the ‘dinosaur egg’. The Hatchling was very sensitive about being left out, especially when inside his egg – and it was doubtful he was ever left out of anything when he was hatched. Holding his wineglass aloft and turning it slowly under the restaurant’s infuriatingly subtle lighting, Dexter moved swiftly on: “Exquisite cut crystal, hand-crafted from the rainbow sands of Alluvium Prime, each facet delicately laced with a filigree of laser-fine silver.”
Dexter was pleased to see he had the attention of every one of his dinner guests. He allowed his face to sag.
“A complete waste of time and effort!” He tossed the glass over his shoulder and it broke apart in aggravatingly melodic tinkles. Ignoring the curious looks and whispers of the other diners, not to mention the flustered efforts of the mâitre d’ as he directed his janitorial robots to trundle in and sweep up the crystal fragments, Dexter continued, “Creativity, gentlemen, is best spent on destruction. The only things worth making are power, money, and the subservience and misery of others.”
“Oh bravo!” applauded Mr Ferret lovingly.
“With you there, boss,” concurred Mr Knucks with a sniff and a nod.
Evil Robot whirred with what sounded like approval.
The Hatchling’s egg was silent, which Dexter also took to be a good sign.
Dexter studied his audience, basking in the admittedly modest glow of their collective admiration and thinking to himself that said admiration would inevitably spiral upwards as they embarked upon their brave new enterprise. He rewarded them all with a smile so thin it barely manifested itself in more than one dimension.
“Thank you, gentlemen. All that it takes for evil to succeed, someone once said, is for good men to do nothing.” He let the quotation fly a while - before shooting it down: “In a word, bollocks. Evil needs nurturing, looking after, hand-raising by those who understand its little ways. Which is why,” he summed up, “I have had the foresight and sheer audacity to float Evil on the intergalactic stockmarket.
“And why I have invited you, the greatest criminal minds in the Underverse to join me in this venture!” (Dramatic pause - careful not to overdo it.) “Here, is to Evil Unlimited!”
Amid a round of appreciative murmurs which seemed to bode very well for the future, they all reached for their glasses. Except the Hatchling, of course, who had, for as long as Dexter had known him, always refrained from drinking while eggbound. And Evil Robot, who generally refrained from anything in the way of social activity.
And, as it happened, Dexter himself. Whose hand closed around empty space. Bugger! There was always one petty little detail to spoil his moment of glory, wasn’t there?
While Mr Knucks and Mr Ferret clinked their glasses and drank a toast, Dexter composed himself under a smile thinner than his previous one and snapped his fingers at the maitre d’. “Garçon! Another glass, if you please!”
Dexter quelled his rising blood pressure with a measure of effort and a few passing thoughts of mouth-watering plans, already set in motion.

Many light years away, but at that precise moment not too far from Dexter’s thoughts, Rolph Stengun shut the water off in the shower. He hadn’t finished rinsing the conditioner from his hair, but he was sure he had heard someone – or something – sneaking around in the kitchen.
Stepping slowly out of the cubicle and sliding the door quietly closed, he stood there, dressed in nothing more than the dispersing steam, and listened. Yes, there was the light but unmistakeable clang of the wok being set down on the ceramic hob. Bad enough he had intruders, let alone the kind who would tamper with a man’s kitchenware.
Come to that, it wasn’t even his own. The place was rented: a chalet in the artificial wilds of the planet’s exclusive Residential Mountains, ideal for the kind of extended vacation Stengun liked to take between the more demanding periods of an action-hero lifestyle. A luxury Swiss-style chalet and an entire verdant peak all to himself, well-stocked with a nice variety of doe-eyed furry animals just made for hunting and only accessible by aircar. Range Security were supposed to alert you to the approach of any visitors, far enough in advance to get the place tidied and at least rinse the conditioner out of your hair.
Stengun padded to the bathroom door in grim mood. He’d left it ajar and he paused momentarily at the opening, considering the towel on the rail. But no, he worked hard on this physique of his and anybody rude enough to come breaking into his pad was going to get a full look, damn them. With any luck, the sight of a few muscles would send them packing. And if not, those muscles were easily applied in any number of more persuasive ways.
Whoever they were, they must have heard the shower, so Stengun made no attempt at stealth as he marched up the hall and shoved the door open on the kitchen.
And there they were: half a dozen of them; a couple burrowing in his cupboards, one up to its head and shoulders in the refrigerator, another arranging herbs on a chopping board. The others just standing around, preening themselves. They all stopped what they were doing and looked at him. Zencarrion Death Merchants. Well, at least that explained the wok sizzling away on the stove. And how they got here.
Squat, hunch-shouldered and crow-like, with four spindly limbs and ragged wings, they all squawked agitatedly at him, as if telling him to come back when they were ready. Zencarrions. A quasimystical mercantile cannibal-assassin cult, their chilling motto emerged as an excruciating sequence of screeches and clacks – and had been sampled on more than one High-Grav Metal track – and translated roughly as: “Life is cheap. Death can be on the pricey side. But as a plus, we eat all the remains.”
Stengun spat his disgust and braced himself for a serious scrap. Although it was tricky striking a suitably aggressive martial arts pose whilst naked, dripping wet and with a head full of conditioner.
The Zencarrions beat their wings in vicious anticipation, cawing and clawing the air with their ebony talons. Together, they circled the kitchen and closed on Stengun like black-armoured vultures, each striking an authentic Gin-Jitsu pose.

The restaurant was clearing and so too was the smoke. Dexter flicked an idle glance over his watch: he was beginning to miss the stench and with the coffee and dessert all but digested, it was time to draw this celebration to a close.
“Our ship,” he announced, “awaits.”
Over on the next table, the last of the other diners – a quintet of Visigoyles – shot them a parting barrage of sidelong glances and ugly looks. Briefly, Dexter returned their scowls and wondered what their problem was, or whether this particular fivesome had some beef with a member of his outfit, but was disposed to remind himself that sidelong glances and ugly looks were pretty much the full range of facial expressions where Goyles were concerned. For choice, Dexter would never have anything to do with the species again: their formidable combat strength and aggressive streaks as wide as an average Hyperstitial Autobahn were useful traits; but some of their habits were too disgusting even for Dexter’s tastes and their loose interpretation of sentience was frustrating in the extreme.
They hurled their Goylish coins, like so many throwing stars, into the middle of the table. Then they stomped out, leaving the mâitre d’ to struggle furiously, trying to prise their generous tip out of the woodwork. Eventually the little man gave it up and assigned a pair of janitor bots to the task, while he went in search of furniture polish.
With the place as quiet as it was going to get, now was the time to make their exit. With no chance of being upstaged by a bunch of alien grunts.
Dexter was first to stand. “Mr Knucks, you can have the honour of carrying the Hatchling.”
“Sure thing, boss.” Mr Knucks duly rose and gathered the giant egg in his arms.
Mr Ferret hovered, half-up, half-seated, his good eye lingering on the table. “Um, does anyone want his after-dinner mint?”
Evil Robot’s head revolved a few tortuous degrees.
Dexter sighed. “Do help yourself, Mr Ferret.” He did and popped the confection in his mouth. At least that might shut him up for a bit. “Now, can we please vacate these premises. There is evil to be perpetrated.”
Collecting his cane, Dexter marshalled his colleagues into some semblance of organised chaos, and swaggered at a magnificently leisurely pace toward the exit. Evil Robot played rearguard, scanning everything and brooding positronically.
They were just a few metres short of the door when the fussy little mâitre d’ came scurrying up, all polite coughs and gesticulation. “Begging your, ah, pardons, gentlemen, but aren’t we forgetting the small matter of the bill?”
“In a word – yes. Yes, we are.”
“Um - ”
Dexter cut the man short with the meagre slice of a smile. “My dear fellow, we are evil masterminds and don’t care to trouble ourselves with trifling restaurant bills.”
“Well, er, no disrespect and all, but I really would in this case. If I were you.”
Mr Knucks shouldered his way to the front, making himself a good few inches broader in the way he had doubtless perfected in his early years as a bouncer. “Want me to sort this squirt out, or you want him, Evil R?”
Evil Robot whirred menacingly.
“Whoa, hey, now, wait! Hear me out here!” The mâitre d’ had turned a paler shade of grey, but raised his hands rather courageously to stay his execution. “There’s really nothing to be gained by not paying, that’s the thing. That doorway’s your only exit and I rigged the frame with a matter transmitter – linked to the cash register.” He shrugged. “Anyone doesn’t pay, their meal gets beamed out of their digestive tract and reconstituted in the kitchens.”
Dexter ran through what he thought he had just heard. Just to be sure. Mr Ferret, behind him, let out a prolonged “Ewwwwww!” by way of confirmation. “I feel quite queasy.”
“No, it’s really more hygienic than it sounds.”
Mr Knucks shifted the egg to his right arm and grabbed at the mâitre d’s collar with his left. “You cunning little - ”
“Yes, most ingenious,” Dexter commended the cunning little – impatiently. “However, while our stomachs would be empty, we would have retained the memory of our meal. The pleasure – and therefore, the advantage – would still be ours.”
Damned if he was going to see his superiority undermined by some squirming little restaurateur with a home-study diploma in microphysics.
“Well, no. You see, I thought of that. I wired in a memory wiper along with the matter transmitter.” Dexter and his comrades-in-villainy regarded the stunted boffin with dubious contempt. “I wasn’t always a restaurateur, you know.”
“Apparently not,” conceded Dexter, simmering slowly like – he imagined - one of the restaurant’s reconstituted bouillabaisses. Still, he was forced to re-evaluate his estimation of this pint-sized pain.
“Want me to break out the Hatchling, boss?”
“Please say you’re joking,” Mr Ferret cringed.
“Thank you, Mr Knucks, that won’t be necessary.” Dexter fingered the tip of his cane. “What would you say to the chance of alternative employment, Mr – ah - ?” An arch of his brow served to underline the prompt.
“Sure, I know the drill. I’ll need a criminal alias, right?” Something in the little man appeared to crumple, like he was giving in to fate. “You can call me Doomladen. Professor, that is, Doomladen.”
Dexter accepted the introduction graciously, according their newest recruit a nod. “Evil Robot, would you kindly record Professor Doomladen as a member of the company.”
“Sounds terribly pessimistic,” remarked Ferret.
“Uh, no, it’s more sort of menacing, really. Like an omen. And you’re not really getting the inflection.” He sucked in a breath and gave it a shot. “Dume – leyden.” The sound that came out of him was the kind of mangled Scandinavian that one could expect to get by driving a combine harvester through a sauna. “On account of my Viking ancestry,” he added.
And met their dubious looks. “No, seriously. Don’t be fooled. We’re not all built like Rolph Stengun, you know.”
Dexter twitched involuntarily. “Hm.”
“Hey, I racked up a lot of years in the business with that name.” Doomladen gave a maudlin sigh. “To be honest, I’ve been trying to get out of the game, but this whole restaurant thing wasn’t really working out for me.”
Dexter had heard quite enough of the man’s life story for now. He would attend to some background research in due course. “Regardless, welcome aboard, Professor Doomladen.” Dexter refused to trouble himself over the pronunciation. “Your evident genius should prove a fine asset to Evil UnLimited.”
“Thanks. Not a bad name for an outfit.”
“Catchy, isn’t it,” Mr Ferret agreed enthusiastically.
Mr Knucks rolled his eyes, and Dexter was similarly keen to press on. “Now, since we are all partners in crime, let us remove this contraption of yours and be on our way.”
Dexter gestured with his cane. Doomladen scratched the base of his neck and smiled a sorry smile. “Well, you know, I would – but I sort of hardwired it so that even the greatest electronics genius in the universe couldn’t, well, fiddle with it. As a precaution, you know. And since, ah, the greatest electronics genius in the universe is me, well I - ”
Dexter got the picture. “My, you really are a mastermind.”
“Uh, thanks.”
The man’s modesty was doing unexpected things to Dexter’s insides. Clamping down on the nausea, he waved at his colleagues. “Very well, gentlemen. Just this once,” he couldn’t emphasise tightly enough, “it seems we must dig into our petty cash.”
With some rummaging and a slight altercation about who had the Arcturan profiteroles, the Galaxy’s most feared criminal masterminds managed to amass the requisite funds between them – minus any tip. Doomladen, earnestly apologetic all the while, thanked them and hurried off to feed the money into the offending point-of-sale terminal.
Dexter took the opportunity to tap Evil Robot on one of his heavily armoured flanks. “Evil Robot, my esteemed comrade, would you be so good as to thoroughly torch this place.”
Evil Robot whirred. He sounded a mite testy.
“Ah yes, how remiss of me.” Dexter cloaked a sigh. “I’m so sorry. Please.” With Evil Robot, it was generally helpful to remember how far a simple please went. And how far the absence of one shortened the life expectancy of those around him.
Evil Robot whirred again. This time with a note of approval. Somewhere deep within his sinister bulk, powerful things hummed into life.
Doomladen came hurrying back, counting out a small handful of change.
“Good,” Dexter welcomed him and grabbed the cash impatiently. “Now, the universe awaits a new class of evil, gentlemen. Let us introduce it to Evil UnLimited!”
He headed his new venture for the doorway. And all the deliciously malignant possibilities that lay beyond.
“Oh wait,” he heard Doomladen fussing suddenly. “I forgot your receipt.”
It could have destroyed the moment utterly. But thankfully, before the fellow had turned round, Evil Robot had opened fire, commencing his destructive rampage through the place and reducing the restaurant, cubicle by cubicle, salad bar by sweet trolley, to so much submolecular ash.
If anyone had ordered Phoenix au jus, even that, mused Dexter, would be off the menu.
Together, the crackle of the flames and the heat of the blaze at his back were like the warm satisfying feeling of a new beginning.

