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 Chapter 1: Dress Rehearsal 
 
    I do not blink as a huge battlecruiser drifts over the Jargroth imperial parliamentary chamber, briefly obscuring the twin moons Zerxia and Krellatewn, whose vivid purple light is the only illumination. The temporary eclipse over, they shine through the jagged hole in the lofty domed roof and act as a natural spotlight. My head is bowed as I step into the small patch of light, the vivid green plasma restraints at my wrists and ankles fizzing slightly, poised to dismember me at the slightest hint of transgression. I’m orbited by drones the size of marbles, bobbing and dipping in the chamber’s faint air currents. They too are primed to vaporise me at the first wrong move. The floor around me is already littered with fresh young corpses, both human and cyborg, and the watching crowd’s silent judgement already sits heavily on my shoulders. 
 
    Out in the crowd, a thousand heavily-armed troops are watching. Soon, many will be weeping with remorse, when they have heard all I have come to say. Others will be baying for my blood. And the eventual outcome depends on my words alone. 
 
    Slowly, I raise my shaven head to face the silent accusers on the floor of the Jargroth parliament, well aware how the harsh overhead light will make my cheekbones and broken nose look sharp, cruel, and haughty. So be it. I open my mouth. 
 
    “Two households both alike in dignity, 
 
    In fair Verona where we lay our scene, 
 
    From ancient grudge break to new mutiny, 
 
    Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean. 
 
    From forth the fatal loins of these two foes,” 
 
    Two more circles of light slam down on to the stage, artificial this time, and bright white. The new spotlights flank me, and illuminate two grizzled old warriors brandishing broadswords, 
 
    “A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life.” 
 
    As I draw breath to speak the next few lines, the female gives me a conspiratorial wink, which I acknowledge by flipping her off before disguising the gesture as a declamatory finger pointing to the heavens. As I do so, the rest of the lights go up, to reveal a sizeable fraction of the Jargroth Revolutionary Army sitting in the galleries and stroking their beards thoughtfully, occasionally creaking in their heavy space marine armour as they reach for humbugs from rustling paper bags, or consult the holo-programmes that have been streamed to their gauntlet displays. 
 
    It’s all a long way from weekly rep at Whitby Pavilion. 
 
    And I expect you’re wondering how I came to be here. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Several Days / Ten Thousand Years Earlier 
 
      
 
    I took one last bow before the curtains descended, and then barely made it into the wings before the round of desultory applause died away, and the audience made a sustained dash for the bar and the toilets. I winced, and shrugged at Matthew, who stood by the ropes poised to open the curtains in case of a final encore. 
 
    “No bouquets tonight, Jim,” the old stage manager said cheerily, and we both rolled our eyes as the rest of the cast streamed away around us. 
 
    I grinned back at him as soon as we were alone. “They’ll probably get home, have a drink, and decided they really enjoyed it. Let me know if they phone in tomorrow to say that.” I skipped down the steps that led to the backstage area. My fellow actors were already far ahead in their dash to get changed and round to the pub before last orders. 
 
    One week playing Macbeth to an empty seaside theatre in bitter January hadn’t proved to be the experience I'd imagined on those rare occasions I dared to dream of a Shakespearean lead role. The audiences had been sparse. Many of them just seemed to have come into the auditorium as somewhere to shelter from the incessant rain, and they often appeared affronted to be met with a full production of the Scottish Play. And you didn’t judge a show based on the crowd at the stage door, because autograph hunters are a pain in the arse when you’re trying to get to the pub at half ten in the evening, and most of them are only usually after the one guy in the cast who played an Ogron in Doctor Who in 1974 under half a ton of latex. Having said that, I do like to have a Sharpie in my pocket when leaving the theatre just in case, and the only thing I’d signed all week was a flyer handed to me by a young man who turned out to be a promoter for a local bar. I ended up taking twenty of the flyers in a vague attempt to mask our mutual mortification. 
 
    No. It wasn’t likely to be a great cast party. With a tray laden with warm pints of bitter and glasses of appallingly sharp white wine, we'd all huddle in a booth in the grim old boozer round the corner that had become our home from home. We'd make solemn promises to see each other in whatever shows we were doing next, and we'd eat crisps. Not necessarily in that order. We’d pretend we’d had a great time, and had made great art together, when in fact the only thing any of us would miss about Whitby was the price of a pint. 
 
    Full of these thoughts, I reached the glorified cupboard that passed for my dressing room. I wandered in, and reached for the bottle of water I’d left in front of the mirror. That final sword fight had really taken it out of me. The actor playing Macduff had also been my understudy, so on closing night he no longer had any interest in 'accidentally' injuring me, so I'd thought he might lay off. No such luck, though. He must have had a girl he was trying to impress in the audience. 
 
    “Thirsty work, isn’t it?” said a voice behind me, and I spat a gulp of water across the mirror, where it hissed and steamed against the hot light bulbs that ran around the outside. 
 
    Staring into the water-spattered mirror, I saw that an old man was sitting on the bobbly green armchair at the back of the room, right next to the hook where I'd hung my coat. In spite of the man’s considerable girth, he was perching on the very edge of the seat, his hands clutching an ornate cane that rested between his knees. His face half-obscured by his flowing silver hair and bushy white beard, the man’s single visible eye was keen and bright. He was dressed in an odd beige quilted tunic, which was padded all over the place to make him look like an inflatable samurai. If we hadn't been the only show in Whitby that week, I'd have sworn he'd just stepped off the stage. 
 
    “Don’t mind me,” he said cheerfully. “I needed a sit down.” 
 
    I shrugged. The Stage Door people had been notoriously curmudgeonly about letting even family members pop round after shows, so this didn’t feel like anything I should particularly worry about. I picked up some cotton wool pads, and began to remove my make-up, with one eye on the old man in the mirror's reflection. 
 
    “Did you enjoy the show?” 
 
    The old man frowned, and pushed his flowing hair away from his face. As he did so, I realised his other eye was covered by a shiny metallic eye patch. It looked a bit pretentious, but then I felt a bit of a stab at being judgemental at a one-eyed man. 
 
    Eventually he nodded. “I did enjoy it, yes. Brought back a lot of memories. Though ‘show’ seems a bit trite for the Scottish Play, don’t you think?” 
 
    I shrugged again. “If you say so. There’s more dry ice than a rock concert and at the Wednesday matinee they even started booing me in Act 3, so it felt more panto than tragedy. Who did you come to see?” 
 
    The old man’s lips twitched in a faint but genial smile. “Well. I’m in your dressing room, James Fanning.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Right.” 
 
    There was a copy of the show's programme on his knee, and he picked it up, opened it at a page of text in the middle, and proffered it with a shy smile. “I don't suppose you could... ridiculous, I know.” 
 
    I had the pen in my coat pocket, and it was in my hand in less than three seconds, even as I did my best to pretend that signing an autograph was no big deal and I did it all the time. I dashed off the loopiest, most ornate version of my signature that I could muster, and then raised an eyebrow when the old man slammed the slim booklet shut briskly and stuffed it inside his tunic. 
 
    “Thank you, dear boy! Well, to business, I suppose. Now this run is ended, where is your career taking you next?” 
 
    Something about his question put me on edge, I couldn't figure him out. Was he an agent, or a fellow actor? It wasn't beyond the realm of possibility that he was both, a knackered old thespian turning to a desk job in the twilight of his career, but there was a brisk edge to his words that suggested he was just going through the motions of this conversation. Was he a journalist? It hardly seemed likely, but then neither did an agent... 
 
    I realised I'd been quiet for too long. “I, ah, I have a few irons in the fire. But I'll be off home in the morning to South London. Been on the road a while, I'm sure you know how it is.” 
 
    That last phrase was loaded with innuendo, trying to draw out something concrete from this peculiar visitor, but he just smiled and gave a placid nod. “Indeed. So you're not currently engaged in any acting work?” 
 
    Again, it was as though he were reciting a script. I shook my head. 
 
    “Very well. Cards on the table. I run a theatre company staging shows in... far-flung, shall we say, locations. In warzones, to be completely truthful to you. Have you ever thought about doing a spot of outreach work for a good cause?” 
 
    My mind was racing. I'd never thought of doing anything of the sort, of course. I was too fond of Britain's crappy weather and Sunday roast lunches in pubs to go and do panto for orphans while wearing a blue UN helmet and dodging bullets. Still, I was dimly aware that sort of thing looked great on CVs, and there was another important consideration which might override my love of a comfortable life. 
 
    “Does it pay?” 
 
    The old man smiled, and patted his expansive belly. “Of course it pays. I didn't develop this fine athletic physique by eating pot noodles off dry crackers, dear boy.” 
 
    I smiled too, as I climbed out of Macbeth's armour, and into my jeans. He'd clearly met enough actors to know that he'd already sealed the deal with his last words. 
 
    “And what part would I be playing?” 
 
    He hesitated. “This and that, dear boy. Call it a repertory arrangement. We perform in some hairy spots, we sometimes need to change the bill at short notice through political, cultural, even personal safety considerations. Having said that, I was rather thinking you might fancy a crack at Romeo.” 
 
    I stopped short, standing stock still on one foot in the middle of putting the other leg in my jeans. Romeo. The part I'd always wanted to play, brainwashed into desiring it after what felt like three years of studying the play at school, but which I'd always thought I'd be too old for now I was pushing thirty. 
 
    “And where are you performing next?” I asked. 
 
    The old man looked a bit shifty at that question. But though my grasp of current affairs was patchy, I knew roughly where the major flashpoints were. I'd already assumed the Middle East, and if it was anywhere less fractious, so much the better. 
 
    I waved a hand as I pulled up my jeans and buttoned them. “You know what? It doesn't matter. I didn't train for three years just to be a resting actor slumming it in a call centre and waiting to be famous. I'm in. When?” 
 