They stepped out in style, together. A team. A syndicate. A force to be reckoned with:
DEXTER SNIDE:
While God’s recipe for mankind had ensured his creations came in all shapes and sizes, the Devil had prepared Dexter Snide exclusively julienne. A blanched strip of inhumanity, parcelled in a long coat of purest midnight; his hair slicked back from a high brow and his eyes gleaming like a pair of black holes with cores of hard diamond. He strode out, cane locked in his willowy fingers, with all the innate superiority of an ugly duckling who had achieved maturity, confident in the knowledge that, no matter how big the pond, he was forever destined to be surrounded by lesser mortals.
MR KNUCKS:
Gravel-eyed, head shaped like a boulder, features set in concrete and pebble-dashed with stubble, built like a brick shithouse. A pair of hard shoulders the envy of any motorway, he walked out with a lazy swagger, clad in tough leathers, boots made for kicking down doors and other more animate obstacles - and a bow tie. Smart and casual.
THE HATCHLING:
Currently, a large speckled egg, its shell a deceptively innocuous hue of pastel green; borne along with ready ease by Mr Knucks.
MR FERRET:
Weasel-faced, with a crest of rat-coloured hair, a cruel slope to his brow accentuated by the eyepatch and an even crueller scar across one finely structured cheekbone; in his dapper suit, tightly knotted cravat and high-heeled boots, he moved with the mincing gait of a vicious squirrel, intent on mischief. The female might well be deadlier than the male, among humans and rodents alike, but here was an individual who clearly believed he had invented a new and far deadlier gender of his own.
PROFESSOR DOOMLADEN:
A small, crumpled package of a man, wired and dangerous, like a letter bomb with a nervous tic. Fussy wisps of hair clinging to a balding dome of a head, eyes on constant patrol, as though guarding all the dark secrets within. All this ocular activity fenced in and magnified behind a pair of glasses with rims like iron bars and lenses meant for an orbital telescope. Shoulders hunched under a hastily-donned lab coat, bearing the stains of past sins and a plethora of abominable experiments, he moved in nervous but somehow precise steps, like a walking bottle of nitro, on the look-out for the best place to go off.
EVIL ROBOT:
Black-armoured bulk, all sinister angles and razor edges, flanks bristling with mechanical claws and a sinister host of other attachments ranging from precision instruments of surgical chrome to an assortment of fucking big weapons in a fashionable gunmetal grey. Its chamfered head revolved like a turret, this way and that, scanning everything with a single blood-red slit for an eye, its sole expression a silent, calculating disapproval of the existence of all other life forms. Deep within its ironclad shell, the shadowed suggestion of intelligence, like some alien volcano bubbling with fiery hatred. Bringing up the rear, it trundled along on morphopillar tracks, in a way that made trundling a word to be feared.
Oh yes, they must have made an impressive sight, striding out across the forecourt, the restaurant blazing away in the background. All to a cool techno-rock theme tune.
Until Evil Robot blew the offending busker away.
II: The Plan
The ship cut through hyperspace like a sleek, black shark. Evil. Predatory. Fast. Probably stolen. Blade-like fins scything through the ether, its bridge marked by a slit of amber light piercing through the gloomy vortex ahead; a warning, if any was needed, to all the myriad alternative lifeforms that thrived in that star-swirled sea, to get the fuck out of the way.
On board in the ship’s lounge, the suspense was tangible. Like an elastic band, Knucks thought, set to go twang at any moment and sting one of them in the face. Although, maybe that was stretching the simile – like the tension – to breaking point.
Head back, he sized up his opponent through narrowed eyes. “It’s your move,” he said.
“Actually,” observed Doomladen, hovering to his left, “it’s yours.”
“Oh right. In that case, one of you’s going to have to make my move for me.”
A hefty sigh wafted over from the other side of the table. Knucks wasn’t going to let it rattle him: all of Ferret’s ineffectual huffing and puffing wouldn’t have troubled a house of cards. Far more irritating was the way his prissy fingernails performed their impatient little tap dance on the table – again. “Look, Ferret, all I’m asking is for you to roll the bloody dice and move my piece. I’ll do the thinking part, okay?”
“If you’re sure you can manage that much,” Ferret bit back.
“Ladies, please.” Doomladen wasn’t up to much as a peacekeeper but, give him credit, he kept doing his utmost to keep the bitching to a minimum. Knucks figured the grey little guy was just itching to have his go. “Although,” the professor added, peering over his girder-rimmed glasses, “would it really hurt you to reattach your arms, just for the duration of the game?”
Knucks did his best to shrug. “They’re ergo-synaptic. They benefit from exercise. And I like to save time by getting on with other things while they work out.”
The arms in question were indeed working out, pumping iron – or some fancy metal, the name of which always escaped Knucks. Their cybernetic motors hissed and whirred busily as they executed swift, precision-rhythmic push-ups in their own clear patch of deckspace, over on the other side of the room. It was hardly an uncommon sight, and Ferret should have been bloody well used to it by now. They’d been partners on and off for a few years now, even before Snide’s recent efforts to recruit them.
Dexter Snide. Whose dark brilliance left them all in shadow. And who, unlike Knucks for the past hour, had plenty up his sleeves. Plans for them all. Including, he’d promised, one he intended to announce in a very short while, to christen their joint venture.
So they were all waiting on the boss, sitting around the table in the ship’s lounge; the Hatch’s egg sitting silently in his acceleration cradle – a very large cup with straps – and Evil Robot stationed near the door, presiding ominously over the scene. Knucks, Ferret, and the ‘new boy’, Doomy - playing this stupid board game. Killing time. Chronocide, coincidentally, having always been an ambition of Doomladen’s apparently, but he’d said he had some way to go yet before he figured out the full intricacies of the temporal mechanics involved and constructed a purpose-tailored megaweapon for the job.
Yes, they were starting to get the measure of their latest colleague and Knucks, for one, was glad to have the nerdish little boffin on board.
Knucks eyeballed him with a sidelong glance.
Despite the professor’s pint-size stature, he was coming over as a fellow professional worthy of respect. Especially for a man like Knucks, who figured he could learn a lot from a bona fide intellectual. Someone to watch as well. Beware of geeks bearing hors d’oeuvre, or something like that.
Ferret made a point of rattling the dice loudly in their cup, before tossing them half-heartedly onto the table. His way of breaking Knucks’ reverie and winding him up something rotten. Trying to throw him off his game. Sore loser.
Ha. Well, Knucks was used to being underestimated. It – along with his muscular frame and detachable remotely-operable cyberarms – was just one of the unfair advantages he liked to maintain.
“There. A four. You got a four.”
“Good enough. Best move me four then. Through the doorway, if you don’t mind.”
Ferret clearly did mind, but he vented much of his annoyance in each slamming step of the piece, four squares along the board. Knucks let him get on with it, sitting back and pretending to mull over his decision.
“Right then. J’accuse,” he pronounced, with an accent borrowed from an old pirate copy of Hercule Poirot In The 25th Century. (He couldn’t stand historicals, but he’d ended up watching the movie after an abortive attempt to diversify into the video piracy market.) “J’accuse - Professor Plum, in the Billiard Room, with the candlestick. Repeatedly, with great enthusiasm.”
Doomladen shook his head and laughed. “Oh come on, give Plum some credit. The guy’s a scientist, for crying out loud.”
Knucks gave a non-committal we’ll-see sort of look, inviting Ferret to do the honours. Ferret nancied about, teasing the cards from the little black envelope with the air of an amateur showman, finally fanning them out on the board. “He’s right,” he observed, with a dainty sprinkling of sympathy.
Knucks’ choice of triumphant gestures was limited, with his arms on the other side of the room. “Ha!” he said.

Doomladen whipped off his spectacles and glowered myopically at his opponents - or the faint smudges that most resembled them. This was unbelievable. Fair enough, he was enjoying being part of this outfit and a significant proportion of him – he made a mental note to calculate the exact percentage later – was excited at the manifold possibilities the opportunity presented. But these two were playing a board game in strict accordance with the rules! Come on, take those blinkers off, people! he thought; didn’t they know the universe was there to be ordered to their will? “No way, I’m not buying that,” he told them. “At the very least, he’d have used cellular transfers to plant Miss Scarlet’s prints on the candlestick. Or cloned the bitch altogether and used her as a decoy.”
“Just as long as he doesn’t clone that outfit. I mean, red is so - ”
The door swished open, sparing them more of Ferret’s fashion commentary, and the boss came sweeping grandly in, a roll of documents clenched in one fist.
“Gentlemen,” Snide announced, “I have something for your - ” He stumbled, his foot connecting with some of the debris littering the deck. “Collective attention,” he insisted on finishing his sentence, before shooting bullet-like glares around the gathering. “You would think,” he said, “that somebody on this ship would do a little tidying from time to time. It’s not much to ask.”
Doomladen donned his glasses and flexed his brow in restless thought. It wasn’t that long ago that he’d passed similar comment.
Coming up the ramp with the guys, he’d been immediately impressed with the ship’s interior: titanium-cowled shadows and instrument panels flickering timidly, as though afraid to upset the darkness; and all the overhead conduits and maintenance ducts were transparent, allowing eerie glimpses of the ship’s metabolism at work, plasma pulses shooting around an extensive grid, like lightning strictly regimented to run in straight lines. Just the way Doomladen liked things. The array lit up the interior in spectral flashes, with a pallid, almost undead sort of glow, giving the ship the air of a desecrated and definitely haunted technotheist cathedral. So impressive, Doomladen had felt a compulsion to corrupt Shakespeare: “Look you, this grave o’erhanging firmament, this malefical framework fretted with ghoulish fire.”
It was just a shame about the mess.
All manner of junk, every conceivable genus and phylum, stacked and strewn here and there across the deck and through the corridors. Bio-hazard containment canisters, cryopaks, (mostly) empty munitions crates, electronic and paper notebooks, burnt out data crystals, pens and other assorted stationery, loose change in a variety of currencies, old passports and (probably) forged credentials, gadgetry and components for more gadgetry, the odd bottle of Neuroplurozade - the synapse-enhancing soft drink for the insomniac 24/7 genius - and numerous takeaway cartons. Back issues of The New Galacticon Scientific Journal and Imperial Exographic Magazine. Tea bags and tea-stained teaspoons. Newspapers with words and individual letters lovingly clipped out. So much clutter, it was a miracle that Mr Knucks’ arms had found enough clear space in which to do their push-ups.
Snide had swept off ahead of them to the bridge, impatient to get them under way, and Doomladen had made the mistake of commenting to the others on the sorry conditions that passed for ‘ship-shape’ on this otherwise magnificent craft.
He’d gestured around, as though the solution were right there in front of them and asked, “Why doesn’t the robot do it?”
The cold silence had stretched into an ice age and Evil Robot, particularly, fixed him with a glacial stare. Doomladen paled with the certain knowledge that if exposed to such severe scrutiny for much longer he would surely catch his death.
“Um, Evil Robot doesn’t demean himself with janitorial duties,” Ferret had supplied.
“Unless,” Knucks grinned, “you’d care to ask him yourself.”
Doomladen had considered the invitation for all of a nanosecond. “Uh, no, I was just wondering, you know. Uh, so, great ship you guys have got. How about the full tour?”
Maybe that little faux pas, rather than the game, was what was really bothering him. That and the fact that he was going to have to tolerate the state of things for a while. It reminded him too much of how his laboratories had always ended up, despite his best intentions to keep things tidy. Somehow time had always been against him – one of the key motives behind his research into the possibilities of chronocide. Things had come to a head when he’d returned to his laboratory one evening to find that some of the more resourceful rats and guinea pigs had breached their cage security systems and had fled to the mountain of junk in the corner, where they had hidden, eked out a basic living and established a rudimentary democracy. It had all been intensely distressing.
Still, he had found some consolation in devising various means of exterminating the errant rodents and ways of ensuring that none of the others entertained similar ideas. And it wasn’t too late to do something about this ship: he added another mental note to his list, to design a couple of janitorial robots. Satisfied for the time being, he made himself attentive to what Dexter Snide had in mind.
Mr Knucks was sitting up with interest.
“I’m so glad you asked.” The boss swept the board clean – dice, Plum, Scarlet, the Reverend Green and all the other innocents, consigned to the deck with one fell swoop: collateral damage. In their place, he spread a set of blueprints and ironed them flat with his palm.
“Good-oh,” chimed Ferret. “Plans for some evil scheme.”
“Looks like a bank job.” Knucks cast a keen gaze over the layout, eager to get started.
Snide stood back, clasping his lapels in educational - if somewhat theatrical - mode. “Close, both of you, but no cigar! What I have laid before you is not just some evil scheme, Mr Ferret. Nor is it just a bank job, Mr Knucks.” He met their inquisitive eyes in turn. “This, gentlemen, is the Imperial Mint on Lucre Centris. Home to the greatest prize in the galaxy.”
He watched, smiling, as eyes lit up around the table. Even, Doomladen strongly suspected, the one behind Ferret’s patch.

Something was coming. He could feel it burrowing through the surrounding maelstrom, setting his antennae quivering. Of all the myriad species to inhabit hyperspace, his was the most sensitive. They knew whenever anything moved through their universe – even if they didn’t have a name for whatever was moving.
He had no names for all the other less sensitive species who shared his habitat. He didn’t even have a name for his own race. Thoughts passed through him like sweetcorn and sometimes, like now, his wings would beat so fast they would disappear and he’d forget they were there. Still, he retained enough to remember that he thought of himself as Pfffzzzt.
Not that individual identities were important. Ordinarily it was enough to know that he was just one small but vital component in a vast swarm – something he remembered vividly whenever he returned to the hive.
Together, the swarm was a teeming, brilliant intelligence – literally a hive of knowledge, he would have thought, had he been capable of stringing together such a complex idea. But concepts like simile and metaphor generally had to wait until he was in the company of the hive. That was where all the real thinking went on.
Most of the time, though, he was out on his own, patrolling the infinite stormy extents of the swarm’s domain, foraging through the garbage expelled by passing ships. Which was how, he recalled now, he had first encountered sweetcorn and transmitted the knowledge of it to the collective consciousness of the hive with some complicated dance moves and a few million beats of his wings. It was also how he could now piece together sufficient information to form something akin to a suspicion: namely, that the approaching monster sending so many seismic vibrations through the swirl of hyperspace was in fact a ship.
As a drone, it was his duty to investigate, to harvest knowledge on intruders and transmit all the garnered intelligence back to the hive, incredibly detailed messages being carried on the currents of hyperspace, translated as always from the frenetic beating of his film-like wings.
Remembering again that he had them – wings – he flitted off in the direction of the approaching monster like – like – no, he couldn’t find the appropriate simile. Whatever one of those was. He just homed in on the epicentre, trying not to be deterred by the mounting rumble that was shaking the very fabric of his universe.
Then he could see it. A sleek, black beast of a ship, glaring back at him in every facet of his eyes. He buzzed high for a better view along the length of it, gauging the dimensions, then propelled himself along its flank, over the black expanse of hull, zipping between the spikes of antennae and taking note of the pulsing grid of energy that seemed to lace its surface.
He dipped and swooped and spun, getting a good look from every angle, then put on a powerful spurt with those wings of his to steal ahead of it and warn his hive. The area of space directly in front of the ship was flooded with a harsh, withering orange light and –
SPLUT.
Pfffzzzt. That was his name and it was the last feeble message he beat out with his film-like wings as something swiped down over him and reduced him to a smear on the bridge viewport. As the device came back up, there wasn’t even that much of him left and he expired with no idea that the wiper blade had been designed with his species in mind.
And the fact that there were a few trillion more where Pfffzzzt came from was of small comfort indeed.

“Um, Lucre Centris,” said Ferret, with the air of someone who, reluctant to rain on anyone’s parade, thought that starting with a light patter would make the impending downpour slightly more acceptable. “Er, doesn’t that dreadful Rolph Stengun holiday there?”
Dexter simmered, all dark and stormy-eyed. Not quite the response he’d been hoping for, and Knucks chipped in, saying, “Ferret does have a point. That guy’s one of those tiresome action-hero sorts. Basically invincible. The kind of heavy-duty walking spanner you do not want chucking himself into your works.”
Doomladen looked even more Doomladen than usual. “Well, that tears it. I’ve had a few run-ins with that guy myself,” he admitted, taking in everyone’s haven’t-we-all expressions as the memories rolled over his features like overcast skies. He shifted his specs uncomfortably on the bridge of his nose.
“We have all had our confrontations,” Snide growled, tensed and set to hiss like a feral cat with a bad taste in his mouth. “And as Knucks has so accurately expressed it, it’s your basic bloody nightmare. Every time. Pit the finest criminal minds in the universe against the Muscles from Nova Stockholm and that oaf wins every time.” Dexter cast his mind back to his most recent encounter with a shudder. “Sometimes all he has to do is show up.
“However,” he brightened, dispelling the clouds with that single word, “even if he is resident on Lucre at this time, there is a very good chance he’s already dead. Perhaps even permanently, this time.” For all he knew. But if he was totally honest, he doubted it. Gravely. His own survival had been due to the presence of the unfortunately named Übergene in his DNA strand; that, and the progressive series of bumps and scrapes against the hard stone folds of Maximus Gorfideon’s robes, slowing his descent appreciably.
He didn’t care to guess what sort of factors rendered Stengun so aggravatingly indestructible. It certainly couldn’t be the Übergene: that particular little marvel remained Dexter’s secret and his alone. For now, as before, he just had to put it down to the probability that Stengun was one of the universe’s profoundly infuriating jammy sods. There was every likelihood that the bastard had survived his fall, just as Dexter had. He just hoped it had hurt. A lot.
“As you will appreciate,” he threw in for good measure, “I am not the sort to take chances. In brief, gentlemen, I have duly factored the awkward Stengun variable into the equation.” He permitted himself an immodest smile. “A small but deadly team of assassins should be paying him a visit even as we speak.”
Nods of approval were immediately forthcoming. “Oh bravo,” Knucks lent his very vocal support. Then shrugged an apology. “You know, I would applaud, but - ”
“Yes, perhaps it’s time you reattached your arms, Mr Knucks. Then we might proceed to the business of discussing our plans in detail.”
“Righto.”

One firm twist and the barrel locked in place with a serious-sounding clunk. The activator slotted in underneath and the sensor clamped smartly into its mounting above. Then it was just a matter of connecting the assembly to the backpack power unit and he was done. Locked and loaded. Ready to clean house.
The phone rang. Face set to impassive, he picked up. “Hello? Stengun residence.”
“Hiya, loverbun, I hope you haven’t forgotten our lunch date.”
Of course he had: missing lunch dates was just one of the many hazards in his line of work. But Stengun couldn’t tell her that. His sugar-pie was not the most patient of girlfriends. “Sorry, babe, I’m running a bit late, that is all. The place is a mess.”
Piercing silence. “You’re doing the housework?”
“Well, the new vacuum cleaner needed a test drive anyway.” He glanced over at the apparatus in question. She was a real beauty and no mistake – but he was keen to know how she handled. Still, there was no side-stepping the truth here: he had to tell it straight and hope for the best. “The thing is, I just got attacked by a deadly band of small assassins.”
“And you didn’t think to call me?”
“I didn’t want you worrying.”
She huffed, very audibly. “Well, thank you, dearest. You’re such a sweetie.”
“Anyway, I’m okay. The chalet’s in pretty bad shape though.”
“You get far too much of this sort of thing. Who sent this lot?”
“No idea, babe. None of them wanted to sing like canaries.” Stengun laughed to himself, but the answering silence reminded him that he hadn’t told her the assassins had been avians. Oh well, he would explain it later. He had hoped he would find one alive for interrogation, but alas, he’d broken all of their necks – or at least some really crucial bones. “Anyway, it can’t have been anything important, sugarkins. Nothing to worry your pretty head about. They weren’t very deadly.”
“Apparently not. So, when can I expect you? Exactly?”
Stengun surveyed the damage and ruminated. A lot depended on how well the M5000 Macrofusor coped with broken glass, crockery, splintered furniture and alien corpses. “Better give me a couple of hours, babes. Take a look round town. See the sights. I’ll find you.”
“Too right you will. I’m in the bronze limo today.”
“Sure, babe. See you later.”
He hung up, although she had, as usual, beaten him to it by a margin of about four words. Hands on hips, he turned and braced himself for another serious inspection of the state of his chalet.
The trick with a task this size was knowing where to start.

At Knucks’ whistle, his cyber-limbs broke off their workout and, after pausing to at least consider the idea of disobeying their master, clambered up his frame; finding their way into their respective sockets, they snicked into place with a few homecoming purrs and clicks. Knucks ambled back to the table.
Where Doomy had found another cloud to blot out Dexter’s silver lining. “But wait, what chance will assassins have? I mean, if none of us have been able to finish him off - ”
The boss was clearly tired of all this precipitation on a parade that had already had more than its fair share. He smiled, teeth sealed watertight, to show he was not to be dampened. “Professor, there are no better assassins than the Zencarrion Death Merchants. Moreover, even allowing for the fact that he’s such a tediously invincible bastard, Stengun will be so thoroughly preoccupied with working out who sent them after him, that he will have no time for interfering with our operations.”
“Oh, okay, well I guess that covers it.”
“Indeed.” Dexter flashed a glare, to show he’d had quite enough talk of Stengun. “Especially as the plan I have in mind should require little more than a few minutes.”
“Ooh, do tell.” Ferret sat up. Knucks had him budge over: he took up considerably more room on the couch with his arms restored.
“I’m all ears,” said Knucks, momentarily conscious of the irony in that simple statement.
The boss leaned over the table. “Well, here it is. I did have an inspired and somewhat more involved plan already worked out, but since the Professor has joined our ranks, this could not be simpler.” He laid a firm hand on the Prof’s shoulder, pressing down with the full weight of responsibility. “I have every confidence in the Professor’s ability to construct another of his ingenious matter transmission devices – and we shall simply isolate our prize and pluck it out of its vault remotely, from a safe distance of, say - ”
“Um,” put in Doomladen, with a rather timid forecast of further rain that provoked a threat of thunder in Snide’s eyes. “The truth is, I never could get that thing to work. Not properly. Particle distribution was totally random. Uncontrollable. Very like disintegration, in fact.” He smiled wanly. “That whole thing in the restaurant was a bluff.”
“My, my.” The temperature in the room dipped close to cryogenic. “Your genius truly knows no bounds.”
“The memory wiper was real,” Doomy offered hopefully. “That always worked perfectly. Still, don’t ask me to build me another one. There was an accident in the testing stage and - ”
“Please,” Snide silenced him. “Spare us.”
“I think we can all see where that one was headed,” remarked Ferret quietly.
“Bugger,” said Knucks. “Kind of stuffs up the whole show.”
The boss though was adept at shaking off these last droplets. That, or he had reached saturation point. “No matter. I am rather partial to more involved plans in any case, as most of you know.” He smiled one of his here’s-a-plan-I-made-earlier smiles. “We’ll revert to Plan A, with a few minor adjustments. Here is what we’ll do…”

The black ship tore on through hyperspace, its wipers working overtime against the vengeful swarms of Space Midges stirred up by its passing. Others burned in the hellish furnace of its plasma thrusters, and the evil craft had passed far beyond their sight and was little more than a speck on their collective memory by the time the hive had recovered some sense of order. Which was just as well, because a passenger liner, a couple of merchant vessels and a Visigoyle War Pinnace were due along that same route and they would have another seven or eight apocalyptic-scale disasters to cope with that morning.
Traffic was a major problem in these parts.
Act Two
III: The After-Dinner Mint
Mr Ferret kept his eye peeled while Mr Knucks hotwired the van.
No easy task, not least because the patch, although integral to his image, did somewhat restrict his field of vision. Thus he was doing a lot of casual sweeps, turning his head and making it look like he was just taking in the view from the alley. His sweeps grew less and less casual as the seconds stretched into minutes, but Ferret knew he had to bite his lip and exercise the patience of a cliff waiting for erosion to just get on with it. Hotwiring a vehicle these days was an involved business and required the bypassing of multiple alarm systems, hacking in, breaking through layer after layer of code walls and, finally, entering into protracted negotiations with the onboard AI. It was not unknown for less scrupulous getaway vehicles to ask for a cut of the loot.
Ferret had offered to sweet-talk the hover-van into working for them, but Knucks was of the opinion that intimidation achieved swifter results. And, Ferret admitted, Knucks might well have been right: certainly Ferret had felt obliged to back down quickly and let the man proceed in his own way.
So instead he had propped himself nonchalantly near the entrance to the alley and watched the world going by. And what a world.
Lucre Centris. Just the sort of place he would be inclined to retire to – if or when the time came. Of course, he’d have to make a few changes, spruce up the colour scheme and lend its conservative grandeur a touch more dynamism; but other than that it was the height of decadence. And the height of a lot of other things besides.
High-rise architecture, for one: business-like frameworks of gleaming alloys and stained glass, geodesic domes and cones, pyramids and other structures designed to challenge geometry and aesthetics in equal measure; shops, offices and mansions all lining the same causeways, never quite tall enough to scrape the sky, but all doing their best to nudge the occasional cloud aside. All of it intersected by avenues so broad, small villages could have sprung up at each crossroads had the authorities been disposed to grant planning permission. The result was a city whose feng shui seemed to be telling all the ch’i to keep on passing through because everybody here was so loaded they had no further use for good fortune. A clear statement that the locals had more than enough capital to spread around – at least as far as the artificial mountain range they had tucked away as a backdrop on an otherwise unremarkable horizon.
A few very kempt trees had been allowed to line the more prestigious avenues, spaced well apart so as not to clutter the place with too much green, and afford the residents plenty of room and sunshine in which to parade up and down with any exotic animals they hadn’t fashioned into coats. Auto-flushing sidewalks went into action with the efficiency of a starport crash-recovery service whenever a pet chose to disgrace its pedigree by soiling the thoroughfare mid-walkies.
And the cuisine had to be at least as haute as the couture - Ferret wouldn’t be stopping long enough to sample the former, but the latter was on show everywhere you looked. The only thing low about the place was a social conscience, as the residents minced about their day wearing their affluence like an excess of cheap perfume and making sure a decent-sized whiff of it got up everyone else’s noses. Although there was no evidence of anyone - apart from a meagre scattering of tourists - with a low enough wage to provoke any pangs of guilt. Not that, Ferret fancied, it would have any such effect. This was more likely the sort of place where the locals might actually mug visitors and stuff their victims’ pockets full of bank notes to encourage them to smarten up and stop making the place look so untidy.
Still, the few passers-by certainly passed him by like he wasn’t there. Which was just as well, since even the alleyways were a couple of lanes wide. And anyone with a care to look this way would surely have seen Mr Knucks up to no good in the hover-van cab.
Luckily the only ones who so much as glanced his way were a bunch of Visigoyles, who looked a bit lost. The locals registered their presence only enough to give them a wide berth; although a few of the smaller, yappier pets lunged out and did their best to bark ferociously, not realising that, to the Visigoyles, they were little more than a snack on a leash.
Something nagged Mr Ferret about the Visigoyles’ presence, but there were Goyles of one sort or another everywhere, either loitering with intent to conquer or simply taking in the sights, nobody could ever be quite sure. One theory had it that if they were wearing Hawaiian shirts they were more likely to be planning something, but this had yet to be verified. Fortunately, this particular ugly bunch (attired in typically brutal-looking combat armour) seemed to get their bearings and move on pretty smartly.
Leaving Ferret to maintain his vigil and wonder what was taking Knucks so long. The man was supposed to be an expert.
“How’s it going?” he tossed the slightly nervous inquiry over his shoulder.
By way of an answer, sparks and language turned the air blue – ranging into ultraviolent - around the cab. Knucks opened the door and stuck his head out amid a phlegmy cough of smoke. “Hey, Ferret, can I take it you still work to a list?”
Ferret rolled his eyes. Then remembered Knucks would be deprived of the full impact of his expression at this range.
“Naturally,” he supplied, and slipped the notepad out of his top pocket to wave it at him. Honestly, the man had known him long enough to know that he never went anywhere without being organised.
“Put a tick next to unmarked van.”
So Mr Knucks and the vehicle AI had reached an understanding. Ferret plucked a pen out and tapped the pad, running his eye down the list:
1 Ship’s hull plate
w/ Hyperstitial converter node
1 Rig for deployment of above (N.B. see Doomy’s design sketch, see List B for parts)
Tools for assembly of above (N.B see List C)
1 Inflatable airlock
1 Unmarked van
2 Overalls w/patches or badges (N.B. company logo!)
4 Fake IDs
1 Metallic carrying case (N.B. plus some of those foamy bits for packing)…
He attended to the check mark and allowed himself a flicker of a smile and a satisfied drag on the heavily sanitised gaseous mix known locally as air. That was it: their final acquisition on the list. A few finishing touches and they were ready to roll. Like – oh yes, he suddenly thought, and quickly scribbled another item on the agenda:
Dispose of van driver.
Local safety regulations required that all vehicles, no matter how advanced their AIs, carry a manual operator as backup. Most longer-haul vehicles included a dashboard-mounted games console to keep said ‘driver’ entertained, but this man had had his nose in a cheap paperback when Knucks had wrenched the door open and lent the narrative the punch it had probably been lacking. Thus, in addition to the van, they were left with a spare body and a book neither of them wanted.
But those were just the kind of minor complications that Ferret’s organisational skills could accommodate with only a few strokes of his nib. Although the book, in his estimation, didn’t warrant inclusion on their agenda. For a design reference work, a quality fashion magazine or something by Jane Austen, he might have made an exception, but not for a brainless technothriller. Jane, bless her, was very much back in vogue these days and, thanks to great leaps in genetics, back to life and doing her best to make something of a modern interstellar society in which high tea, social dances and rectors with annual stipends were no longer de rigeur. All of which was something of a sidetrack and, given that they were done here, there was really little point in keeping Dexter and the others waiting any longer – particularly as Dexter had a reputation for eliminating people for that sort of thing.
Tucking pen and pad away, Ferret moved to join Knucks in the van, taking in one last sweep of the alleyway and the runway-sized avenue beyond.
If money was all they were after, they needn’t have gone to nearly so much trouble, of course. They could have mugged a passing pensioner and returned to the ship with enough cash to buy a small moon. But that simple fact only served to inspire him all the more, when he thought of the sheer audacity of Dexter’s masterplan.
They would be leaving Lucre Centris with a lot more than mere money. As Dexter had put it in his briefing, the Imperial Mint here was home to the greatest prize in the galaxy.