    He stood in one fluid motion in spite of his size, beaming radiantly. “We'll be on our way very shortly, dear boy. But I've not introduced myself. I'm Joshua Puff. Artistic director of the STI.” 
 
    I winced at the acronym, but I shook his hand anyway, and grabbed my coat and bag. I took a quick look round the dressing room, but there was nothing else I could be bothered with. 
 
    “I'll see you to the car park,” I said. “STI?” 
 
    “Yes,” he boomed as we left the dressing room and walked along the short corridor towards the stage door. “The Starship Troupers Initiative, you see.” 
 
    I shrugged. “How long have you been going?” 
 
    “I suppose from your perspective, we're a very new company indeed. But I've been running the company for seventy years.” 
 
    We approached the stage door. I signed out with a flourish. Puff didn't bother, and I didn't blame him, Normally glowering at all and sundry with lively suspicion, old Jeff was soundly asleep in his little office. 
 
    “Seventy years touring warzones?” I said as we stepped into the night. “You must lead a charmed life.” 
 
    The old man gestured at his eyepatch. “Almost,” he said quietly, and I cursed myself for my insensitivity. 
 
    The car park was windswept and covered in drizzle, though that was hardly unusual for a January evening in Whitby. It had emptied more quickly than normal, however, or perhaps I'd been talking to Puff longer than I realised. No wonder Jeff had fallen asleep, he'd probably got fed up waiting for me to leave. It was probably just as well I wasn't coming back any time soon. 
 
    I panicked at the thought that I might miss last orders. Not that I'm an utter boozehound, but decompressing after a performance like that is important. And it might not be much of a cast party, but you only get one crack at your first Shakespeare lead. I reached into my coat pocket for my phone so I could check the time, keeping up the conversation to mask my impatience. 
 
    “Why Starship Troupers?” I asked, as I fumbled the device into my hand. 
 
    He squinted at me, then sighed. “I would have thought it was obvious, but I forget the limitations of this century, dear boy. The STI operate across the galaxy, entertaining the combatants of hundreds of skirmishing colony worlds, ten thousand years in your, and Earth's, future.” 
 
    Oh bugger. I regretted shaking the lunatic's hand. “OK,” I said, weakly. 
 
    He cocked his head, looking a little concerned. “That's probably a lot for someone like you to take on board, shall we find some sherry while you adjust to the culture shock?” 
 
    I smiled. “Not at all, that's fine.” I needed to get to the pub right now, and I needed to make sure he didn't see which way I ran. 
 
    “I'm glad you're being so understanding. We're off to a little place called Jargroth, a desert world that was doing rather well for itself with a tolerably advanced post-industrial civilisation until some grubby capitalists banded together, under a vague pretence of socialism, to have a crack at their Imperial Highness. The Jargroth civil war is a particularly tricky conflict in that the rank and file are a touch more erudite than the usual grunts we end up serenading. Until a few weeks ago they were all software developers and marketing professionals. We need someone with a spot of classical training.” 
 
    I saw my opportunity to escape this nonsense. “I'm hardly classically trained,” I pointed out. That was an understatement. A GCSE, an honours degree in Theatre Studies, and a depressing amount of networking events was a more accurate description of my training background. 
 
    But he just fixed me with a funny look. “Ten thousand years or so in the future, you're automatically about as classically trained as it gets,” he said. Which was disconcertingly logical, I had to admit. 
 
    It was time to call his bluff. “Well, I suppose we should get on with boarding your, ah, spaceship,” I said confidently, ready to make a run for it as soon as the poor old bugger's delusion crumbled in the face of reality. 
 
    Puff nodded with a broad smile, raised his cane and whistled. We both staggered under a sudden squall of rain, and when I'd wiped the water from my eyes with the back of my hand, there was only a bloody spaceship hovering a few feet above Whitby Pavilion's car park. 
 
    I could tell it was a spaceship because of the saucer shape, complete with a central iris hatch opening underneath to reveal a blaze of white light and an entrance ramp which was slowly extending towards us. It was pretty classic spaceship stuff, other than the bit where it was all unfolding on the North Yorkshire coast in the pissing rain. 
 
    It had to be said, though, that it looked a bit dilapidated. Something looking very much like rust covered the edges of the hull's panels, illuminated by the theatre's house lights as well as the UFO's own brilliant light, making it look like a giant hovering jigsaw puzzle. Someone had painted the classic comedy and tragedy masks on the side, maybe to jolly the craft up a bit. But a good deal of the paint had cracked, melted, or burned off during the course of the ship's various atmospheric entries, leaving two ravaged cracked faces screaming into eternity like half-decomposed clowns. 
 
    “The cloaking field's pretty noddy stuff, and we don't even use it in the course of our touring in case it's misinterpreted as a hostile act. But it makes for an undeniably impressive entrance to a level four civilisation,” Puff explained. 
 
    I looked up at the impossible yet squalid shape hanging in the air, at the ramp extruding from the iris hatch like a rolled-up carpet. “I'm obviously no expert,” I said at last, “but is that thing even safe?” 
 
    The old man looked at me steadily through the pissing rain. “The prospect of a tour of galactic battlefields and you barely flinch. And now you're getting the jitters because you don't like the paint job?” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t like the paint job,” I assured him. “I love the paint job. I just think there could usefully be a quite a lot more of the paint job. Preferably covering, or even instead of, the fucking rust job.” 
 
    The end of the ramp touched down on the slick tarmac with a wet clunk. Puff rested one foot on it and turned back to me. “I thought we’d covered this bit. We find ourselves performing in the most dangerous areas of the known Universe. At best we're playing to crowds of resource-hungry strategists. At worst, it's victorious troops looting or retreating forces scavenging anything not nailed down. It doesn't do to stand out with glossy tech. I'm sorry it offends your aesthetic sense, dear heart, but we prefer not to have our spaceship half-inched by a local militia while we're in the pub. Now come on, we've a hypertime jump to make.” 
 
    I laughed, and spread my hands wide. “You know, it's tempting to hop aboard for a quick trip to Button Moon, but I have a hot desk in a Croydon call centre waiting for me tomorrow afternoon and a potential callback for a student film. And my agent would panic at the thought of not getting his 15% due to me being in another galaxy. So thanks for the chat, Dangermouse, but I've a pub to get to.” 
 
    For a moment, Puff's face crumpled in disappointment. Then he gave an expansive shrug. “Young actors are usually a little more anxious to declaim deathless prose across the cosmos, but I suppose in the end it matters not. Given that you've already signed a contract for a one-night performance in Jargroth City, and a two week stint in the Spiral Empire in Tetnulion.” 
 
    I smiled, backing away. “I really haven't signed anything of the sort. Watch out for asteroids and Zargoids, or whatever.” I aimed a deep and decidedly sarcastic bow in Puff's direction, and began to turn away. 
 
    The old man smiled and, without taking his eyes from mine for a moment, reached in his quilted tunic and pulled out the programme I'd given him. My heart sank as I saw where this was going. 
 
    Sure enough, he plucked a single sheet from inside the programme, with the word 'contract' at the top, and my loopy signature at the bottom, with a whole bunch of text in tiny print in the middle. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Oh come off it, Puff. You'd have to be Othello-level gullible to believe that old trick's contractually binding in any way. You take your circus off to Bigglyboo Prime or wherever, and I'll get on the train back to Croydon.” 
 
    Without another word or so much as a glance back, I walked away into the night. I'd barely crossed the road when a giant round shape flashed overhead, blotting out the night sky for a moment. Good riddance. Close Encounters of the Luvvie Kind, I could well do without. 
 
    It was too late to go to the pub now, I realised with a surly sigh, so I decided to head straight to my digs, a tidy B&B run by a fantastic old lady with the most spectacular white-streaked beehive hairdo I'd ever seen. I'd see most of the rest of the cast on the train back down south in the morning in any case, and at least I'd get some decent kip. We could toast our final performance on the train in any case, and my odd conversation would get a few laughs when polished as a wry anecdote, and the actual spaceship carefully edited out. 
 
    Within a few minutes, I was toiling uphill through Whitby's labyrinthine alleyways and narrow streets. It was a tiring walk at the best of times, and I was even less in the mood than normal. As long as I got home the right side of midnight and had a few more glasses of water, I'd be fine for the next day’s journey. 
 
    As I stumbled through Arguments Yard, however, a bulky shadow shambled into view, blocking my way in the confined passage. 
 
    Hairs rose on the back of my neck at the sight of this intimidating figure, and I tried to remember how much cash was in my wallet. Luckily, my train ticket was still in my room at the B&B, but the couple of notes and loose change I had on me was effectively all my money in the world until the Macbeth producers ponied up my wages in a couple of weeks. 
 
    “You're the actor, from the Pavilion? Fanning?” a deep voice rumbled from the dark shape, tinted by a very slight European accent. 
 
    “Ah. Yes,” I offered. I felt it was unlikely to be an autograph hunter, but this was still a more promising opening line than most of the mugging-based alternatives in this scenario. I was fairly confident I didn't owe money to anyone in Whitby. Maybe it was even, God help me, a critic. 
 
    He stepped forward, into a dull puddle of light beneath a fitful lamp. I relaxed further. It had to be an actor. He was absurdly fat (to the point where his suit looked padded), and dressed in black tie for some reason, with a ludicrously waxed moustache stretching across his florid cheeks. 
 
    “Shouldn't you be in space round about now?” 
 
    That threw me. I realised in the ten minutes or so that had passed since Puff's flying saucer had taken back to the heavens, I'd been consciously consigning the more outlandish elements of the whole episode to the recycling bin at the back of my memories. My guard went straight back up. 
 