Confronted with the ‘greatest prize in the galaxy’, Tanith Troy examined her reflection in its quicksilver surface.
Alabaster complexion, chocolate-orange eyes, dark tresses bundled up on her head, not a hair out of place except the ones she’d put there; a set of curves that could only be negotiated with due care and attention, generally at speeds of lascivious or lower; the package all wrapped up in a shimmering starlet dress that clung to her contours like a vertiginous mountaineer – except at the hip, where a couple of severe slits proved too much and the skirt could only crash to the floor, albeit with a great deal of style and elegance. In her long-sleeved silk gloves she looked like a raven-haired Gilda. Or she would have done, if it weren’t for the fluid metallic surface of the artefact and the fact that the damn thing was a sphere. All her assets were present, but far from correct.
“It makes me look fat,” she said.
The manager, Mr – whatwashisname? – gosh, she was so hopeless with names, especially ordinary people’s. Anyway, the manager was fastening a smile in place with what must have been invisible pins, the way it seemed to pain him.
“The surface is merely an interface between our universe and the space within. Conflicting energies create the swirling effect.”
“Hm.” She managed to narrow it to more of a “Huh.” She was well-practised in the versatility of the shortest of sounds. “Well, it’s not much of a ‘pocket’ anything, is it? It wouldn’t fit in my handbag.” At the manager’s request - and much to her dislike - she had left her handbag in the main office - and if any of the staff were rummaging through it for celebrity knick-knacks, she would see them adding to this world’s non-existent unemployment statistics before sundown.
“Ah, Ms Troy,” the manager simpered, “the name is not a reference to its dimensions. But you must admit that it is something special. Which is why, of course, only very special visitors are permitted to view it. Such as yourself.”
“Hm.” This time she turned it into a fraction of a laugh, and peered into the liquid silver sphere with half a show of interest. The manager was making a point of reminding her of how privileged she was, to have been conducted down here.
She hadn’t the heart to tell him that the Mint was, to her, just another branch of the Imperial Bank and she’d only come in with a view to drawing some cash. She had only subsequently accepted his offer of a guided tour as a means of killing some time.
And, in its usual way, time had exacted its revenge and now she was consummately bored.
Still, it wasn’t the poor manager’s fault. (She tossed him a pearly smile.) It was that bloody Rolph’s. ‘See the sights,’ he’d said.
“Well,” coughed the manager behind one hand, “if madam has finished viewing –”
Tanith checked her watch. “Yes, I need to make a call anyway.”
“Very well. If madam would follow me.”
And so they retraced their steps, stepping out of the main vault and back through the tiresome sequence of security measures and barriers: waiting impatiently while the manager sealed the airlock door and re-pressurised the interior to a level that varied on a daily basis and was known only to himself and his deputy; returning along the connecting tunnel that, lined with its multispectrum sensor tubes and cushioned floor, sensitive to the passage of any unauthorised feet, gave Tanith the impression of walking along a large cylindrical sunbed; passing through the outer door that had required not only a complex 15-character alphanumeric key code but also a sample of the manager’s DNA. After that, they still had to traverse the annex, with its assortment of scanners and two permanently erect (she’d done the joke on the way in) guards flanking each of the three doorways: one to the main vault, one through to the safe deposit vault, and of course the exit to the elevator.
She supposed she might even have a few deposits of her own held here – maybe some jewellery or priceless works of art, it was easy to lose track – but she couldn’t concern herself to check right now. Setting aside the question of the connecting corridor’s possible tanning performance, she supposed that, when taken all together, these defences would be effective wards against any thieves foolish enough to try their luck here on the Imperial capital.
It occurred to her to ask about shooting a big heist movie here, but she knew her producers would insist it had all the makings of a Dynamite Jones picture and she had already made it clear she wasn’t going to do another of those until they added the requisite number of noughts to the right end of the relevant figures.
Once she was installed in the elevator and waiting out the long ride to the surface, she could safely consign all thoughts of security measures and the place’s movie possibilities to the history bin. Most things – like the manager’s name – failed to interest her once she’d seen or heard them for the first time; and besides, she was already thoroughly preoccupied, considering what choice things to say to Rolph when she got hold of him.

“We’ll park right outside the main entrance,” said Dexter, running through it step by step, once more for good measure.

Knucks was at the wheel, driving on manual and a bit sore at the fact: negotiations with the vehicle’s AI had reached an impasse and he’d had to fry the stupid machine’s silicon-addled brain. Not that it made much odds: he’d grown up on one of the backwater low-tech urban aggro-cultural colonies, where many a criminal type was dumped and left to fight for survival and, ultimately, steal a way off planet and back into interstellar society.
He’d had to drive manual plenty of times back then, while he was still honing his hotwiring skills. The only skin off his nose was down to the fact that the boss was riding in the cab alongside him and manual drive hadn’t been part of the plan. Snide didn’t seem to mind too much though, so long as they were on course with no hitches. And Knucks felt happier as he steered the hover-van smoothly out of traffic and pulled in at the steps of the Imperial Mint.
It was one of those buildings that wanted to be a monument, columns and cupolas of brownstone between imposing facades of dark glass; the masonry bearing a few more distinguished centuries of age than it could realistically claim – in the form of pollution stains, patches of lichen and hand-knitted clumps of moss. A bit obviously fake, really, since dirt and grime were not permitted on the surface of Lucre Centris. Basically, as with many of the brothels Knucks had experienced, the extent of your stay here depended on the size of your wad and any organisms that lacked the requisite funds were treated as illegal immigrants and expelled into space via an extensive atmospheric filtration net. So the chance of dust settling here, let alone lichen, for any length of time was a big fat zero.
Knucks growled. There was a big-ass bronze limo parked up just shy of the steps, managing to complicate things, but his cyber-reflexes were easily up to a few swift manoeuvres. A modest adjustment or two and he had them right alongside the curb. Then he hit the brakes and the rest of the crew had the doors open in seconds.
They piled out, hopping down onto the sidewalk and into the road, straightening their chosen attires and taking in the scenery with stolen glances from behind their shades.
“Prat,” murmured Knucks, shaking his head at the sight of Ferret. The idiot had kept his eyepatch on under his shades.
“Each to their own,” Ferret bit back testily. Standing tall, he could rise above most things in those heels.

“Evil Robot will remain in the van, running interference on alarm transmissions to local law enforcement and interfaced with the auto-drive for a quick getaway.”

Knucks slammed the door, winked at Evil Robot and gave him the thumbs up – that interfacing would involve a few moderate repairs now, but nothing Evil R couldn’t handle. A pat on the side of the van and he headed around the front. Doomy was waiting, looking three sizes too small in his padded overalls and with the holdall so big it looked like he was carting around an entire starship. His specs looked slightly more street-cred with tinted lenses, but suitably technician-like anyway. Knucks would have to take the bag off his hands, but for the moment he enjoyed the sight of the burden threatening to drag the little Prof into the ground.
The boss gave them all a cursory but sufficient once-over, then gave the nod to Ferret. Ferret obliged and slid open the side door, retrieving a large reinforced case from the rear. It was bulky rather than heavy, and fitted with a carrying handle. The sort of load that even the weedy Ferret should be able to manage.

“We enter the Mint in pairs, Mr Knucks and Mr Doomladen, together with their equipment. And Mr Ferret and I with our deposit.”

Knucks traded a look with Doomy, then they nodded, striding casually up the steps and passing easily through the revolving doors. Behind them, Dexter and Ferret would be biding their time for another twenty seconds or so. But this was the kick-off.
They were in.
IV: The Egg Plant
Like the city outside, the vestibule was a grand open space with a shortage of people to fill it. The domed ceiling soared high on marble pillars of creamy-brown inlaid with gold and did its best to amplify every footfall and murmur to make it sound like there were thousands passing to and fro below. A map of the universe had been laid in the black marble floor, different coloured gemstones denoting the stars of each empire, apparently designed to remind everyone how small they were. So, all credit to the crew – even Doomy, the runt of the litter – for strolling on in like they were bigger than the whole lot. And just to ram home the point, Knucks made sure his boots came down hard on each of the emeralds that signified an Imperial star system, imagining he was crushing each one in turn as he made his way to the desk stationed at the far side of the central dome.
Security guards maintained a discreet but stiff presence here and there around the perimeter. Knucks noted their positions but to him they were wallflowers in uniform.

“Mr Knucks and Mr Doomladen will proceed directly to the business adviser’s desk.”

The guy at the desk looked up at their approach and met them with an expression that was best described as open-plan - much like the area in which his desk was stationed – as though to make it clear that he was someone quite distinct from the riff-raff cashiers manning the long line of kiosks to the rear of the building.
Although constantly keen to improve himself, Knucks never lost sight of his working-class roots and he filled his workman’s overalls bloody comfortably, plus he got to wear his favourite trucker’s cap as part of the ensemble. So he was all the way in character as he sauntered up, leaving Doomy to play his part as he shuffled up behind him.
The desk-monkey was clearly one of those white-collar workers who deluded himself that his position within the Imperial Mint really amounted to something and he was ready to give his all for the satisfaction of the customer, safe in the knowledge that it would enhance his own personal sense of fulfilment, as well as his prospects of promotion to another job which might make him feel even more important. He looked a bit on the young side, much of his air of authority on loan from a moustache he was nurturing to maturity and the way his name-plaque was illuminated in the reverent halflight cascading down from the oculus high in the dome above. Knucks thought the window up there looked like a transparent nipple – and appraised the man on the desk in similar terms.
“Yo.” He was tempted to come right out with it and announce they were about to rob the place blind, just to see the bloke’s reaction.
The man – Business Advisor Fobbes, according to his golden plaque – rearranged the partitions marking out his open-plan expression into a fair facsimile of a smile. “What can I do for you, gentlemen?”
“Scuse us, we’re partners in a brave new enterprise and we’d like to open a business account.”
The guy blinked, as though caught off-guard by the sheer simplicity of the request. “I see. And have either of you banked with us before?” His tone suggested that he very much doubted it, and Knucks considered rearranging the guy’s features into a fair facsimile of a mashed pineapple.
Doomladen ventured up beside him. “Uh, no.”
“Well,” Fobbes sighed cheerfully, “by all means, sirs. If you’d care to take a - ” By then, they already had. “Ah, so, then, what, might I ask, is the nature of your business?”
Doomy shifted in his chair and tugged the sleeve of his bulky overalls to flash the badge on the upper arm. Knucks was rather proud of them: he had designed them himself, and left Ferret the job of sewing them on. “Exterminators,” Doomladen said. “We’re, uh, pest exterminators.”
Knucks settled back in his chair, arms folded, and waited to see what desk-boy would make of that.

“While Mr Ferret and I will introduce ourselves to the Manager.”

Snide sailed up the grand staircase three steps at a time, coat tails flapping, while Ferret followed as best he could, hampered by the bulk of the carrying case. At the head of the stairs was a carpeted reception area, where a secretary was seated at a desk looking so secretarial it was a minor miracle she wasn’t filing her nails.
“We’re here to see the manager,” Dexter informed her in passing.
“Hey wait, you can’t just - ” she began, but Dexter had shoved the door open and swept inside the gallery office, enjoying for a moment its commanding view over the main vestibule. It gave him a nice feeling of being in charge.
“Sir, there are two gentlemen here. I tried to - ” the secretary’s voice squawked from the manager’s intercom, until Dexter obligingly leaned over and stabbed the OFF button with the tip of his cane.
The manager stood and turned a gratifying shade of purple.
“Do you mind, sirs!” He was a pinched-faced, balding fellow, the sort who plainly believed there wasn’t a hint of snot up his nose and went about airing his nostrils conspicuously high to prove it. Nothing Dexter couldn’t handle: he could outdo anyone’s air of superiority, by virtue of being vastly superior to everyone. The man did his best to puff himself up and cast an arm in the direction of the couch in the corner. “I have company!”
“Oh, don’t mind me!”
Dexter turned at the sound of the voice. This was unexpected. He didn’t mind the unexpected too much, as long as it was the sort of unexpected that would ultimately bow to his will. He took in the female at a glance: revoltingly beautiful, curvaceous and with the kind of skin that hadn’t seen a spot or a blemish for over a decade, and even then had probably charged exorbitant rents to maintain exclusivity. She was half-reclining, looking decidedly miffed, feet up on the low table in front of her and phone in one hand. If it hadn’t been for the quality of her sarcasm, he would have instantly dismissed her as a bimbette. That and the fact that she was troublingly, faintly familiar.
All the same, he tried not to mix business with displeasure. “Thank you, miss. We won’t.”
“Hm!” she said, making it sound something like “Huff”. And Dexter had to admire her skill with words of less than a syllable. But he returned his attention to the manager.
“How do you do?” He thrust out a hand, securing a hearty handshake before the manager could withdraw his arm. “Dexter Snide at your service. Or rather, in need of yours.” He indicated Ferret, who dragged his eyes off the woman long enough to acknowledge the manager at least. Either Ferret knew who she was or he was sharing Dexter’s sense of déjà vu. He made a mental note to inquire about her later, if only to sate his curiosity. (Curiosity killed the cat, but then again so had Dexter - several, in fact – and so curiosity was certainly nothing to be feared.) The manager tugged his hand free, and Dexter let him have it: he had no further use for it, whereas the manager, he supposed, might. “My colleague and I are in town for a short time, but we have with us an exceedingly valuable item in need of secure storage for the duration of our stay. I trust your safe deposit boxes are exceptionally safe.”
“Yes, of course, but - ”
“Excuse me very much, but I am on the phone here,” the woman butted in with an especially prickly tone. Dexter could almost feel the glare of her eyes from here.
But Dexter had long been an expert in non-verbal recrimination. He turned slowly and issued her with a look that, he thought, expressed it admirably, then marched up and confiscated the phone. “She’ll call you back,” he notified whoever was on the other end. Then hung up.
Tossing the phone back into her palm, he basked in her blazing expression for a while before turning back to the manager. “Now, I have already indicated that our time is short.”
“Sir,” the manager did a fine job of spluttering, “do you have any idea who this lady is?”
“No. And neither do I care. Time is money. I haven’t much of the former, but I have lots of the latter and I was given to understand that the people of Lucre Centris respected that. So, about those safe deposit boxes…”
“They are the safest, sir. The safest this galaxy has to offer.”
“Oh good,” breathed Ferret, sighing with the strain of his burden and coming forward to set the case on the manager’s desk. “And if you’ll forgive the double entendre, I hope you have an especially large one.”
The manager eyed the box like it might go off.

“The rigours of procedure will ensure that Messrs Knucks and Doomladen are occupied with the business adviser for some time.”

“Of course, you do realise,” Business Adviser Fobbes pointed out with carefully measured words, “we don’t actually have any vermin here on Lucre Centris. The lowest life forms we tolerate for any length of time,” he smiled, and allowed his eyes to veer pointedly in the direction of the ranks of cashiers behind their barriers, “are the migrant personnel to whom we farm out all our administrative and menial labour.”
Knucks nodded. He knew the score. The population of Lucre Centris had layered their innards with so much rich food, they spent a great deal of time up their own arses because, in their own minds, they were actually very comfortable and sweet-smelling places to be. They still needed the place to run smoothly though and shipped in their servants, administrators, ancillaries and the like from whichever culture offered the most favourable tender. Most of the clerical staff here probably hailed from the ranks of the System, where the only envelopes that got pushed were A4 Manila.
“So what are you?” Knucks grunted. “Some sort of hereditary bureaucrat?”
“Hahaha, yes, I suppose you could say that.” The guy’s laugh was about as fake as an aphid’s orgasm.
“The, ah, thing is,” Doomladen leaned in to keep things moving, “we don’t expect to be operating here a great deal of the time. We just wanted somewhere secure and exclusive, you know, where we could do our banking. It’s a prestige thing.”
“It always is.” Fobbes sighed and tapped at his keyboard, aiming the tip of his nose wherever the cursor was positioned and sighting along the length of it. Satisfied with whatever his screen was telling him, or maybe just with the contrast and brightness, he looked at his customers and asked, “And what is the proposed name of your business?”
“NJA Bughunt,” supplied Knucks.
“NJA?”
“Not Just Another. It’s sort of a movie reference. My colleague here,” he jerked a thumb at Doomy, “is a bit of a movie buff.”
“It’s true. All the old screen classics. My head’s full of stuff you wouldn’t believe - quotes, cast lists, credits, trivia, you know.” Doom tried on a slightly nervous smile, and it was worrying how well it suited him.
Then something caught the corner of his eye, and the Prof was gaping, open-mouthed. It wasn’t the most attractive of sights and it probably wasn’t going to present the right image to the adviser.
But even Knucks had to turn in his seat when he heard a set of heels beating across the hall like a Flamenco dancer who wanted to strafe the place but had misplaced her machine-gun. Some good-looking dame in a bad-looking mood. He could practically see the smoke coming off her and it was beautiful. The sort of woman slow motion had been invented for.
Hot as she was, following her any further might have done himself a serious neck injury, and he looked back at Doomy, who was still staring like a goon. “Wow. I mean, wow. Did you see who that was?”
“Yeah, they call 'em girls, where I come from. I know what you nerdy types are like, but really.”
“No, no. I mean. Don’t you know who that was?”
Fobbes leaned helpfully across his desk, all confidential. “Ms Tanith Troy. We were very fortunate to have her pay us a visit this morning. She’s been with the manager, Mr Peckingrew, signed a few autographs, that sort of thing.”
Doomladen was awed. It was embarrassing.
“You – you got her autograph?” He looked at Knucks, like he still didn’t get it. “She’s like – the hottest – I mean, she was the star of all those Dynamite Jones movies. You know. Okay, she’s branching out now, moved onto all kinds of classier pictures, but she still does the occasional action - ”
Knucks made a face like the wall Doomladen should have been talking to. Doomy soon quailed and set to the task of working out where they were before the interruption.
“Uh, anyway, the point is, yeah, with the name and everything, we don’t just do bugs. There’s like billions of species out there that qualify as pests and in any case ‘pest’, ‘vermin’ – they’re fairly subjective terms. We didn’t want to confine ourselves to insectoids, cut ourselves out of a potentially lucrative market. We anticipate a high demand for our service all across this sector.”
Knucks sniffed affirmatively. “Yeah, you never know when you’re gonna get an infestation.”
“Mm-hm.” Fobbes assessed the news slowly. “And have either of you ever owned a business previously?”
Knucks recalled that one of the best ways to sell a lie was to season it with a light sprinkle of the truth. “I’ve protected a few,” he said. “Security,” he added, when the adviser regarded him a little uncertainly.
“Ah, I have,” Doomy helped out. “Quite a few, as it happens. My most recent one was a restaurant. If that helps.”
Knucks and Doomladen watched with interest as the adviser tried to fit the professions of restaurateur and bug exterminator together in his head. Eventually, the man gave up and settled for a polite, “I see.”

The metal-bound case did not go off, but Tanith did – like a rocket with curves. She exploded out of the manager’s office, phone clenched so tight in her fist that, had it not been made of such durable plastics, she might have squeezed its circuits out like so much toothpaste.
She was not accustomed to passing unrecognised, still less to being disregarded. She’d worked hard to get where she was, damn it; achieving the dizzy heights of fame and fortune through her often daring choices of movie roles, careful choice of outfit and skilful estimates of the precise acreage of flesh to expose in her appearances both on and off the screen.
Now, she was highly regarded as a sex symbol - with class – in some thirty different cultures across the galaxy, a good third of which weren’t even human. There had even been a handful of disturbing reports of beings salivating over magazine images of her and pleasuring themselves with organs not readily identifiable as genitalia. Okay, that was one of the more disgusting facets of her status as an intergalactic screen diva, but damn it, if she qualified as a lust object in certain seedier quarters of non-human society, then she bloody well ought to be recognised here.
Even by smug, self-inflated egomaniacal jerks like that Snide character. Ha! Maybe that was it, she thought, as she stormed down the staircase and marched across the marble floor. Yes, whoever he was, that Snide must have recognised her but had merely affected not to, out of some misguided sense of superiority. She was beneath him. Huh! Yeah, you wish, she thought, her temper on the verge of triggering the sprinkler system.
In fact, she blamed that idiot boyfriend of hers. The lunk was always insisting on spending his vacation here. Lucre sodding Centris. Where everyone was too full of caviar and their own sense of importance to acknowledge her. Tanith Troy.
As she thought her name, she also thought she heard it murmured – and glanced over at the business adviser’s desk to see who was mollifying her somewhat with this modest degree of recognition. The picture was less encouraging: just a couple of plebeians in boiler suits, badges and patches boasting that they were with some outfit called NJA something or other. The one who was following her with his eyes was doing so from behind a pair of glasses like a couple of tinted fish bowls, and he looked the grey, eccentric type that would have served admirably as a mad scientist in one of those ridiculous sci-fi outings in which she’d occasionally consented to play the heroine. And the other, well, he would have been typecast as the muscle. Every time.
A bad guy’s heavy. Not the hero. Which only reminded her of her idiot boyfriend and got her blood pressure boiling all over again.
So she was glad to break out through the revolving doors, sending them into a spin that would easily last the rest of the afternoon and might send teams of scientists into excited debate about the possible discovery of perpetual motion.
She aimed straight for her limo. It was her hotel room on wheels, with its full entertainment suite, onboard bar, fold-away Jacuzzi, all the extras; and its gleaming bronze and chrome bodywork reflected enough photons to laser a sizable contingent of the Imperial Fleet. Most of all, it was somewhere she could go to relax, kick off her heels and generally feel better off than anyone else. And as she marched up, Cavnagh jumped into action, out of the driver’s seat and standing to attention on the sidewalk before she’d traversed a single paving slab.
“Ma’am,” he said.
“I’m not in the mood,” she snapped, somewhat unfairly, and felt a little better for it. She sighed. “Just drive me out of here. I’ll phone Rolph from the car.”
Cavnagh cleared his throat. “Ma’am, I wish I could.” He nodded past the prow of the limo. “Some fool van came and blocked us in.”
“What?” Tanith was suddenly feeling highly combustible all over again. She glanced aft where there was no room for manoeuvre either, then glared at the van in front. “Who do they think they are?”
“No idea, ma’am. But a bunch of fellows did hop out of it and went inside. Couple of them had overalls. NJA something on them.”
Tanith digested the information like one of those volatile curries that was trained to go down the wrong way. “Really?”
“Yes, ma’am. I think they left a robot in charge of the vehicle, but I couldn’t be sure.”
“Well, you should have been paying attention. What do I pay you for?”
“To drive, ma’am.”
“Don’t get smart.” Tanith blazed some more. “Well, I’m going back in to have a word with the gentlemen responsible.” She used the words gentlemen and responsible as loosely as their respective definitions permitted. “Meanwhile, you, Cavnagh, can go and have words with the robot and get it to shift its positronic arse.”
Cavnagh appeared to relish the task about as much as a seven-day solitary confinement in a microwave oven – and she knew how some of these robot drivers could be stubborn as donkeys - but her look left him in no doubt as to what was the lesser of the two evils here. And it wasn’t her.
She left him to deal with it and spun on her heel to charge up the steps. The revolving doors didn’t know which way to run as she came back at them.

“Naturally they’ll want to subject our deposit to a thorough scan before allowing it into their vaults.”

The elevator arrived at the basement level with an ebullient but unimaginative ping. “Here we are, gentlemen, the vault level.”
Dexter stepped out and pretended not to know which way to go.
The layout was identical to that in the blueprints and not a single marble tile or brass plate had been changed; which could only qualify as a small miracle in this day and age, when everyone and their mother was renovation mad. Personally, Dexter blamed Terra Force, Galaxy Six Broadcasting’s flagship makeover programme and principal offender, which had spawned countless clones in the stunted imaginations of galaxy-wide media executives, starved of decent ideas for prime time viewing.
“This way, if you please, gentlemen.” The manager brushed smoothly past and conducted them to the right – away from the main vault. A lesser being might have salivated at the thought of being so close to their prize, but Snide proceeded happily in the opposite direction, ignoring the guards and allowing himself only a sidelong smile at Mr Ferret.
At the end of the passage, the manager ushered them into a well-lit anteroom, where a couple more guards manned a device little more sophisticated than a starport baggage scanner. The goons stepped up, presenting themselves smartly and pretending for all the world that they had much more to do all day than compare stony expressions and award each other points for impassivity. With a light sniff, no doubt to prove that those nostrils were still clear as mountain air, the manager nodded to the guards and gestured for his two customers to approach.
“If you would care to pass the item through our scanner, please, gentlemen.”
“Mr Ferret, if you will.”
Mr Ferret obliged, hoisting the case up onto the counter.
One of the guards handled it manfully onto the conveyor belt while his colleague trained his hawk-eyed gaze on the screen, awaiting the results. When the men were of this calibre, it was bound to be a two-man job. Dexter regarded the pair as if he had just picked them from between his teeth. Then smiled to show they were clean.
“Sir it’s biomaterial,” declared the guard. “Some sort of egg, looks like.”
“An egg?” The manager studied his clients anew, as though trying to make up his mind whether they were in fact a couple of TV chefs and he had simply failed to recognise them before now. “Confidentiality is assured, of course, but might I ask what sort of egg?”
“Well, it is only a little secret,” confessed Dexter cheerfully, “at least between ourselves and these - ” he gestured around and above “ – however many walls we are surrounded by. It is an exceedingly rare specimen from a long extinct species.”
“But not a protected one,” Ferret chipped in helpfully.
As the manager went around the conveyor to take a look for himself, Snide gave Ferret a look that would have withered sequoias. “Mr Ferret,” he said tightly.
“Yes, Mr Snide?”
“Rarely, if ever, are extinct species and protected species one and the same. Generally speaking if they are the former, then we can assume that any efforts to classify them as the latter have failed.”
“Ah.” Ferret seemed to get the point and duly made amends for his faux pas by shutting up.
“Well, it’s certainly inert,” the manager smiled, apparently satisfied that he wasn’t going to be admitting any hazardous material into his precious vaults. “I’ll just attend to assigning you one of our larger boxes.”
“Thank you most kindly. We’ll not take long to tuck our little item in safe and sound, and then we’ll leave you to close up.”
“Take all the time you need, gentlemen.”
The man’s hospitality was generous to a fault. Dexter returned the smile and allowed it to slither sideways so he could share its true meaning with Mr Ferret.

“From there on in, it couldn’t be simpler.”

“And your registered business address?”
Doomy supplied the site of his ex-restaurant. And the adviser happily tapped it in.
The adviser, Fobbes, was guiding them through the form-filling process like a shepherd herding his flock through green pastures, completely oblivious to the fact that his sheep in this case were just leading him along and one of them wanted to lay the bastard down beside still waters and drown his obsequious mush. Knucks was just picturing this scenario, when the loud rat-a-tat-tat of heels announced that the Flamenco machine-gunner had returned. And she was heading their way.
He didn’t have time to turn before the movie starlet was butting in and accosting himself and Doomy at the point of a pair of eyes that might as well have been gun barrels. In fact, her pupils had narrowed to a couple of atoms that were about to fission spectacularly.
“Which one of you parked your big fat van in front of my limo and which one of you is going to shift your arse out there right now and move the blasted thing?”
Knucks shifted uncomfortably in his seat. A glance at Doomy revealed that the little Prof was predictably awed.
This was not part of the plan. Like a bad guard in an even worse movie knows when it’s too quiet, Knucks was getting the nagging sense that somebody somewhere had spoken way too soon.

Outside, Cavnagh exhaled, emptying his lungs of a wealth of frustration, but by no means all of it. He had rapped the side of the van with his fist more times than he cared to count and all he’d won for his troubles was silence and a full set of bruised knuckles. He’d left his leather gloves in the limo and, what was more pertinent, Ms Tanith would be returning any time soon. And since his uniform didn’t have stripes, she would doubtless find something else to tear off of him.
Ever since he’d aspired to be a chauffeur like his dear old dad, Cavnagh had dedicated himself to a career of politeness and courtesy, and this went hard against the grain. But still, needs must when the devil drives, as they said. Or in this case, when she lounges in the back seat and issues directions over your shoulder.
He gave the side of the van a hammering and vented his remaining frustration in the form of volume.
“Hello in there! I said, my employer would like for you to move your vehicle! So would you kindly get your parallel-processing posterior into gear and do something about it! Pronto – like right now - you dumbass robot!”
There, he said it. He stood back and tapped the kerb with the toe of his shoe.
Finally, he got an answer from within the van: a low, menacing whirr. Somehow it sounded like the exact opposite of progress.
Act Three
V: The Omelette
The Hatchling sat tucked up in darkness, curled into a cosy foetal position and sucking at his stub of a thumb. There wasn’t much else to do in here but brood. To brood and to dream of his next delicious taste of freedom.
What went on inside the Hatchling’s egg was shrouded in mystery, speculation and a lot of icky fluids, including a substance very like albumin and a semi-sentient membraneous goo that did much to safeguard the embryonic occupant from intrusive scans. The shell itself was dense and obstructive enough, but this membrane could cleverly rearrange its cells so as to selectively filter any active signals, sometimes choosing to absorb all directed energies and so return a frustrating blank, or sometimes reflecting wavelengths according to its own whims, bouncing back images designed to toy with the minds of those foolish enough to pry. Standard soundwaves were generally granted permission to slip freely back and forth, allowing the Hatchling some useful contact with the outside world and occasionally affording him some worthwhile listening material to help alleviate the boredom. It was rarely much, but then again it was invariably more stimulating than most commercial radio stations and came without all the aggravating jingles.
To the Hatchling, his complex and singular life-cycle was something of an exercise bike: an endless series of revolutions that never seemed to get him very far. The question of which came first, the Hatchling or his egg, was one of life’s imponderables and so he refrained from pondering it. Mostly, he contemplated his navel and all the havoc and destruction he might wreak when he was next outside.
That, and the delights of discovering whatever little details had changed about himself with each emergence.
Luckily, despite the often prolonged periods of confinement, the Hatchling rather enjoyed brooding and found that although a great many of his thoughts were the same, he was fond of each and every one of them and there was a degree of amusement to be had in seeing them dance around in circles, as thoughts tended to do in such cramped quarters.
As to which stimuli might prompt him to break out, the possible causes were many and varied. On this occasion, Dexter – for whom the Hatchling harboured feelings that were close to filial, but without his species’ usual desire to eat the paternal parent – they weren’t that close and anyway, his biological ‘dad’ having had the misfortune of being one of those extremely rare males to have survived the mating process, the Hatchling’s patrivorous appetite had already been sated – had lodged a quiet request that he, the Hatchling, bust out at a prearranged time. The Hatchling’s body clock was more accurate than most oven timers and he knew that the moment was fast approaching when he would be ‘done’.
The Hatchling’s nascent stomach growled in anticipation, eager to grow and be filled at the same time.
If people wondered at the Hatchling’s persistently aggressive behaviour upon hatching, then they ought to try being shut up inside an egg on a diet of fat-and-protein-enriched yolk. Despite the permissiveness of the membrane when it came to sound, it wasn’t as if he could send out for pizza, even though he found himself within earshot of too many TV ads boasting about deep pans, free delivery within a specified radius and a mouth-watering variety of extra toppings. A growling stomach was just one of the items he would attend to once he was free of his shell.
As luck would have it, it was on that thought that the Hatchling’s bulbous chick-like eyes opened, still seeing nothing in the liquid gloom, but sensing the onset of change.
There was no more time for brooding. It was time to get out of here and start making some serious omelettes.