    “I should be in the pub right now, but people keep bothering me tonight. What do you want?” 
 
    He smiled at me, and lamp light glinted from a single gold tooth. “Perhaps I want to buy you a drink? And have a chat? Wouldn't that be nice?” 
 
    “Contrary to popular rumour, I really don't swing that way.” 
 
    The fat man continued to smile, but I was a long way past finding that reassuring in any way whatsoever. “Fanning, listen. We know you met the old man. We know what he probably told you he was, and believe me, we know exactly who he actually is, so just tell us what he said, and let us take care of worrying which bits were reliable or even sane. We just want to know what he said, or rather where he's going. He's far away already, what difference could it possibly make to you?” 
 
    Which was a fair point. But in my usual fashion, I'd seized on a particular fragment of that speech which I felt needed clarifying. 
 
    “You're saying 'we' and 'us' a lot. Who are you? Who do you represent?” And can you give me a job, I just managed not to add to the end of that question. I’m not proud. 
 
    The man laughed, in the key of E minor, disconcertingly, cementing his resemblance to the singer from the Go Compare advertisements. “Well, who indeed? In philosophical terms we could talk about that all night. But in the rather more prosaic sense, you could probably say that I represent the exceedingly toned chorus line creeping up behind you in this drizzle-drenched alley in the middle of the night.” 
 
    I turned, only to receive a roundhouse kick to the face from a lithe woman in a sequin-festooned leotard. As I staggered back, I saw that she was flanked by a blond young man in a suspiciously baggy white sailor's uniform, and an older woman in a basque who caught my eye and cracked her feather boa like a whip. 
 
    My head ringing from the impact, I put my hand to my suddenly numb lip, and was quietly unsurprised to see my fingers covered in blood when I inspected them. 
 
    “We're quite insistent, by the way,” called Go Compare. 
 
    “Fabulouthly tho,” lisped the sailor. 
 
    “What did the old man want?” the courtesan snapped her boa again, but I was staring at her mouth. She'd blacked out some of her teeth, like proper Les Mis shit! 
 
    “No, really. Who are you guys?” 
 
    Behind him, Go Compare sighed. And sighed. The sigh just kept going until with horror I realised the bastard was actually drawing breath... for a musical number. 
 
    “We are the very model of a modern operatical 
 
    Company who put on shows considered practical 
 
    To entertain the rank and file with ditties quite satirical 
 
    With a style and verve reputed as inimitable.” 
 
    “Reputed as inimitable,” chorused Sailor, Courtesan, and Sequins, before breaking into a four bar jig. I scanned the street in desperation. This part of Whitby was a rabbit warren. There had to be a junction or something I could duck down. But no, I was trapped with just four singing muggers in a horrific Gilbert and Sullivan remix of the Village People. 
 
    Another deep breath from the fat man. 
 
    “In this spiral arm we give hands down the greatest musicals, 
 
    Alas others favour entertainments not so whimsical. 
 
    We're at quite dreary loggerheads with companies dramatical 
 
    We wish they'd all just bugger off upon sabbatical.” 
 
    “Bugger off on upon sabbatical,” the trio chorused dutifully, and I waited for their jig so I could hoof the sailor in the nuts and make a break for it. 
 
    Instead Courtesan grabbed my throat and slammed me against the wall of the nearest house, her fingers locked in a vice-like grip that set my eyes watering. 
 
    “Puff's our oldest rival,” hissed Sailor. “He's poached dozens of our bookings, he's got some hold or contact with the Arts Council that gets all his worthy turgid shit put on for the troops while we end up cooling our heels doing voice workshops with drill sergeants. What. Did. He. Tell. You?” 
 
    I took a whooping gulp of air as the woman's grip on my throat eased a fraction to enable me to speak. I protested. “He didn't tell me anything, Popeye! He tried to offer me an acting gig. In space, or some bollocks.” 
 
    “Yes, we know that,” said Sequins. “But where? Which planet is that dull dramatist aiming to stultify with some fucking Eugene O'Neill nine hour slog?” 
 
    “I don't know, he was mental and I pretty much stopped listening. In a warzone, right?” 
 
    Sequins rolled her eyes. “Great, he's a moron. Let's waste him and deal with the degenerates the old-fashioned way. They can't have made warp yet, we blast them in the deep past, ten thousand years away from the Arts Council and any reinforcements.” 
 
    She somehow pulled a set of nunchaku from her leotard, and began twirling them. I looked desperately to the fat man, who was watching me carefully, his head cocked to one side, stroking his moustache. Then he shrugged his expansive shoulders. 
 
    “I was hoping to steal a march and set up stage before they arrived. I've heard rumours, and I'd prefer not to engage the STI head-on, but it seems events are conspiring against us. You're probably right. Kill the whelp cleanly, though, we're under temporal oath that any overt actions must be in keeping with the epoch.” 
 
    The conversation seemed to be done, so I grabbed the nunchaku's chain mid-twirl, and dragged Sequins off her feet. As she sprawled on the alley's cold flagstones, I drove the carved wooden handle hard into Sailor's groin. 
 
    He doubled over with a gratifying whimper of agony and I turned to face Courtesan's boa, which was now crackling with ribbons of vivid pink energy. 
 
    She lashed out once and the nunchaku flashed into flame in my hands. I dropped the useless weapon immediately, but before I could move, Go Compare's heavy hand was on my shoulder, and spinning me round, and he was holding the largest knife I'd ever seen. 
 
    As Sailor and Sequins cursed on the floor around me, Go Compare raised his blade high over his head and brought it flashing down towards my unprotected chest! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Tech Rehearsal 
 
    I raised my arm to cover my face in an instinctive and futile gesture to try and ward off the killing stroke, only to be dazzled by a sudden blaze of light and, inexplicably, a round of applause. 
 
    After a few seconds had passed and I still hadn’t been skewered horribly, I finally lowered my arm. I found myself standing on a raised platform in a white-walled room about the size of a decent pub. Before me stood Puff, crystal-topped cane tucked under his arm, his silver hair tied back in a tight ponytail, and flanked by several amused… people. They all looked human, more or less, but whether it was the six inch fingers of the woman dressed in a motion capture catsuit covered in light bulbs, or the gentle greenish skin of the immensely muscular man standing behind her in a pantomime dame frock, or the cybernetic arm on the slender pale man opposite them wearing a really bad Sir Laurence Olivier Hamlet wig and doublet, they all had a hint of otherness. 
 
    “Oh, very good,” bellowed Puff, with one emphatically final clap of his meaty hands before he retrieved his cane from under his arm, “then, fall, Caesar! Yes, capital! Ladies and gentlemen, meet James Fanning. James, we've already met of course. This ravishing lady is Grizabella - don’t stare or she’ll be wearing your balls as earmuffs next winter - while the big lad dressed as a lady prefers to be known as Kraal. He thinks that's funny, but we've still not worked out why. And the unidextrous cyborg gentleman is Gielgud.” 
 
    The others smiled encouragingly, but I had other things on my mind. “What the fuck just happened?” 
 
    Grizabella rolled her eyes. “The fuck you think happened? Matter transporter, obviously.” 
 
    Icy fingers of dread clutched at my stomach. That call centre gig wasn’t much but they were expecting me back in barely twelve hours time. “I’m on a spaceship?” 
 
    “Even better,” said Gielgud. “Look behind you.” 
 
    I gave them a confused shrug, and half-turned. My ensuing double-take elicited a fresh round of applause. But the fourth wall of the room I’d been teleported into… was a window on the cosmos. 
 
    I stared in awe at the purple planet whose curved horizon filled a good quarter of my view. Then I raised my gaze and began gawping at the majesty of tens of thousands of pinpoints of light, stretching away into infinity. 
 
    “I’m in space?” I breathed, hoarsely. Then I turned with a frown, hearing a distinct snigger somewhere behind me. 
 
    Grizabella coughed. “Well, erm, yes, you are. But Gielgud meant that a bit more literally. You’re on stage. We transported you to our rehearsal space, and you were kind of staring at the backcloth. It started to look a bit weird.” 
 
    I turned back as the sniggers grew louder, my cheeks prickling with vague embarrassment. I contemplated the vista a little while longer. “Now that you mention it… I do now notice that someone appears to have painted a cock and balls on this planet’s ice caps.” 
 
    “Yur,” rumbled Kraal, folding his arms across his muscular scaled chest, “it’s the North Pole. Hur, hur.” 
 
    “I mean, we can show you actual space in a bit,” said Gielgud, “we’ve got the odd porthole dotted around for aesthetic reasons, and of course a bloody great holographic display up on the bridge.” 
 
    Puff stepped up on the stage, and clapped me on the shoulder. “Best stick with this though, lad. Actual space is duller than voiceover work. Imagine a screen full of tiny white pricks that never move. Ever.” 
 
    I smiled, I couldn’t help myself. “Where I come from, we call that Eddie Redmayne. So, I’ve been press ganged into your troupe after all, have I? You couldn’t just call my agent, like a normal psychotic director, you actually abducted me from Earth and - fuck, are you going to bum me?” 
 
    Everyone in the room raised their eyebrows at that which, though slightly embarrassing, was something of a relief, to be honest. “That came well out of left-field,” said Kraal eventually, several octaves higher than his North Pole crack. “Do you want us to?” 
 
    Puff waved the ensuing sniggering into silence, and then looked at me seriously. “Would that it were all that simple, idle bummery aside. But the transporter plays merry hell with the vocal cords. You won’t be up to any serious or sustained acting for weeks, not without copious quantities of honey and lemon. And you’ll be dismayed to learn we’re fresh out of bees.” 
 
    That’s a kick in the nuts for any performer, though now he mentioned it, my throat did feel weirdly dry and scratchy. “So why did you abduct me?” 
 
    The old man frowned. “Apart from saving your singularly ungrateful life from the ILO?” 
 
    I didn't even have a chance to ask who the ILO were before he raised a hand. “Interplanetary Light Opera. We're apparently their sworn enemies, though we've honestly no idea why. The whole business would be faintly amusing if they didn't trail around after us quite so doggedly and occasionally choose to viciously attack people we've spoken to.” 
 
    I thought about Dram Soc and Music Soc at my old Student Union, and it did make a certain measure of sense. “Yes, thanks for that, but even so...” 
 
    “Just because you can’t act for the time being, that doesn’t mean you can’t be of service to our company.” 
 
    Kraal saluted. “I’m ready and willing to be a slightly shit Romeo in your absence, Fanning.” 
 
    I frowned deeper than the old man. I really needed a gin and tonic and a lie down, but this stuff kept on coming, and it seemed like it was building to something. “So what do you need me to do? You've not pulled me across space just to shift a bit of scenery?” 
 
    With a melodramatic sigh, Puff pinched the bridge of his nose, hard. “Wow. Uptake not rapid. James, I lead entertainers from warzone to warzone across the galaxy, in a company subsidised heavily by the Galactic Arts Council. Now, I’m a great producer, director, and I even still tread the boards myself when circumstances dictate, but what does that suggest to you is really going on here?” 
 
    It was so obvious, really, when someone spelled it out like that, but the condescending bugger looked like the kind of person who wouldn’t ease off until I just said it. “Right. So you’re spies.” 
 
    They all beamed at that. Grizabella was the first to pipe up. “Oh yes. Best touring company in the quadrant, that goes without saying, but the best spies in four galaxies.” 
 
    “And by trying to do a runner from your contract, you’ve volunteered yourself for our next little caper.” Puff was all seriousness now, the hammy boom of his voice dialled right down. “Happily it’s pretty simple stuff. Under cover of entertaining the Jargroth Revolutionary Army with a superlative production of Romeo and Juliet, you’re going to break into their command post and secure any and all intelligence which could give the imperial forces the edge they need to put down the insurrection.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to think of this, on so many levels. For one thing, I’ve spent enough resting periods working behind bars that I’m instinctively a bit of a lefty. All this talk of ‘imperials’ sounded a bit Star Wars and fascist. “So the rebels don’t have a genuine cause?” I heard myself saying. 
 
    Kraal blew air from his cheeks in a low whistle, but Puff took the question in good spirits. “Really not our call to make, dear boy. The rebels may well have a point, but they sure as blighted badger buggery don’t have a budget. Don’t get taken in by the nomenclature. Imperial in this sense just means the ruling elite descended from whichever family seized power on establishing the colony, in this case barely two centuries ago. The Revolutionary Army aren’t exactly a guerilla outfit either, they’re largely a mercenary force, and very well-funded by Jargroth’s professional classes. But the imperial army are the ones bankrolling this operation, and we have a wider obligation to the GAC to help settle this local nonsense. The outer worlds need to be unified, and looking… outwards. Forces are stirring. Forces that would sweep all of humanity into a black hole without a second thought. Worlds like Jargroth will be the first line of defence and they must be united, and prepared to fight these forces. Forces that will not…” 
 
    “... not be distracted by a spontaneous production of Run For Your Wife, I get it,” I replied. “So instead of playing Romeo, you basically want me to do some spying. Me. The closest I’ve ever been to a spy was as an extra in a restaurant, raising an eyebrow after Daniel Craig ran through shooting people in the face. I needed three takes even to get that right. I’m going to be shot!” 
 
    Puff twirled his cane between his fingers for a moment, the crystal reflecting coloured lights across the ceiling, while the rest of the troupe had the decency to look at least a little concerned. Then the utter bastard had the cheek to actually smile. 
 
    “No, actually you’ll be fine. This job’s a proverbial piece of piss, dear boy. We’re bribing a good proportion of our audience to come to the show, so key positions will be left unguarded. But I feel you’d be more reassured about the whole business if we put a pin in the field operation, and instead discussed the acting. I can’t have someone make planetfall who’s not making a clear contribution to the production. It looks suspicious, as far as these military types are concerned. Subsidised theatre, you know. It all has to be accountable, to the nth paperclip. And they know it. So you’ll be giving the Prologue, which I’ve doubled up with Friar Lawrence. So you’ll have from the end of Act 3, Scene 3 until the beginning of Act 4, plus the interval, more than enough time to nip out, do the other part of the job, and be back safely in time to give Juliet her sleeping drugs in Act 4.” 
 
    “But Friar Lawrence is a wanker! An old wanker!” I protested. 
 
    Puff snorted. “That's all in the playing of it, young man! Is Lawrence a noble broker of peace? The Montagues' pimp? A voyeuristic sexual predator covering his tracks? A simple churchman trying to avoid incurring the wrath of those murderous nobles? I've seen 'em all, and played most of 'em myself. Pick an interpretation you like, and own it, dear boy. Just... maybe not that intriguing Scottish accent you used for Macbeth. Even down in Whitby, that was getting more laughs than the Porter.” 
 
    “This still seems like…” I tried to object gamely, but the old man waved me into silence. 
 
    “And once you’ve swiped the data we need to swipe, and we’ve finished the show, had a few beers, and then warped the hell out of the Jargroth system, we head straight to a great little studio space I know on an orbital weapons platform near the Murgaltoyd Nebula, and you can play Romeo for four nights straight.” 
 
    I knew it was ridiculous. I knew it shouldn’t make any difference, that I was being cajoled into writing my own suicide note, that Puff’s offer should in no way have made me feel better about any aspect of my situation. But the truth is, I was a 30 year old jobbing actor who worked in a call centre, so it did impress me. A bit. 
 
    “Will it be… papered?” I asked, pathetically. 
 
    He smiled, seeing he’d already won. “The orbital platform? Dear boy, the quadrant’s most reviled critics will be there, and offered suitable blandishments and incentives on your behalf, such that you’ll never need to zip yourself up again this side of Galactic Centre.” 
 
    I allowed my shoulders to slump in defeat. “Damn you, but you have yourself a deal.” 
 
    The others cheered a bit, but Puff just stared through me. 
 
    “I know. Now, Grizabella will handle your training. Try not to break him, dear.” And with that, the old ham turned with a swish of his absurd cloak, and swept from the theatre, the rest of his company falling in behind him like particularly slovenly stormtroopers. 
 
    All except Grizabella. She carried on smoking, watching me through narrowed eyes, like a cat. 
 
    “I’m confused,” I said, only half-joking, “is this spy training or theatre training? I’m already starting to lose track.” 
 
    “Maybe both.” She plucked the cigarette from her lips, stared at the cherry-red glowing tip for a moment, then seized my wrist in an iron grip and proceeded to grind it out in the palm of my hand. 
 
    I struggled in her clutches; I yelled as I heard the hiss of the burning cigarette smash into my smooth cool skin. I gritted my teeth and screwed my eyes shut against the incoming frenzy of pain… that never arrived. 
 
    After a moment, I opened my eyes. The torn remnants of the cigarette butt were cupped in my unmarked palm. Grizabella released my wrist, and I dashed the fragments to the floor. 
 
    “We’re kind of pragmatic,” she explained, “and it would be a bit of a waste parsing your entire atomic structure through the ship’s computer without making a few judicious edits. You’ve got five layers of synthskin over your epidermis. It sweats and eventually sheds just like the genuine article. But while it’s on there, you’re resistant to most mundane varieties of pain and bladed weapons, tested up to three kilotons of force. In hostile environmental conditions, the pores will close automatically, so you can pretty much swim through an acid lake, if you keep your mouth shut and take nose plugs. You’re also shielded from X-ray and other deep scanning techniques - the synthskin’s smart enough to just report back the image of a normal human body. That cigarette was both to check the tech’s working, and incidentally a test of your acting abilities.” 
 
    I boggled at her, while all the time stroking the skin on my forearm. It felt no different, right down to the little hairs, occasional freckles, and the knobbly patch on my elbow. “What for?” 
 
    Grizabella rolled her eyes, then tried to smile. “OK, it’s probably not obvious from your point of view, but synthskin is kind of proscribed military tech, certainly not the kind of thing you ought to be packing as a touring actor. When we hit Jargroth, the security guys probably won’t stub cigarettes out on you, but they might give you an ‘accidental’ jab. Now I’ve seen your genuine pain reflex, I need to see you fake it.” 
 
    I was game enough, and began making yelping noises and pulling agonised faces. Grizabella actually laughed, and tossed back her hair as she took a full carton of smokes from her coat pocket. “Nice try. But we’re going to need to singe a few layers of that synthskin before I’m satisfied. You get caught, and the game’s up for all of us.” 
 
      
 
    It was the method workshop from hell. Even the miracle synthskin wasn’t indestructible, and my stomach began to turn at the rising stench of my own scorched flesh, as the deranged actor stubbed out countless cigarettes on my hand. 
 
    “You’re weird,” I hissed, as she finally reached for a fresh packet, “or just addicted to nicotine. Does it have to be burning? Can you not just give me a granny rub? Or a chinese burn?” 
 
    Grizabella paused, her lighter’s flame flickering scant inches from the three cigarettes that dangled limply from her mouth. She considered for a moment, then shrugged, and mumbled around the cigs. 
 
    “Well that all just sounds fucking degenerate. Can I not just stick the next one in your eye?” 
 
    “Is my eye synthskin?” 
 
    She sucked hard on one cigarette until it glowed white-hot. I could see the air shimmering around it. She took it from her mouth, and smiled brightly. “I’ve honestly no idea. But if not, I can just space you, re-teleport you from the computer’s pattern archive, and I’ll have an even better idea of your pain reflex.” 
 