The sound of hammered steel was music to Dexter Snide’s ears. Not the percussive pseudo-tropical jollity that some injudicious cultures attempted to eke out of a few dozen oil drums, but the brutal pounding that had just erupted in the basement level of the Imperial Mint. It was like some enormous prehistoric beast beating at the other side of a two-metre thick vault door - and if that was a slightly prosaic comparison, then that was only because it was the ungarnished truth.
The door’s hinges, as wide around as Dexter’s arms, were quaking under the sort of battering that would have felled the walls of Jericho and gone on to render most of the city’s central districts structurally unsound. Fortunately, Dexter had asked the Hatchling to exercise restraint – reassuring him that he would be let out in due course – but he was putting on a thoroughly persuasive show, like the good egg he was.
The manager certainly appeared convinced, his expression that of a man sure that the end of the world, more than being nigh, had arrived some time ago, taken a number and been left to wait in line long enough to have grown justifiably irate.
“What the devil - ?” He glanced around at his guards who had braced themselves so earnestly for action that they now seemed stuck in their respective dynamic poses. Dexter did his best not to smile, but the manager must have caught the vaguest glimmer.
“You!” he glared. “What have you done?”
“Done?” Dexter appeared shocked. “Why, I couldn’t possibly say.”
Mr Ferret chipped in, right on cue. “Oh, Mr Snide, you don’t think - ?” Of course, the camp little prima donna was in danger of hamming it up something rotten, so Dexter had to divert the manager’s attention with a sudden slap to his own forehead.
“Of course! How stupid of me! It must be!” He looked to the vault door which was developing bulges faster than a body-builder on a course of steroids and temporal accelerants. “Please, accept our humblest apologies, but I fear our egg may have hatched!”
“What - hatched?! In that time?!”
“I know,” sympathised Dexter, “what are the odds?”
“Ooh, never mind the odds, Mr Snide, that vault door won’t hold much longer!”
The manager was incredulous – and who could blame him: Ferret was making a theatrical pig’s ear of it and still piling on the ham. Really, all his exclamations were surplus to requirement, but he was only playing it according to the script. None of them had been able to do more than guesstimate how much damage the Hatchling might do while holding back and originally Dexter had felt the drama might benefit from an injection or two of heightened urgency. If the colour of the manager’s cheeks and the sheer number of blood vessels bursting on his temples were a reliable gauge, then they had quite possibly over-egged the pudding.
“But – but – you had no right depositing such a thing! It’s a biohazard, that’s what it is! The Imperial Mint will sue, I tell you! Sue!”
The temptation to instruct the manager not to call him ‘Sue’ was strong, but Dexter resisted. “Yes, well, before we get all litigious on each other’s asses, let me offer our profoundest apologies for this unfortunate accident and of course my colleague and I will reimburse the Mint for any minor damages.”
“Minor?! By God, yes you will! The damage to our reputation alone could be - !”
“In the meantime, do please calm yourself. I’m sure the situation can be salvaged as long as we all keep our heads and act promptly and discreetly.”
“And do what?!”
“Hmm,” Ferret ruminated, his fingers performing a pensive tap-dance on his cheek. “What we really need are some qualified and suitably-equipped pest exterminators.”
The manager grew even more bug-eyed, flinching and twitching as though each punishing blow inflicted on his precious vault door was a strike against his person. “And where in blue bloody blazes am I going to get a hold of them at short notice?!”
Dexter stroked his chin, making a show of giving the matter serious consideration.

Tanith was fit to explode like she’d downed a trio of Molotov cocktails and several nitro chasers, then gone for a quick ride on the galaxy’s biggest rollercoaster (an attraction a number of planets laid claim to, but by far the most popular was to be found on Alphaterre Metroplaisir, where the rollercoaster in question formed an integral part of the sprawling capital’s mass transit system). After a verbal conflict with the thug that had steadily escalated towards thermonuclear, she was ready to turn on the professor-type, only to find him rising from his seat with that blend of hesitant optimism and grinning nervousness that usually preceded a fan’s request for an autograph. As such, the question of which of these men she was going to skewer with her heel was looking likely to be a difficult choice.
The Business Adviser who had so far sat quietly by and not once intervened on her behalf, now leaned forward over his desk, hands clasped in front of him. “Ms Troy,” he began, with a patient and understanding tone that immediately added him to Tanith’s list of viable targets.
“Don’t you ‘Ms Troy’ me! Just tell one of these jokers to shift their bloody van!”
The desk phone chirped. “One moment,” said the man, with the nervous air of a devout believer having to put God on hold. He tried to maintain something like a smile as he listened, but whoever was on the other end, although almost certainly not any kind of higher power than Tanith, was apparently relating something powerful enough to disintegrate smiles and trigger an instant fever.
“Yes, sir, absolute discretion,” he yammered, “I understand. Um, sir, you really are not going to believe this.” He regarded the two men on the opposite side of his desk. “But I think this might be our lucky day.”
Whatever the reply, the fellow was suddenly obliged to remove the receiver to arm’s length, looking askance as though anxious to make sure part of his ear hadn’t come away with it.
“Um, gentlemen,” he addressed his clients.
“Something we can help with?” The thug-type sat up.
“It seems our manager would very much like to see you – down in the vault chambers.”

The elevator pinged cheerfully to announce its arrival and Messrs Knucks and Doomladen stepped out, lugging their holdall full of equipment. Nodding at the guards, Knucks led the way through to the antechamber, assuming the business-like manner of a tradesman who had seen it all but who was nevertheless willing to be surprised if absolutely necessary.
“All right,” he said, “where’s your problem?”
The manager had his hands clamped over both ears, but seemed to hear the question all right. “Might I direct your attention,” he shouted, “to the behemoth currently beating seven bells out of my vault door? It’s contained at the moment, but it won’t be for much longer!”
“No need for sarcasm, sir.”
As he and Doomladen set down their bag between them, Knucks studied the veins popping in the manager’s head and regretted that they were a little on the quiet side – like someone trying to do a drum-fill on bubble-wrap while the Hatchling beat the door to a polished pulp. But further time for pleasantries such as goading the manager was cut short by Dexter’s curt smile signalling that they should be getting on with their work.
“Perhaps we should retire upstairs where we can discuss the matter of compensation,” suggested Dexter. “I feel so – responsible.”
“Very well,” conceded the manager, panting like he’d run a marathon in a vacuum. “I will leave you,” he addressed Knucks and Doomladen, “with my guards. They will assist you in any way they can.”
The guards shifted their stance dubiously, but did a fair last-minute job of turning it into a stamp to attention.
“We’ll have this problem animal out of your way in no time,” promised Doomladen.
Knucks nodded as Dexter and Ferret assisted the manager on his way, Dexter palming a ring in Knucks’ hand as he passed. Soon they heard the elevator doors close with another ping, like an oven announcing that the goose was well and truly cooked. Knucks winked at Doomy: now that the heavily perspiring manager was out of the way, they could smell the success.

“There are three main security barriers between us and that main vault, all of which we should be able to bypass with relative ease once we have manoeuvred certain equipment into position by means of a little subterfuge and masquerade. As long as our special tools look like they might assemble into something that might be used for the extermination of large pests, we should have no trouble.”

Prof Doomladen regarded the parts and equipment as Knucks set about unpacking them and laying them out. He wasn’t sure what the completed assembly might look like to the untrained eye, but to him it looked like an indeterminate item of rather outré flatpack furniture that would require a ten-page instruction leaflet and over forty non-standard screws, at least two of which would be missing. He had that same fleeting bout of depression that always caused him to sag when confronted with any task that, although far beneath his towering intellect, had all the signs of being time-consuming and tedious. It was the same in the restaurant whenever the robotic kitchen staff had malfunctioned and he’d allowed the dishes to build up in the sink.
“All right, let’s get started,” said Knucks, always the man of action.
“Yeah, as simple as the assembly is, we could do without the drum section in the background.” The Hatchling was still beating away at the vault door behind them and the door had buckled into a convex shell with a surface like crumpled tinfoil.
Knucks glanced around. “I guess so.” He cupped a hand near his mouth. “Hey, pipe down in there!” The din subsided, replaced by low growls and the kind of weighty steps you might expect from any species of large tree that was given to pacing impatiently. It was nevertheless an improvement of a great many decibels.
The guards looked at each other, their brows shooting up so high they looked like thin caterpillars trying to break out above the visors. Maybe they thought Knucks and Doomladen were simply at the top of their pest-control game.
Doomladen got to work, beavering away around the assemblage and applying touches of the microfusion welder, the multiplex omnistabilisation magnetopliers or Phillips-head screwdriver as appropriate. Knucks was in charge of holding the heavier pieces in place and they were making good progress despite the pounding of the Hatchling’s footsteps.
Doomladen had to admit to a mild curiosity about the beast stomping back and forth behind the brutally punished door. Scientific curiosity was easier to resist, however, when you had something else to occupy your attention, all the more so when it was curiosity about a beast that sounded like it could level city blocks by just going out for a stroll.
Doomladen was sure he could wait to get his first glimpse of the animal outside its shell.

Tanith sat in front of the Business Adviser’s desk, drumming her fingers. There was some pleasure to be had in seeing quite how much it was annoying him, but she figured she had best moderate it: not so hard that she might blunt her nails. She was getting the feeling she might need them at some point today.
“You know,” she said, “as a personal banker, you ought to be attending to my personal business while I’m here at the bank. And personally, I want that van moved.”
“Ms Troy, I am really very sorry, but I don’t see what I can possibly – ”
She glanced at her watch and wondered just how long ago it was that she had spoken to Cavnagh. “You can go and see what’s taking my chauffeur so long, for a start.”
The man stared at her, as much to question why it should be his responsibility to go chasing after her staff. His eyes fell to her exquisitely honed, gently tapping fingernails.
He rose from the desk. “I can certainly inquire.”
He headed for the door and Tanith had to give him points for efficiency, because he was back in considerably less than two ticks.
Although coming at a flat-out run with a look of terror on his face was grossly lacking in professional decorum, to her way of thinking.

As he worked, Doomladen was sweating, too conscious of the guards watching over his shoulder. He didn’t rate Knucks’ social skills – or his own for that matter – but he would have welcomed a little light conversation to break the tension.
“There,” he declared finally, downing tools. “We’re just about done.” Doomladen removed his glasses to give them a wipe before donning them again for an inspection of the device. If he was being totally honest – or even if he was disposed to lie to himself a bit – the thing they had constructed looked nothing like anything designed for the purposes of pest extermination. Hopefully, it would be sufficiently complex to fool the guards.
“Doesn’t look much like a pest extermination device to me,” remarked one of them.
Doomladen sighed. That was precisely the sort of result he had come to expect from any sentiment beginning with the word ‘hopefully’.
Knucks tipped the brim of his hat and shook his head like a born tradesman. “Who’re the experts here? I wouldn’t tell you how to guard, now would I?”
The guards shrugged: they didn’t know what Knucks would or wouldn’t do.
Knucks nodded at the device. “That, right there, is a hull plate from a starship, the rig behind it is the hyperstitial conversion node – the device that converts any given hull section into a pliable hyperstitial field – and as you can see, the frame – the bit that looks like a steel deckchair – is designed for setting it at the optimum angle.”
Doomladen stared – Knucks had just told the two goons exactly what they had built.
He knew the old adage that a lie was more believable if seasoned with the truth, but you had to remember to include the lying part somewhere along the way.
“Now I believe the best way to proceed here,” Knucks went on, “would be to aggravate the pest so that it resumes its bashing down the door. At the precise moment the beast breaks through, we trigger the trap with this control here.” He waved the controller, which Doomladen had cleverly adapted from an old TV remote. “And presto! The springing animal is caught in a hyperstitial snare.” Doomladen let out a sigh and made a note to mop his brow when it would be less obvious. He shouldn’t have underestimated Knucks’ experience.
The guards now looked doubtful for a whole new set of reasons.
“You – you mean to let that thing out?”
“Hell, yeah. Only way.” Knucks gestured. “But frankly that’s the least of your worries. Well, one of two pretty serious concerns, shall we say. ’Cause, when we throw the switch, the half of this room that’s not taken up with your problem monster is going to be filled with a raging hyperstitial vortex.”
The guards regarded each other. “We’re not supposed to leave our posts,” said one.
“Under any circumstances,” added the other.
Knucks shrugged. “No skin off my nose.”
“But maybe some off yours,” said Doomladen. “If the currents don’t get you, the hyper-rads will.”
“What about you?”
Knucks tugged at his overalls. “Protective suits.”
“If you say so.” Both guards looked like they’d prefer a second opinion. Followed by a third and fourth if it was anything like the first.
“He’s pulling your leg,” said Doomladen. “Our protective gear is in the bag.”
“Yep. And we’ll need to get changed. Now, me, I’m proud of my physique. But my weedy little friend, well he’s kind of shy. Can’t say I blame him. Always afraid people are counting his ribs and finding he’s got twice as many of those as muscles. I keep telling him that’s not what folks will be looking at. It’s the wrinkles and the few bits of flesh that don’t have any bone to hold them up.”
Doomladen felt himself the subject of some increasingly horrified scrutiny as the guards contemplated what his clothes must be concealing.
“To be honest,” one confessed, “we’re mostly ceremonial.”
And with a parting caution that the cameras would be watching everything and they would be right outside, they were gone.
“Thanks for that,” said Doomladen. “You really know how to depress a guy.”
“Cheer up,” said Knucks. “With the dosh we’re about to make, you can join a gym.”