    Re-teleport? I had a sinking feeling that outweighed even the terror of seeing Grizabella advance on me with a deranged grin and a burning cigarette held tight between her fingers at head height, like a psychotic darts player. 
 
    I took a step back, trying to convey that it had the potential to be the first of many. Don’t break him… “Grizabella, how long since we left Earth? How many times have I been put through this ordeal?” 
 
    She giggled, and it stopped just short of being actually demented, but neither in all honesty was it even remotely reassuring. Even when she lowered the cigarette from my eyeline. 
 
    “We’re actors, not cybernetics specialists, so it might have taken a few passes to get the details right, but don’t be so paranoid. We’ve only just cleared Martian orbit. Once we hit the asteroid belt, we’ll make the hypertime jump.” 
 
    Hundreds of hours of teenage TV rebelled at that. “Hyperspace?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Astrophysicist, are we?” 
 
    Before I could answer that, Grizabella darted forward and stabbed the cigarette into my palm. I doubled over with a guttural cry, pressing the hand to my chest, even as I lashed out wildly with the other arm to push the mad actor away across the room. I crashed to my knees, tears springing to my eyes. 
 
    “Fantastic, and finally!” Grizabella crowed. “I totally believed that pain!” 
 
    “That wasn’t acting, you burned a hole in my sodding hand,” I sobbed through gritted teeth. “Get me an ice pack or something?” 
 
    She had the decency to look a little concerned as I rolled around on the floor cradling my agonised hand, but of course she blew it almost immediately. “Must have burned through all five layers of synthskin. Still, if you 'accidentally' flash the burn at security checkpoints, it should stop them checking you out too closely.” 
 
    “Ice… cold water… anything,” I begged. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Right.” She looked around for a moment in indecision, then her face cleared and she darted towards the stage, where she flipped open a hatch and pulled out a heavy grey canister with a nozzle similar to a fire extinguisher. 
 
    “We, uh, never did clear up the eyeball thing, did we?” she said as she pointed the nozzle in the vague direction of my hand. “Probably best you shut them tight for a minute, just in case.” 
 
    “In case wha-” I managed before she squeezed the canister’s nozzle and a blast of blueish-white smoke enveloped me. I screwed my eyes tight shut and dreamed of murder, but incredibly the intense pain in my hand was subsiding. 
 
    “All better?” she asked after a moment, a little quieter now. 
 
    At first I couldn’t open my eyes. Then I tried harder, really putting my eyebrows into it, and was rewarded with the tinkling of tiny ice crystals tumbling from my separating lashes. Grizabella’s face was right in front of me, apparently checking my eyes for damage. With a sudden, dazzling, genuine smile, she put her hand on my cheek. 
 
    Now, under normal circumstances I’d have been pretty into that kind of development, but given that she’d spent the last twenty minutes terrorising, confusing, and mutilating me, I was more filled with terror at what she might do to me next. But a moment later, she took her hand away, and showed me three sparkling crystal pearls, nestling in the palm of her hand. “Look James,” she whispered with a giggle, “I froze your tears into diamonds!” 
 
    “What the hell was that?” I asked. “Dry ice?” 
 
    To my horror, she nodded. “We’d be a pretty sorry theatre without a spot of liquid nitrogen kicking around. Oh don’t look so scandalised, like a pearl-clutching critic or some shit. Does your hand still hurt or not?” 
 
    “My entire upper body is numb to all sensation,” I said as I stood up, grasping at the canister for support. 
 
    “There you go, then,” Grizabella said. “Now, the next training session is a little more -” 
 
    A loud crunching noise sounded beneath us and the floor lurched, sending us both spilling to the ground. I thrust out a hand in panic to try and break my fall, and then blinked. 
 
    Somehow, I was standing upside-down with all my weight on one hand, swaying slightly as the room continued to lurch. Grizabella was just a few feet away spinning gently on her head, her face all serene and content. 
 
    She caught my eye on her next revolution, and winked. “Perfect timing, sort of. Yeah, gyroscopic implants. Another little gift from the teleport. We all have them, they’re invaluable for physical comedy. Unless you’re really caught by surprise, or apocalyptically drunk, you’ll never take a bad fall again.” 
 
    Then she frowned. “I suppose we’d better find out what’s going on, though.” 
 
    With no apparent effort, Grizabella flipped to her feet and ran for the door. I followed, jogging along on my hands for a moment for the sheer novelty, until that niggling wrist pain that I always worry might be an early sign of carpal tunnel syndrome kicked in, and I flipped to my feet as well. 
 
    The doors opened with a suitably swishy science-fiction noise, but then I saw what lay immediately beyond them, and I stopped dead in my tracks. 
 
    The threadbare red patterned carpet, the flock wallpaper, the framed photos of presumably venerated actors in dramatic black and white poses, the fake brass light fittings… 
 
    “We’re in a theatre?” I said, and the flat accusing tone of my voice halted even Grizabella in her tracks. 
 
    “No,” she said in a patient drawl, “we’re leaving the theatre… and we’re on our way to the bridge to see what all the shaking’s about. This might be quite a serious situation, so do try to keep up.” 
 
    I reeled as I recognised a photo of the Chuckle Brothers carrying a ladder, with hilarious consequences clearly imminent. “I can’t believe I fell for this crap. We’re just in a shabby old theatre! We never even left Earth, did we?” 
 
    Grizabella threw an anxious glance over her shoulder, and started to talk really slowly and gently, as though I were a particularly obtuse child. “I’m sure you were expecting flashing lights, turbolifts and corridors thronged with bumpy-headed aliens, but the Peter Hall is our home, and we fitted it out to be comfortable. And if we’re ever stuck for a venue, we just open the cargo bay doors, roll down the ramp, and do the show right in here. You see?” 
 
    I didn’t. I was still convinced I was the victim of some kind of stupidly elaborate practical joke or prank TV show. The trick of getting me from the street and on to the stage had been well-played, but this corridor could have been almost any theatre from Whitby Pavilion itself to the West End. 
 
    And I was full of these triumphantly rational deductions when the corridors shook and the section of wall nearest Grizabella vanished in a burst of green light. 
 
    In contrast to the earlier comparatively gentle lurches, the corridor tilted at least forty-five degrees, spilling me to the ground where I balanced on my left thumb, and watched in horror as a dreadful howling gale of escaping oxygen thundered down the corridor, threatening to bowl Grizabella through the ruined section of wall and into the inky void that just seconds previously had been a poster of David Warner’s Hamlet. If this was some sort of set-up, it had just become horribly convoluted. 
 
    I found my thumb floating up from the carpet as whatever artificial gravity they used packed in. So I hung helplessly in mid-air as Grizabella slipped towards infinity. 
 
    Grizabella had kept her footing, thanks either to her gyroscopic implants or just blind luck, but she was reaching desperately towards the polished faux-brass handles of the nearest door with a hollow expression of grim resignation, even as the escaping air flattened and stretched her sharp features across her face. 
 
    I took a deep breath while I still could, and shut my eyes. In the black space behind my eyelids, I saw a stark choice unfolding, and I surprised myself with the decision I took. Damn. Turns out I’m a hero after all. I opened my eyes, and Grizabella was sliding backwards inexorably towards the jagged hole in the hull, even as blaring alarms sounded down the corridor over the sound of rushing wind, and heavy bulkhead doors began to descend from the ceiling, attempting to seal off the breach, and us with it. 
 
    I reversed my grip on the canister, and activated it, hoping its spray would propel me forward so I could save the day. On my first attempt, the nozzle twisted in my grasp, and slammed me into a full-length portrait of Dame Judi Dench as Titania. Synthskin and gyroscopic implants or not, my nose crunched into the wall and felt close to breaking. 
 
    I shook my head to clear it, and tried to ignore the droplets of blood that floated from my nostrils and hung before me in mid-air. Grizabella was starting to speed up, floating just feet away from open space with nothing to grab, and the bulkheads half-closed. 
 
    I squeezed the canister again, my burned hand clamped tight around the treacherous nozzle. With a hiss of spray, I was blasted down the corridor as I’d first planned. Grizabella’s eyes widened as she saw me tumbling towards her. With the canister in one hand and nozzle in the other, I couldn’t grab her myself, but she looped her arm around my waist and clung on tight. 
 
    Unfortunately, that movement was enough to deflect my course so that both of us continued to drift towards the hull breach. I angled the nozzle ahead of us and gave the canister another squeeze, but the last perfunctory dribble of gas barely slowed us at all. 
 
    “Didn’t think that through, did you?” Grizabella whispered. The air was getting thin this close to the breach, and ice crystals were beginning to form in her thick hair. “It was supposed to be trust exercises next. You did catch me.” 
 
    The ruined wall lay ahead, a proscenium arch looking out on the auditorium of the cosmos. And as I gazed on it, frantically trying to work out how to avoid breaking the fourth wall by, well, joining it, the inky void was abruptly filled by a sleek, silvery spaceship. The sort that seemed to taper down to one point in front of what I assumed to be the cockpit, with a few other pointy bits on the swept-back wings that looked a lot like exotic weapons. Presumably aware of the damage it had already done, the craft spun on its axis until all the pointy bits were pointing straight at us. A couple of horribly ominous pods on the wings began to glow with a decidedly unpromising lurid green miasma. 
 
    I was unclear about a lot of things, but I was very aware, suddenly, that I was drifting towards hard vacuum, defenceless, with a woman I barely knew clamped to my waist, staring down the barrel of an alien starship’s lasers. 
 
    Fuck it. I chucked the canister at the ship, a shallow gesture of defiance as much as anything. I was always shit at physics, so the canister’s potential as reaction mass had never registered until it was accelerating into space, and Grizabella and I were hurtling backwards down the corridor towards the closing bulkhead door and safety. 
 
    As we whooshed along, I tried in vain to orient us so we were closer to the floor, so we might be able to slip under the descending barrier. It was hopeless, and I just ended up flailing my arms and legs wildly. If there was a trick to navigating in zero gravity, it was going to take more than one lucky panicked throw of an empty gas canister to master it. 
 
    My back slammed into the door, driving most of the remaining air from my lungs, a process completed half a second later, when Grizabella crashed into my stomach. 
 
    She slithered down the door nimbly, dragging me down to its base so we could get through. The fighter craft outside started blasting vivid yellow death rays or something at us, and it was a profound relief when the energy seemed to splash harmlessly across the air, a few feet outside the tear in the hull. They must have activated some sort of shielding, then. 
 
    I was gasping for air, and my vision was starting to blur and darken when I tipped forward and Grizabella dragged my feet under the door. 
 
    The gap was barely a foot in height by the time my torso was bumping along the floor, and I did my best to help by pushing myself backward with my fingertips, every muscle tensed against the buffeting wind of precious air escaping into space. So I was staring straight through the tear in the hull when the fighter abruptly exploded in a blossom of orange flame and shiny shards of metal. In spite of all instinct I felt my eyes widen in helpless panic as a jagged shard of fuselage was blown straight towards my face. 
 
    The bulkhead finally slammed shut, microseconds before we heard the clang of a sharp bit of detonated spaceship chassis thudding into the other side, right in front of my forehead. 
 
    The wind cut out instantly, but before I could even sigh in relief, the sudden stillness was ruined by the imperceptible hum of the artificial gravity coming back online. We both fell to the ground with a heavy thump that not even the gyroscopic implants could soften. 
 
    Grizabella stretched her foot and pivoted upright in a moment. I tried to imitate her fluid motion, but following the zero gravity experience, my own confused sense of balance was in open conflict with the gyroscopic implants, and I lurched into a standing position like Captain Jack Sparrow in the grip of one of Johnny Depp’s hangovers. 
 
    I looked hopefully at my unlikely mentor. “So that was like a holographic simulator exercise, right? Scare the new guy into showing what he’s made of? Sort of thing?” 
 
    She was looking at me closely, as though seeing me clearly for the first time. “No, that all happened. You just flew us out of a hull breach while taking out a hostile gunboat with an empty fire extinguisher. Now I think we need to get to the bridge.” 
 
    I prepared for a long jog as I hurried after her, but Grizabella barely made it ten metres before taking an abrupt left and flinging open a set of double doors. I trailed after her 
 
    The bridge was yet another revelation after the white space minimalism of the transporter / rehearsal room, and the Frank Matcham chic of the curving corridor. This new area boasted sleek modernity with more white walls, the blinking control consoles arranged around a central plinth, and a big-ass swivel chair at the back of the room, overlooking it all. But there was also a heavy element of dressing room shabbiness. There were towels hanging over several of the banks of flashing displays that lined the rear wall, bulky overcoats draped over the back of most of the chairs that ringed the podium, the floor was all but carpeted in dog-eared loose pages from scripts, and there was a row of wig stands on a shelf over a rack of otherwise quite exciting-looking rifles. 
 
    Puff and several of his actors/spies were clustered around the podium, cooing at something hidden from me but which was clearly illuminated by the console’s uplit glow. Kraal was standing opposite me, and gave a little cough when he saw Grizabella and me hesitating in the doorway. The other actors whirled round, and then tried to pretend they were just having a nonchalant stretch. Puff merely glowered straight at me, and waved his hand over the podium. It responded by throwing up a display of the Peter Hall floating in a starfield, with a bloom of flames visible just off what I’d decided to call her starboard bow, just for my own slightly hysterical amusement. 
 
    Puff jabbed one plump finger at me, and the gesture was very far from being polite. “Fanning. We were just shot at by, and took significant damage from, a Grellix-class starfighter. We were thinking of opening hailing frequencies, having a chat with them, and asking them to kindly knock it off, when they exploded, peppering our hull with probably-radioactive shrapnel. Care to shed some light on this, dear heart?” 
 
    I was pretty sure taking down an attacker, however accidentally, could only reasonably count as a good thing, despite the old man’s weird attitude, so I held my head high. “Just, ah, doing my bit to help out.” 
 
    He grunted, and snapped his fingers. A hologram of the fighter shimmered into being over the podium, about the size of one of the smaller actors. Grizabella and I watched as its blasters again pulsed their vivid yellow energy beams, again splashing harmlessly over an unseen forcefield. Only this time, they were accompanied by a high-pitched screeching noise. Pew! Pew! 
 
    Then, from outside the hologram’s range, a tiny canister flashed into view, ploughing straight into the fighter’s undercarriage. It punctured the craft’s hull like damp tissue and vanished. Seconds later, the ship exploded. 
 
    Gielgud scratched his chin with his mechanical arm, almost knocking his teeth out with his grasping and whining servo-assisted fingers. He tried to style it out, staring at me seriously even as I smirked. “You had seconds, if that. How would someone with your primitive upbringing know that the ionic reaction from passing through our forceshields would send the canister into a ballistic slingshot velocity, let alone calculate the vector for the throw, given the quantum refraction index and the irregular shape of the missile? What were you thinking?” 
 
    These guys were really starting to get on my tits, breaking my balls over a lucky break which had saved me, Grizabella, and quite possibly everyone else on board. I scratched my own chin, without injury, as I answered him steadily. “What was I thinking? If you must know, it was ‘fuck it’. And then I luzzed the canister through the hole in the wall. I rather thought I was going to die, it wasn’t a David and Goliath thing.” 
 
    The others all looked to Puff, who just stood staring at me balefully, his jaw clenched. Then the old man shrugged. “Suit yourself, dear heart. Let’s see if you can get that lucky again. We’ve got two more contacts, closing fast.” 
 
    “Look, I’m not trying to piss anyone off, it was just a lucky throw!” 
 
    Puff was unmoved. “Maybe it was. Now as I said, suit yourself. Your fox-fisting friends from the ILO followed us, and you’re the only one aboard wearing synthskin, so you’re leading the charge.” 
 
    He gestured behind me, where Grizabella was holding the world’s most pathetic bin bag spacesuit in one hand, wearing an almost apologetic grimace. Almost. “James, we’re kind of unarmed, and now we’re almost defenceless. And this thing is an internal emergency suit, in case of sudden decompression. You’re the only one on board who can survive much longer than about three seconds in vacuum wearing this thing. Not to mention withstanding the acceleration stress and hull rupture.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, suddenly very aware that I’d understood most of that. “What acceleration?” 
 
    Puff smiled with all his remaining teeth. “Torpedo tube 3, I think.” 
 
    I took one look at that predatory grimace, and started to wish the ILO had finished the job and killed me back in Whitby. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Press Night 
 
    I raised my arm to cover my face in an instinctive and futile gesture to try and ward off the killing stroke, only to be dazzled by a sudden blaze of light and, inexplicably, a round of applause. 
 
    After a few seconds had passed and I still hadn’t been skewered horribly, I finally lowered my arm. I found myself standing on a raised platform in a white-walled room about the size of a decent pub. Before me stood Puff, cane tucked under his arm, and flanked by a semi-circle of amused… people. They all looked human, more or less, but whether it was the woman’s six inch fingers, or the gentle greenish tint of the immensely muscular man standing behind her, or the cybernetic arm on the slender pale man opposite them, they all had a hint of otherness. 
 
    “Oh, very good,” bellowed Puff, with one emphatically final clap of his meaty hands before he retrieved his cane from under his arm, “then, fall, Caesar! Yes, capital!” 
 
    The others smiled encouragingly, but I had other things on my mind. “What the fuck just happened?” 
 
    Long-fingered woman rolled her eyes. “The fuck you think happened? Matter transporter, obviously.” 
 
    Behind them all, a pair of double doors were blown open in a ball of flame, triggering a howling gale. Almost immediately, a heavy steel shutter slammed down across the ruined doorway, cutting off the wind and flames, leaving a gore-streaked figure with their close-cropped hair full of ice crystals, their eyes obscured by weird glowing goggles, and the lower half of their face caked in icy gobbets of frozen blood. I looked closer, incredibly he looked sort of familiar... 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes previously... 
 
      
 
    The suit didn’t feel any less flimsy once I was wearing it, a kind of giant semi-inflated plastic bag with an internal microphone and distress flares mounted on the sleeves. As I was hurried along to the Peter Hall’s underbelly, Puff’s voice boomed from speakers apparently hidden behind every framed portrait of history’s theatrical luminaries. I was just glad he didn’t try to do their voices as we jogged down the corridor. 
 
    “They seem to be low on inventory. They launched their second fighter, a ratty little drone thing, and now their primary craft is joining the fray. Cone-mounted anti-asteroid laser array, wouldn’t you believe it? Well, that’s fucking commercial theatre for you.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re bastards,” I agreed vaguely, for form’s sake as much as anything. “But what am I doing?” 
 
    A heavy sigh huffed from the speakers. “Sorting them out, of course, dear heart! We’ll put you on board their ship, you give them a damn good rogering. I’d have thought you’d be a bit more keen, after that business back in Whitby.” 
 
    “They’ll kill me!” 
 
    “Nonsense! That is, I’m sure they’ll try, but you gave a good account of yourself in that alley, and now you can stand on one finger and hoof them in the teeth.” 
 
    I dimly remembered a couple of lucky pops, and a portly face staring at me in a bellicose frenzy of bloodlust. “If you say so. And you’ll put me on their ship how, exactly? Bugger, scratch that, I’ve a horrible feeling I just found out.” 
 