Riding up in the elevator, the only Muzak on offer was the manager’s atonal staccato of splutters and complaints.
Ideally, Dexter and Ferret’s ascension should have been accompanied by some rousing, climactic piece by the likes of Beethoven or Tchaikovsky or one of the other talented, dead fellows with a knack for encapsulating this kind of moment in a musical score with a degree of clout befitting the scale of their impending triumph. But no, they had to put up with this wittering banker – who wasn’t even good for a decent Spoonerism.
In the interests of maintaining the act, Dexter decided he could withstand any amount of abuse the manager cared to hurl, confident that in addition to his masterly ability to rise above such petty swipes and digs, he could take careful mental note of each and see to it that the offending individual paid horribly for all of it at the earliest convenience.
For now, he would have to extract what entertainment there was from watching the manager’s face cycle through its vivid illustrations of the phenomena of red-shift, blue-shift and the lesser known but equally spectacular purple shift.
Mr Ferret, for his part, attempted a counterstrike, beginning to hum and whistle along to a tune of his own devising. Dexter ground his teeth.
If the truth be known, he was no admirer of Beethoven, Tchaikovsky or any of the composers widely regarded as ‘great’: there was far too much that was beautiful in their works for his liking and although there was some satisfaction to be had from destroying the occasional recording in a variety of media or blowing up an orchestra or two for the live experience, the music itself defied sabotage or vandalism. Some day he would find a way, but for now he was struck by the irony that, as much as he detested all that tiresome magnificence in the classics, there was something to be said for them when weighed against Mr Ferret’s random and tuneless warblings. When it came to music, Dexter inhabited a wasteland.
Since it was his own unquestionable taste that banished him there, he wasn’t about to complain. And ultimately it placed him in a unique position to really appreciate the single dulcet chime of the elevator when it finally announced its arrival on the main floor.
The doors parted and Dexter prepared to savour his freedom like an uncle coming to the finale of a school concert that he’d been forced to attend owing to familial obligations to a spectacularly talentless nephew.
The scene of mayhem that greeted them was like the crashing cacophony that accompanied the blowing up of orchestras, with none of the entertainment value.
Guards taking up defensive positions, customers scattering in panic, some cowering in the corners or up against the cashiers’ desks, and the echoes of their screams and frightened sobs bouncing freely around under the high dome – very like the effect he might have expected had he and his colleagues come storming into the bank with stockings over their heads, waving sawn-off shotguns and shouting a lot. In fact, the scene prompted him to take a swift glance around in search of whichever bunch of amateurs had chosen today of all days to stage an armed robbery, but no, the only armed robbers present were himself and Mr Ferret and neither of them had brandished anything more sinister than a smile. Yet. Weapons simply hadn’t been part of the plan.
Sporadic gunfire could nevertheless be heard, above all the interior din, painting quite a different impression of the street outside to the one he remembered from when they had pulled up at the entrance. The occasional explosion rumbled in through the revolving doors.
To cap it all, that irritating Tanith woman was battling her way through the milling plebs, making a beeline for him with a sting in her tail and several forward-mounted ones to boot. Weapons, it must be said, looked very much a part of her plans.
“You!” she blazed. “I bet this is all your doing! All hell’s broken loose out there!”

All hell had indeed broken loose outside, but nobody had noticed. Basically because, like everyone else, hell had taken one look at the chaos erupting around it and run for its life. Unlike the general public, hell had the advantage of being able to just retreat back below, crying for its mummy and promising never to break loose again this side of Armageddon.
Everyone else was left to run and scream in the open, some dragging their little doggies along so fast the poor distraught creatures were trying to make their stunted legs operate like wheels and yowling in frustration when they discovered they simply weren't built that way.
The signal for all this activity had been Evil Robot opening fire, which was tantamount to Oppenheimer firing a starting pistol at the opening of the 300m Freestyle Panic.
If local law enforcement had been the sort to overlook this kind of minor infraction, some semblance of calm might have been restored. Unfortunately, the discharging of high-yield energy weapons was regarded as a serious offence that warranted an immediate and full-scale response; all the more so when it took place outside the Imperial Mint. An understandable stance perhaps, but one that would only serve to escalate the crisis to catastrophic proportions. Which was a shame, because the machinery of Lucre Centris law enforcement had been precision-engineered and one of the core objectives common to all its component agencies was the prevention of ‘things getting out of hand’.
As home to a lot of wealthy people, Lucre Centris suffered from a long and intimate experience with crime. Of course, the vast majority of offences tended to be of what most governments would consider ‘a trifling sort’ and the perpetrators were individuals who found it easier to pay a fine or ten than do the socially responsible thing – like dispose of their sweet wrappers in the roadside incinerators provided, limit their late night parties to a given range of decibels or park sensibly. Violent crime was unheard of – save, say, when someone chose to hurl their sweet wrappers to the ground with an unacceptable degree of force.
Thus, outsiders might be forgiven for expecting Lucre Centris to be wholly unprepared for the kind of incidents that routinely plagued other interstellar population centres. Far from it, years of inactivity had allowed everyone except Traffic, Noise Abatement and Litter Patrol Divisions plenty of time to plan and train for every imaginable contingency. In conjunction with consultants from foreign agencies with many centuries’ experience of failing to curb violent crime on their worlds, Lucre Centris operatives developed and documented appropriate responses to every possible scenario.
From this epic endeavour was born a procedural bible of such biblical proportions that many an officer secretly longed for the day when they could be issued their personal set of stone tablets to carry around with them on the job. In its early days following implementation, a joke had done the rounds that if they ever had occasion to throw the Book at a perp the resulting crater would swallow the capital and throw up a dust cloud that would shroud the planet in darkness for thirty thousand years. The main thing was, no matter what the infraction, no matter what criminal atrocity eventually found its way onto the streets of Lucre Centris, all anyone had to do was look it up in the Book and they were good to go. Under Article#4922c, officers found to be disrespecting the Book with wisecracks, for example, were drummed out of the service and reminded by a very po-faced tribunal that there was no physical Book, it was actually a highly sophisticated piece of software and what did they think they were, medieval or something.
Hence, when Evil Robot opened fire, long-idle detectors initiated long-dormant protocols that set the wheels of justice screeching and leaving skid marks all over the place. It was all too late for Cavnagh: all that was left of the chauffeur was a pair of crispy shoes and a lot of steadily dispersing molecules, some of which loitered a while in the visible spectrum as smoke.
Evil Robot, meanwhile, was already on the alert for trouble. In part because that was something of a default operational mode, but also because whenever he had previously had occasion to eliminate bothersome life forms in heavily urbanised areas, events tended to follow a certain pattern. So, as he conducted multiple sensor sweeps, running a threat-assessment analysis on every person, vehicle and object in the vicinity, the Lucre Centris Direct Violence Response Team were converging on the area in numbers guaranteed to hit the high score in the threat-assessment stakes.
The first teams were on the scene in under a minute, a record response time which would be recorded in future time and motion studies, set the bar for subsequent actions and earn each of the brave police personnel involved a medal and a prime spot in the municipal cemetery of their choice. Trucks, Armoured Personnel Carriers and common-or-garden squad cars rolled up in swift succession, screeching to a halt in such close ranks the fresh arrivals would have had trouble finding space were it not for Evil Robots efforts to alleviate the parking problems with rapid-fire application of his plasma pulse cannons and a liberal sprinkling of grenades. A veritable catalogue of Jane’s fighting vehicles were hurled upwards, adding to the hazards facing the pilots of the grav-gunships that were just arriving to provide much-needed air support. Air units had been surprisingly slow to respond, owing to unexpected delays on the ground as the pilots, nervous at the prospect of their first real action, spent valuable time running exhaustive systems checks and examining themselves in the HUD to confirm that a) they had donned their sunglasses at the correct angle and b) they looked suitably cool. As it happened it was mainly the less cool pilots who avoided the vehicular debris by hanging back, but even if they didn't commit to an attack approach, they still had to contend with the barrage of proximity-bursts from the micro-SAMs and EMP blasts that Evil Robot was lofting skywards. Meanwhile, the really uncool pilots deposited their contingents of snipers on the rooftops surrounding the Mint then carefully faked a fuel leak so as to justify an immediate withdrawal and return to base.
Which was probably just as well, as the airspace above and around the Mint was growing more crowded by the minute. Flocking to the skies more rapidly than the police gunships and transports, news choppers and cam-copter drones fought to both secure the prime vantage point and take cover behind one another. As these conflicting aims resulted in steadily mounting casualties, media crews rummaged in their equipment stores for increasingly powerful zooms, telling themselves that their socially conscientious viewers would never balk at a small sacrifice in picture quality in order to spare the lives of the brave men and women bringing the story to their homes. At the same time, they did what they could with digital enhancement to help minimise pixellation, just in case.
Down on the ground, a few members of the public, raised on a media diet prepared by Galaxy Six Broadcasting – perpetrator of such televisual delights as I’m An Asshole, Make Me Famous! – did pause in their panicked flight long enough to wave at the cameras and some, if the viewer cared to look closely enough, were actually running back and forth in order to get in shot as many times as possible. Still, these insane few became fewer and fewer as the battle raged on and their bereaved relatives could take comfort in the knowledge that they could sue the news crews for inciting their deceased loved ones into such lunatic behaviour.
Through the miracle of Better Than Live TV (shortened to BTL and frequently confused with a popular choice of sandwich), Galaxy Six legal execs were, as always, on standby, monitoring the situation from umptillion light years away. Hyperstitial tachyon feeds meant that signals were constantly beaming in from all over the galaxy, allowing up to a minute for the editing before the signal was bounced back, for broadcast into people’s homes sometimes as much as three seconds before the events actually occurred. When knowledge of these technological capabilities first became public, some authorities expressed concern about the undue influence Galaxy Six could exert on the media as well as causality in general. Most were simply astounded and wondered where they could get a setup with a similar spec.
Galaxy Six were quick to point out that a) the technology was their exclusive property and b) three seconds didn’t amount to a hill of beans, temporally speaking, and was certainly not enough time to haul yourself up from the sofa, put your shoes on and rush out to intervene in anything that hadn’t happened yet – even if the incident in question was unfolding right outside your front door.
In the case of the crisis at the Mint, all it meant was that several ex-officers of Lucre Centris law enforcement could nod sagely, from the safety and comfort of their new lives on other worlds, at how closely the level of devastation matched their joking predictions. Whole moments in advance.
Serving officers in the thick of the action need not have felt too bad. They were not to know that firepower simply wasn’t the answer when dealing with Evil Robot. What was more, nobody knew what the answer was when dealing with Evil Robot. They might have sent a negotiator under cover of a white flag of truce, but many a negotiator would have testified as to the stubborn nature of ash stains on many a white flag, and only those with their personalities uploaded into a neural net for the ultimate post-life survival - and even then, only those with a mind to doing their laundry in the artificial afterlife.
Evil Robot, meanwhile, suffered from no doubts as to how to best deal with his enemies. He continued to run threat-assessments, all the while picking off targets in what amounted to a turkey shoot. The turkeys were shooting back, it must be said, and thanks to the highest tech sighting and targeting systems they were doing so with theoretically deadly accuracy. There was no collateral damage inflicted by the police. Evil Robot was the only one hitting non-combatants and other innocent targets, ranging from phone booths to fire hydrants, but that was because they registered a fraction of a decimal on the threat-assessment scale and because he happened to have some spare shots in his cyclic rate. Every round fired by the cops was hitting Evil Robot, pounding away at his armoured shell with unfailing and unrelenting uselessness. Hypersmart missiles – some smart enough to win even the most challenging of Galaxy Six’s TV quiz shows if only they had been freed from military duties – zeroed in with the kind of precision that would have shamed nanosurgeons, but they detonated against the robot's hyper-alloyed hide experiencing a similar sense of futility to that of sperm shooting into a handful of tissue paper, had they the same level of awareness.
All of which was inconsequential to Evil Robot. He could have carried on wreaking carnage and devastation all day, but he was on a schedule here and when he realised there was going to be no end to the reinforcements any time soon, his positronic brain came to a decision. Tactical withdrawal, he concluded, could be achieved with dignity as long as he eliminated a certain quota of police vehicles and personnel in the course of the manoeuvre and, more crucially, as long as no-one was heard to use the word 'retreat'.
As he activated reverse mode and his morphopillar tracks whirred into motion, carrying him back under cover of the entrance to the Mint, he maintained his full rate of fire, assigning a figure to the quota, and performing complex mathematical functions to calculate how many gunships equated to how many cars. There was only one unfortunate and messy delay when his audio sensors clearly discerned one cop holler, “It's pulling back!”, which was uncomfortably close to ‘Retreat’ in Evil Robot's onboard thesaurus and he felt compelled to linger in the doorway dishing out further helpings of destruction all around before completing the withdrawal.

“Huh?”
Rolph Stengun stood holding the phone for a long while after the line had gone dead.
Unlike his girlfriend, Rolph had no special mastery of one-syllable words and that ‘Huh’ was forced to complete numerous circuits of his brain before it became anything more coherent or useful. It was a tough course too, with many a synapse to vault, the first round resulting in an abysmal showing of thirty faults and countless refusals - the kind of result you might expect from an Eohippus pitted against its larger-scale descendants in the showjumping arena.
Shrugging it off for the time being, Stengun went to switch on the TV for some background noise while he carried on with his housework, and during some strong-arm sweeps of the duster to restore the shine to the coffee table and some of the shelf units he would glance over in the hope of finding some inspiration for a gift for Tanith in the commercial breaks.
It was around the time when normal Galaxy Six Teleshop programming was interrupted with a special news bulletin that his thoughts finally found their stride and made the necessary leaps of deductive reasoning to complete a clear round.
It wasn’t unlike Tanith to hang up on him and it wasn’t unlike her to have other people do things for her. But he had never known her to have someone else hang up on him on her behalf: it was a measure of their relationship that she always took care to attend to such personal touches herself.
Suddenly he knew who had set the Zencarrion Death Merchants on him. Suddenly he recognised the voice of the man who had interrupted his call from Tanith and hung up on him. Suddenly - and most importantly - he knew his honey-pie was in deadly danger.

The ping of the elevator’s arrival was still ringing in Dexter’s ear, with the incongruous cadence of a triangle struck at the site of a major transport disaster.
Brushing past the Troy woman and leaving her, like an unexploded firework, to go off in the dumbstruck manager’s face, Dexter raced to the revolving doors. Just in time to meet Evil Robot reversing in, main guns leveled to cover his retreat. Stepping briefly aside to accommodate Evil Robot’s ingress, Dexter drew a breath and caught a hold of the doors to arrest their spin. He dipped his head for a clearer line of sight out into the street.
“Oh, Evil Robot. What have you done?”
Evil Robot’s hum took on a dangerous bass, which Dexter interpreted as a signal that, rather than expect an answer, he should come up with some theories of his own.
Act Four
VI: Cooked Goose
“So, while Mr Ferret and I make a performance of appeasing the manager with talk of reparations, Messrs Knucks and Doomladen will attend to the actual B&E. Well, the E, anyway. The Professor will bypass the alphanumeric key code, while Mr Knucks will supply the requisite bio-material, courtesy of this nifty little ring equipped with a DNA sampler. Using our specially-assembled projector, they will then extend a hyperstitial tunnel, allowing free undetectable access along the full length of the connecting corridor. Where all that remains will be to affix an inflatable airlock and match internal pressure prior to opening the main vault. The pressure level will be encoded in the system somewhere, so another trifling task for you there, Professor. Then it’s just a case of grab the prize and the Hatchling and walk out of there with both in your holdall. You might want to ask the Hatchling to step back into his egg before that last part, but otherwise – job done. Brilliant. Simple.”