    We’d turned a corner and reached what at first looked like a small theatre bar. Indeed, Grizabella bustled straight up to the row of optics behind the counter and began mixing herself a gin and tonic. Ice cubes were already clinking in her glass by the time Kraal had pulled the threadbare seat from a bench on the far wall, to reveal an alcove, filled with… 
 
    “Is that a… torpedo?” I ventured, as the huge green man knelt over the hidden compartment, and started tapping on a small panel on the tapering grey cone-shaped object. 
 
    Kraal shrugged. “Kind of. We can't carry live weapons. So no warheads, and even a guidance system would trip security scans. But the dumb shell is inert, and we never throw a prop away. Try staging The Undiscovered Country without the climactic doctored photon torpedo.” 
 
    With a satisfied bleep, the torpedo's top half opened up along a seam I could have sworn hadn't existed a moment ago. As he'd said, the interior was completely empty, other than a pathetically small pillow at one end. I had something of a sinking feeling, confirming my earlier thought. Kraal's flourishing gesture and expectant look in my direction confirmed it, but I always like these things to be spelled out. 
 
    “You want me to climb inside that?” 
 
    He repeated the flourish. It seemed even camper. “If you would be so kind.” 
 
    “And you're going to fire me at the attacking craft? The one with the, ah, nose-cone anti-asteroid laser array?” I asked as I lowered myself into the snug tube in spite of every sensible instinct I possessed. The baggy joke of a spacesuit ballooned and billowed all around me to make the task all but impossible. 
 
    Grizabella spoke up, barely glancing in my direction as she swirled the contents of her tumbler, ice cubes clinking together to remind me how thirsty I suddenly felt. “Definitely in that general direction. But we did just mention there's no guidance system? And... to be fair, they're probably going to at least try and avoid an oncoming torpedo. We're giving them that much credit.” 
 
    I tried to sit up when I heard that, but Kraal pushed me back down. He looked a bit embarrassed about it but his grip was nonetheless emphatic. I blabbered at him, the only option left to me. “But what if you miss? Do I just streak off into space?” 
 
    He shook his head as he lowered the lid. “There's kind of a rudder at the base. We'll be in radio contact, so if you're veering off course we'll let you know so you can give it a bit of a kick.” 
 
    I wanted to tell him exactly what I thought about that, but the lid clicked shut. Bastards. 
 
    They didn't hang about, either. A clang sounded above me, presumably as they replaced the cover on the bench, and everything went silent. I felt a gentle vibration running through the torpedo. Then with a whoosh I accelerated so fast I suspect it was only the synthskin that prevented my balls from popping out of my ears. 
 
    With no particular noise to mark the launch, I began floating within the tube, making the pillow even more absurdly useless. Great. More zero-gravity. “So... am I in space?” I asked tentatively, though it came out considerably less articulately due to my teeth rattling with the acceleration. 
 
    “Observant fellow,” boomed Puff's voice from a speaker somewhere behind my head. “Course looks good. When you feel an impact, the casing will come apart. Pretty much just compressed air charges, but it'll keep them on their toes. You'll only get a moment for your big entrance though, so do come up swinging. Tits and teeth, dear boy, tits and teeth!” 
 
    “How long have I got before impact?” I asked, mostly to stave off the headache Puff's bellowing was starting to give me as his voice bounced around the confined space. 
 
    “Oh, not long,” he continued breezily. “Ah, the pig-felching buggers are altering course, some vague attempt at evasive action, I suppose. Unsporting, but still you can't entirely blame them. Left hand down a bit.” He ended in a creditable Leslie Phillips drawl that had me rolling my eyes until I realised I didn't know whether he could see me. 
 
    I nudged at the paddle between my feet. It was stiff and unyielding, but it finally seemed to budge a fraction of a degree to the left. 
 
    “No! Left hand down a bit!” the old man bellowed. 
 
    I kicked the paddle to the right instead. “For fuck's sake, would it have killed you to run me through the steering before firing me into a pitched space battle?” 
 
    Silence. Perhaps he finally had the decency to feel a little abashed. Crunch! Or maybe it was just show time. 
 
    A second crunching impact rattled every bone in my spine, and I fell to the torpedo casing's ribbed metal floor with a thud as gravity reasserted itself. 
 
    No sooner had I fallen than I was flung into the air again as the torpedo bounced with a jarring impact. Something crashed into the left hand side of the missile, and we went into a spin for which no gyroscopic stabiliser could possibly compensate. If it didn't ease off soon, I'd be going into battle covered in puke. 
 
    As we sailed through the air, however, the compressed air charges kicked in with a sharp pfft! The sound wasn't dramatic, but in less than a second I was drowning in light as the casing peeled away like flower petals opening to the sun. I was left standing in mid-air like a very pissed-off Thumbelina. Wearing a bin bag. 
 
    I was floating over the bridge of their ship, which looked much like the Peter Hall's flight deck, only slightly smaller and with pitch pipes, pop socks, and ukuleles littering every visible surface. To my right, Sequins was busy careering through the hull breach that had accompanied my grand entrance. 
 
    The other three were wrestling with control consoles even as their ankles treacherously rose into the air, and Go Compare had some sort of VR headset wedged over his huge skull. “Someone put a stop to that draught,” he bellowed blindly, “I can't hear myself shooting!” 
 
    Sailor and Courtesan looked up at me dangling in the middle of their bridge, and Courtesan reached for her boa with a savage snarl. 
 
    “Nice try,” I said, and fired off one of the flares on my suit. 
 
    The incendiary rocket spiralled drunkenly down towards the deck, belching sparks and flashes of magnesium bright flame as it went. They clearly weren't designed for accuracy, or for range, but it did the job, heading straight for the singer's snarling face. 
 
    I'd forgotten my basic physics again, and abruptly found myself sent tumbling head over heels by the flare's ignition. As that meant I was facing the opposite direction when the flare exploded with a dull crump and blinding flash, I wasn't too cross with myself. Bits of Courtesan hurtled in every direction to coat the walls of the bridge with a series of wet splats. 
 
    My bin bag suit rebounded gently from the ceiling and I completed another somersault. As I drifted back to the centre of the room, I realised Sailor had released his grip on the console, pushing himself off into zero-gravity with his feet aimed straight at my gently orbiting groin. 
 
    He was too close for me to risk activating my second flare, so I reached out and grabbed his feet, spinning backwards and using his momentum to slingshot myself down to the deck. 
 
    As my own feet skimmed the floor, I grabbed the first lever I could reach and clung on with all my might. 
 
    Unfortunately it seemed to belong to a navigation console of some kind, and the whole ship lurched heavily to one side as a thruster fired somewhere out on the hull. My legs shot out sideways, but the sudden course correction sent Sailor shooting towards the hull breach. He collided with Sequins and they flew out into vacuum together. Pirouetting. Utter pricks. 
 
    I realised the console I was clinging to contained one other object, the VR headset. As I tried to look around wildly, and believe me, it's hard to do anything wildly in zero-gravity, as I was quickly discovering, a meaty fist collided with the side of my head. I was knocked to the ground, and scrabbled around to try and grab something to keep me anchored there before I could float away again. 
 
    Go Compare was clearly also unused to zero-gravity. He was drifting backwards away from me, more or less at ground level, his arms windmilling in a comically futile attempt to slow his drift. His round face was filled with open bloodlust. 
 
    “You've holed my beautiful ship, you utter bastard!” the man wailed. “But you'll perish too, and my drone's taking out Puff and his melodramatic bucket of scum, even as we speak.” 
 
    God, he was really boring, and any guilty thought I’d recently had regarding identifying him with the Go Compare guy finally evaporated. My flailing fingers caught the edges of the headset, spilled to the ground when Go Compare had slugged me against the console. 
 
    It was a squeaky tight fit pulling the gadget over my head while wearing the inflatable suit, but abruptly my field of vision was filled with a starfield, in the middle of which the Peter Hall was growing steadily bigger, as streaks of green laser fire blasted towards it. Its shields seemed to be holding for the moment, but also retracting closer and closer to the hull as they began to wither under the onslaught. If only I could... 
 
    I blinked with the sudden blaze of light as the headset was torn from my face. Go Compare punched me hard in the face, and I felt the distinctive crunch of cartilage as my nose broke beneath the synthskin. Warm blood again dribbled over my mouth, to rise up within the flapping cavernous helmet as bouncing droplets. I reached behind me, but the only thing I could feel was the discarded headset. 
 
    “Don't you understand? It's over! Your only chance is to help me stabilise this ship!” 
 
    I was fed up with my nose getting messed up. “This isn’t over,” I said, fixing him with a steely stare over my ruined face, “it’s not over, not until the fat tenor sings.” 
 
    Flushing red, he raised his huge fist behind his head, ready to pummel my features beyond recognition. 
 
    Pew! Pew! 
 
    Go Compare's huge round head burst like a watermelon, spraying blood and brains all over the few bits of wall which weren't already decorated by bits of Courtesan. 
 
    The hull breach was filled by a spherical object about the size of a supermarket shopping trolley, bristling with several dozen laser cannons. The drone, apparently reacting automatically to the assault on its last known pilot. 
 
    Another countermeasure someone could usefully have told me about earlier. I'd been so close to blasting the man with a flare the moment the torpedo had blown apart. I took a deep breath, which only served to remind me I was getting low on air and was standing around on a spaceship that was open to the vacuum of space. 
 
    “All sorted,” I said, over the comms channel. 
 
    There was a pause, and then Puff's voice came through. “Ah, James! Splendid work! We were definitely always moderately sure you'd come through. Good show.” 
 
    There was a definite click as the channel closed. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “The ship's holed, and the bridge is sealed off. So how am I getting back over to you? Matter transporter again?” 
 