The corridor to the main vault looked like a sunbed for very large snakes. Perhaps designed to tempt thieves to lie back and soak up the UVs while the alarms summoned hordes of cops – but not a trick Knucks or Doomladen were about to fall for.
With the guards out of the way, they were free to talk and Doomladen should have felt more relaxed. But the truth was, with the Hatchling still stomping up and down in the vault behind them, there were even more beads of perspiration standing out on Doomladen’s forehead.
Knucks was perfectly at ease though as they lowered the hull plate into position, just centimetres above the cushioned floor in the corridor.
“So, what was your easiest ever gig?”
“Are you nuts? Isn’t that tempting fate?”
“Live a little dangerously, Doomy. We’re nearly home and dry.” Knucks winked. “Mine was the one-man invasion of Harpsichorea.”
“That was you? That planet where everyone’s part of that global choir?”
“That’s the one. A worldwide band. I was a roadie for the outfit, but I pulled a sickie one time and took over the planet while they were on tour in the Horsehead Nebula.”
“They must have left someone in charge.”
“Just a lot of robots. For the admin and all the menial stuff.”
“Why didn’t they just remove you when they came back from the tour?”
“Nah, unconstitutional. They had to wait for the next election, see, which given their busy tour schedule and the fact they had three or four albums due out over the next decade, was a long way off.”
“But you didn’t stick that out for ten years.”
“Nah. I abdicated in the end. Or whatever it is presidents do. They were so boring, you know. Three months of them was all I could take. What about you then? Your easiest job?”
“Gosh, I don’t know. Few of them ever are. It’s a confidence thing. You know, I am evil, I really am, and I’m a genius, no doubt about that, but there’s always been this part of me that feels I’m not really cut out for this. And that just tends to hold me back, keeps me from pushing through and realising my potential. That’s why I’m hoping that by joining you guys, I’ll be able to - ”
“Yeah, Doomy - ”
“Uh huh?”
“I’m not your shrink and we didn’t bring a couch.”
“Oh. Sure. Sorry.”
“All right then. Let’s do this.”
Doomladen demurred and thumbed the remote, raising their carefully assembled contraption into position. Just as his expert eye assessed it to be at the perfect angle, they were interrupted by the bleep of a communicator. Given Dexter’s order for radio silence, Doomladen could only imagine this to mean bad news.
“Mr Knucks, Professor Doomladen,” hailed Dexter’s voice.
Knucks picked it up. “Yes, Boss.”
“About our brilliantly simple plan…”

Smoke lingered here and there in wispy pillars, roughly in the defensive positions the Mint guards had taken up. All through his call to Knucks and Doomladen, Dexter had had to put up with the Business Adviser whimpering and screaming as Evil Robot had gone to work.
“It’ll kill us all!” he cried, as Dexter signed off.
“If you keep on screaming, I guarantee he’ll kill you.”
Evil Robot brought his guns to bear. The Business Adviser screamed.
Evil Robot killed him.
“There, what did I tell you? Now,” seethed Dexter, “what in bloody blue blazes happened here?”
The manager stared, incredulous, at where Business Adviser Fobbes was dissipating, then at Dexter. “Forgive me, I realise I’ve been stupid. But - you’re expecting us to believe this - this killer robot has nothing to with you?”
“I’m expecting nothing of the kind. I’d still like to know what the merry crap happened.”
“Y- yes, w - well! So would I!” stammered the manager apoplectically. He shot looks around at the Troy woman, the nearest of the customers cowering and praying for their lives, the robot, anybody, like a pitiful Spaniel wondering why the only ones who would play fetch with him had insisted on doing so with hand grenades. “What happened!”
Dexter sighed tightly. Even at his most leisurely moments he wouldn’t have time for this. “Mr Whateveryournameis, I am not the sort of villain who likes to carry a bird on his shoulders, but if I were, I would surely be snapping off my wooden leg to beat you to death with, if my choice of parrot was limited to you.”
The Manager slumped, but somehow managed to remain standing. “I’m not sure I can take much more.”
“You should worry,” scoffed Dexter, busy running through some hasty plan revisions. “It’s my day going pear-shaped here.”
“Well, let that be a lesson to you. Crime doesn’t pay,” the Troy woman declared smugly.
“Don’t be ridiculous.” Dexter shooed her away irritably. “Of course it does.”
She threw up her arms, giving up on him – for which Dexter might have been grateful had he been given to express such things. Instead, she grabbed the Manager by the lapels and attempted to compensate for his lack of spine by hauling him bodily to a more upright position. “As a helpful alternative to whimpering, how about you get your act together.”
“Oh, Miss Troy – ”
“Ms,” she corrected. And the manager almost cried.
“Ms Troy. There is nothing I can do. However,” he said, straightening as though discovering a spare backbone and trying it on for size, “the entire Lucre Centris Law Enforcement agencies, not to mention the military – will be waiting out there for these felons.” He paused, a thin-lipped smile appearing to signal that, yes, he quite liked his new spine. He sniffed smugly at Dexter. “In fact, while the specifics of your plan escape me, I am certain my guards down in the vault are already aware of whatever your colleagues are up to down there and will be dealing with them even as we speak.”
Dexter concocted a smile that would put paid to the manager’s newfound spirit, like a vet about to put down a family pet, but with none of the sympathetic overtures. “Oh, I think for their sakes, you had best hope not.”

“I think we can dispense with the finer subtleties,” Dexter had said.
“All right, Hatch – buddy – come on out of there.”
As though they had imagined Knucks was talking to them, the guards chose that moment to come storming in, weapons and grim visored expressions at the level. Doomladen was mopping his brow at the time – a touch prematurely, it seemed.
Knucks dived on top of him, shoving him aside – just a microsecond before the vault door was smashed out of its frame, and brought slamming down onto the guards to form a heavyweight sandwich with the floor standing in as the other piece of bread.
Doomladen wriggled out from under Mr Knucks and, as uncool as it might have been, gawped. The monster filling the doorway did more than sate his curiosity. It was all he could do to hold onto the cup of coffee he’d had while Ferret and Knucks had gone scouting for the van. Normally, Doomladen would have refrained from imbibing liquids prior to a big job – no matter how much his nerves craved the caffeine. He always had this anxiety that he’d find himself needing to go in the middle of a safecracking or something, and the proprietors of these establishments rarely thought to provide adequate facilities within easy reach of their vaults. It was like they knew. But, possibly inspired by his newfound confidence - which, to be honest, had yet to fully bloom – at having enlisted with Dexter Snide’s crew, he had made an exception this time out and allowed himself a single espresso.
The Hatchling growled, but it was a contented sort of rumble, like the purr of a tyrannosaur. An almost apposite simile, given its resemblance to an upright Stegosaur, complete with spiked tail and bony plates like a lot of giant almond flakes all down its back. Ferocious colours too: scales of flame, shot through with ripples of blood, the belly a deceptively tempting shade of marzipan. Black-bullet eyes peered out of a squashed walnut-shaped head as though daring anyone to draw attention to its truly monstrous posterior. If the enormity of that behind was any indicator, then there was a formidable brain housed in there, to go with the brute force of an entire Olympic team of weightlifting grizzly bears on anabolic steroids. Even when rather pleased with itself, the Hatchling would have given most lifeforms bladder control issues.
“Um, I take it he’s friendly?”
“Yeah, but a hug would kill you.”

Outside, a siren warbled and died. It was an oddly pitiful sound, like a dying seagull, all the more so because none of the other sirens had been sounding and it was like a last, desperate effort on the part of a lonely squad car to draw attention to the role it had played in the conflict. In the wake of the robot’s tactical repositioning, the street fell into a post-traumatic hush. Convinced that this, rather than being any kind of calm after the storm, was only a temporary lull, the scattered remnants of Lucre Centris’ finest remained steadfastly behind whatever cover they had found during the hostilities.
Now they had a siege situation on their hands and sieges generally culminated in either one party going in or the other party coming out. Neither of which options appealed. The various sniper squads and assault teams stole wary glances at each other from their positions up on the rooftops and down at ground level, the airwaves bristling with radio chatter as they debated the question of who should get the job of storming the building, some struck by how far their comrades' competitive streak had diminished since their training days.

Doomladen and Knucks stood by and watched as the Hatchling went to work on the main vault. Its wide-load frame clogged the passage and neither of them could see much of what was going on, but the hideous rending of metal told the story and it didn’t take a genius to know the monster was practising its own variant of origami on the door. With a noise like a zillion steel nails scraping down a titanium blackboard, the Hatchling was finally done and he tossed the results of his endeavours behind him. Who knew what it resembled in the Hatchling’s alien imagination, but to Doomladen, as he and Knucks ducked aside, it looked like a crushed, misshapen lump and it landed with a clang verging on meteoric, if meteorites were given to striking gongs the size of continents.
“Well done, Hatchy,” Knucks applauded.
Doomladen shook his head and bit down hard to make sure his teeth stayed in. A heavy weight sagged in the pit of his stomach, like a grey elephant making a hammock of his innards. Depression.
“This is a bad day for genius.”
Doomladen was familiar with the many and varied breeds of depression, both through objective scientific study with the aim of inflicting it on populations en masse and personal experience. But this was the pits. This was moustache and specs doodled on the Mona Lisa, this was Michelangelo looking on in horror as chavs graffitied over the Sistine Chapel ceiling, this was laying down a rap over the Pastoral Symphony, this was William Shakespeare facing a mountain of rejected manuscripts while the multi-million publishing contract went to some Johnny No-talent with an autobiography that he hadn’t even written himself because he still hadn’t quite mastered the art of peeing standing up and the midwife had yet to cut the umbilical cord.
Doomladen sagged.
“Sure, that thing exercises every muscle except its brain and you give it a well done.”
Knucks gave Doomladen a slap on the back so hard the Professor was some time working out that it had been intended as consolatory. “Hey, whatever gets the job done, right? Come on.”
“Whatever happened to artistry? Finesse?”
Knucks presumably took that to be a rhetorical question and led the way into the passage. Doomy shook his head and trudged after him.
“Shift your butt, Hatch. Coming through.”
The Hatchling ducked his compact but lofty cranium and shuffled into the vault, stowing himself over to one side and allowing his comrades to step past. Knucks drew up sharp and Doomladen, head bowed, nearly bumped into him.
“Oh yes. We did it. That’s what matters.” Knucks’ tone was hushed like he’d just entered a church with the intention of worshipping at the altar instead of pilfering from the collection plate - which Doomladen thought was an unlikely eventuality, but he supposed the simile still held up. “Will you look at that.”
“I’m just saying, you know.” Doomladen polished his glasses furiously, slightly concerned that the dust particles would be scoring the lenses to hell.
As he slid them home on his nose though, he gaped and put his grumbling on hold. “Wow. It really is something though, isn’t it? A Pocket Universe.”
“It surely is.” Knucks breathed. “Wait till Dexter gets a load of this.”

“All right,” answered Dexter, immense satisfaction taking the sting out of everything that had gone wrong. He watched the manager and the Troy woman as he spoke into the communicator. “All we need now is an alternative escape plan.”
“So, I’m guessing they have the place surrounded, right?” The crackle in Doomladen’s voice may have been down to more than poor signal strength. “So, it’s not ideal, but I guess now subtlety’s gone to hell in a hand-basket, we could shoot our way out, Butch and Sundance style – except in reverse.”
“What,” Knucks broke in, “Sundance, then Butch?”
“No, I mean all the Bolivians get killed.”
“Huh! I wouldn’t count on it,” said Ms Troy.
“Hmm,” Dexter considered. “Evil Robot and the Hatchling combined should be able to tackle anything the local plods could throw at us.”
“It’ll lack finesse, boss, but who the hell cares.”
“Well – “ began Doomladen, and Dexter shut him off.

Tentatively, officers lifted their heads to peek over the hoods and roofs of their derelict vehicles, looking each other over for wounds, stripes, pips or stars or indeed any badge that might serve to indicate who was in charge now. Stunned and dazed in the aftermath of battle, there was a confusion that seemed set to stretch for a week or two. That, or someone knew perfectly well who had command but was reluctant to speak up.
Anxiety grew, officers murmuring to one another, as according to procedure only the senior officer at the scene could call for backup. But the one thing they could unanimously agree on was that they were going to need backup.
Then, as if by some miracle, with no need for anyone to make any kind of call to anyone, their prayers were answered. God moves in mysterious ways, it was said, but rarely did he screech to a halt at disaster scenes and park up his military-style truck with such a casual disregard for municipal parking regulations.
The door swung open and a blond Goliath in military-issue boots stomped out. Hands on hips in as masculine a fashion as was possible with that pose, he surveyed the scene with a look of determination so hardened it might have spent the last few millennia buried under who knew how many geological strata. Then he slipped on his shades, shielding his gaze from the bright sunlight and expected adulation.
Reaching into the truck, he brought out a gun that looked to have been borrowed from a main battle tank.
Nesting the monstrous weapon in the crook of one arm, he came striding over. More all-purpose than the leading brand of household cleaner and twice as serious.
“Backup’s arrived,” he announced.
“No offence, Mr Stengun,” said Officer Herb Dune, “but this is a police operation. We don’t need some loose cannon charging around here and thinking he can handle it all himself like some gung-ho action hero.”
“Yeah, we do. Shut up.” Officer Spitz examined the other officer’s uniform for pips or stripes. There were none, but he had a few grey hairs. “Sir,” he added, to be on the safe side.
Stengun pumped the slide on his Big Gun, although whether for effect or to move a round into the chamber it was impossible to say. “Watch my truck,” said Stengun. “I will return.”
“What a guy,” said Spitz.
“Maybe,” said Dune with the air of a man who loved procedure but who’d just had to kiss it goodbye. “I can’t help thinking ‘I’ll be back’ might have sounded cooler.”

Dexter backed away from the entrance, where he’d been keeping an eye on the situation outside. He was grateful the doors weren’t revolving: the sight of a lot of spinning Stenguns might have induced motion sickness.
“That’s torn it. Stengun is here. He’s coming in.”
The manager looked hopeful. The Troy woman was looking quietly smug and rocking merrily on her heels. Mr Ferret, meanwhile –
“Torn it? Rended it in tatters, you mean. Run it through a shredder, then chewed up the strips until they’re somewhere between mulch and confetti. Minced! That’s what it’s done to it! Minced it!”
“Mr Ferret.”
“Yes, Dexter?”
“Don’t make me slap you.”
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