    After another paused, the channel clicked open. “Back to us, dear boy? Not sure I follow.” 
 
    “Well, I cleared out all the bad guys for you, but this crate's buggered. I need to evacuate pretty urgently.” 
 
    There was a slightly awkward cough over the channel, and I could hear some voices arguing in the background. Eventually Puff spoke again. “Ah, I thought you were a bit more gung-ho about popping over than I might have usually expected. We, ah, fired you at them, virtually unarmed, in a torpedo you were steering with your feet. Take a moment and then tell me, does all that not suggest anything to you about the nature of the operation?” 
 
    My blood ran cold. “This was a suicide mission?” 
 
    “Bingo! That's the very word I was looking for! Good lad! A notch above kamikaze in the lexicon of foolhardiness, but yes, bit of a one-way ticket.” 
 
    “But, I'm still alive!” 
 
    “Yes, and we're all suitably impressed by your resilience and pluck! But it sounds like you won't be alive in a minute, by all accounts. Never mind, dear boy, we'll power up the matter transporter and have you back with us in a jiffy.” 
 
    My momentary relief shattered as the real meaning of his words sank in, underscored by Grizabella's earlier comments. “You mean you're really just going to abandon me, and whip up a fresh copy?” 
 
    More arguing in the background, but Puff's voice was steady. “Yes, seeing as we've still got your pattern stored in the transporter's cache. You're pretty roughed up, we've got a job to do, very soon, and ship to ship teleportation while travelling at near light-speed is the stuff of science-fiction in any case. Now, be a good sport and clear the comms, would you, dear heart?” 
 
    The channel clicked out, with a decidedly final tone. 
 
    Bastards! I looked around the gory wreck of the bridge, at the hole in the ceiling which had now virtually finished sucking all the air from the room, and the lethal drone that hovered just outside, passively scanning the surrounding area. My microphone began to bleep quietly, letting me know the suit was low on air. I was getting cold, and the bridge's lighting flashed down into emergency red. 
 
    I was screwed. 
 
    Bastards, I thought again as I floated up towards the hull breach. Up close, the hole was surprisingly small, and there was no way my inflated spacesuit would pass through its jagged edges unscathed. 
 
    So be it. I took the deepest breath of my life, and reached through the hole to grab the drone with both hands, clasping the uncomfortably-warm barrel of a laser cannon in each fist. 
 
    It immediately reacted to my proximity by drifting backwards, pulling me neatly through the breach. 
 
    The suit was shredded to ribbons as we passed through the hole, long gashes in both sides and sleeves venting my precious air supply into space instantly. As I passed into open space, I screwed my eyes shut, and pulled off the rapidly deflating helmet. 
 
    The cold was indescribable, crushing my body like a vice. I could feel my limbs caking with ice, and the blood covering my face froze solid in less than a second. But thanks to the synthskin, I somehow kept moving. 
 
    As I let the useless tatters of the emergency spacesuit drift away from my fingers, I replaced the helmet with the VR headset. The drone's cam and heads-up display filled my field of vision, and I twisted at its laser cannons until it spun sedately to face the Peter Hall. I tried squinting at one of the more promising-looking icons in its HUD, and then started to sway as the device fired a small ancillary thruster and began drifting towards Puff's absurd saucer-shaped vessel. 
 
    It took a while to get the hang of the controls, given that glancing at any icon for more than a moment seemed to be enough to activate it, but pretty soon I was thundering through the short distance between the two ships. I angled down a few degrees and jetted forward so that the saucer's underside was floating over my head. 
 
    I released my grip on one of the laser cannons for a terrifying split-second while I checked the useless remains of the suit still clinging to my freezing body, and then nodded to myself. 
 
    “Full thrust,” I hissed to myself, grimly aware I was expelling the last traces of my air as I did so, and the drone sped towards the Peter Hall's hull. Or, more accurately, towards the jagged hole in its hull where the fighter had struck earlier. 
 
    This hole was easier to navigate than the breach I'd put in the enemy craft, and in moments my feet were dragging along the frozen red carpet in the remains of the corridor. 
 
    The bulkheads were still down at either end, but the double doors leading to the rehearsal room were unshielded. Too bad. 
 
    Pew! Pew! 
 
    The drone's cannons made short work of the doors, and in a moment I was standing back in the transporter room, taking a deep breath as the emergency door slammed to the ground behind me. 
 
    I whipped off the headset. Puff, Grizabella, Kraal and Gielgud were ahead of me, already turning in shock, but I had eyes only for the figure on the stage. A scrawny, confused, scared actor who'd just escaped a brutal death at the hands of militant light opera fanatics on the mean cobbled ginnels of North Yorkshire. 
 
    James Fanning. Me. Or rather, a pristine copy, packed full of gyroscopic stabilisers and wrapped in a synthskin cloak, and a sore throat he hadn't yet had a chance to notice. 
 
    “No understudies,” I growled, as my transporter clone opened his mouth to speak. I raised my arm, and slapped at the remaining flare on the ruins of my suit. 
 
    The rocket blasted through the parted ranks of Puff's company, and straight towards my double. I stared into new Fanning's eyes as the missile sped straight into his shocked open mouth, and detonated. 
 
    There was a long silence, as bits of my new-born counterpart slapped the cosmic mural behind the stage, sending the whole expanse of fabric billowing. Well, I'd learned an important lesson about the limits of synthskin. 
 
    “You sent me out there to die,” I growled at the old man. 
 
    He began to say something, then stopped himself and shook his head. Then he beamed. “I sent you out there to win. You know how to make an entrance, Fanning. Welcome to the crew.” 
 
    In spite of being on the verge of hyperventilating, shedding icicles from every follicle and my nose threatening to drop off in a lumpen frozen mess of blood and cartilage, I couldn't keep my relieved grin from my face as the actors of the Starship Troupers Initiative clustered around to clap me on the back and draw me into tentative hugs. 
 
    Puff's smile dropped from his face. “Now clean that backcloth, it looks like we're doing fucking John Webster. And mind Kraal's North Pole, he'll sulk for weeks if it's so much as smudged.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: The Get-In 
 
    The journey through what Grizabella insisted on referring to as 'hypertime' was a real anti-climax. I was expecting at least groovy hallucinations, a black obelisk and stars wheeling backwards against the Peter Hall's portholes. Instead, a dull thumping noise sounded through the ship, and we all blacked out for ten seconds or so. 
 
    And then we were in orbit around Jargroth, a huge orange expanse that filled the portholes, and on the bridge Puff was handing me the galaxy's scratchiest sackcloth robe for my Friar Lawrence costume. While everyone else was groggy, blinking, and sticking their fingers in their ears in mild disorientation, he seemed unruffled by the vast leap across space and time. He was really beginning to irritate me. 
 
    “Congratulations,” I told him curtly. “You've found the one fabric in the Universe that can scratch the shit out of synthskin.” 
 
    “Serves you right for trying to breach the contract,” he said, and blew me a kiss. Behind him, Kraal was practising his swordplay in a mirror, and damn it, I felt like an utter tosser but it hurt me to even catch a glimpse of him in Romeo's costume. I've got better legs, though, I thought as I took in the unfortunate tights the big man's muscular calf muscles were threatening to ladder with every step. 
 
    “Focus,” said the old man, waggling the crystal tip of his cane at me. Its usual blue lustre was looking more greenish under the bridge's harsh lights and holographic displays. We're going to be performing in the Imperial parliament building in Jargroth City, which has been under rebel control for six months, but which has been abandoned by their Workers' Council as it's so close to the front line. Handily, it's just two streets away from their War Office by the river, so we'll send you over there after you've finished saying 'there art thou happy' five dozen bloody times to Kraal in Act 3, Scene 3. You'll carry out a skilled espionage technique known as ‘scanning everything there that's not nailed down’, before nipping back in time to give Juliet her sleeping draught in Act 4, Scene 1. You’ll have the whole interval in between to give you a buffer. Clear?” 
 
    “Crystal,” I said, pushing his cane down, as its bobbing flashing tip was getting on my nerves. “Now, how about you explain how just four actors are going to stage a traditional production of Romeo and Juliet, if you're sitting out on the sidelines as director?” 
 
    I'd noticed a while back that Puff was a lot more pleasant to be around once the subject switched back to theatre. He chuckled. “All part of the smoke and mirrors, dear boy. We double up as much as we can, then bulk out the cast with volunteers from the insurgents' rank and file, with officers for some of the bigger speaking parts. All the lads are so busy trying to spot their mates and laughing at their stupid hats, they never stop to wonder why they've not seen any given actor for a while. And we make sure we cast a sufficiently senior officer somewhere prominent in proceedings, so if there is any suspicion falling on us after the show, we've got an interstellar witness who'll swear blind that he was with us all the whole time, for the sake of salvaging his career and avoiding a court-martial for negligence, if nothing else.” 
 
    I nodded thoughtfully as Puff wandered away to harangue Kraal about his footwork, and hoisted the hessian robes over my head. The entire wardrobe had been exposed to space as a result of our close encounter with the ILO, so intellectually I knew there couldn't possibly be anything living in it, but even so my skin was crawling within minutes. 
 
    “You'll get used to it,” said a quiet voice at my elbow. Gielgud was folding origami swans, in some set dressing flourish that Puff had suddenly insisted upon shortly after we completed the hypertime jump. I watched in fascination as his brutal-looking cybernetic fingers folded and tweaked the brightly-coloured sheets of paper with care and precision. 
 
    “Do you mind me asking? If this spying business is all so safe and foolproof, how did Puff lose his depth vision? And how did you come to lose your arm?” 
 
    He looked up at me with confused eyes. “But I didn't lose the arm. The...” He took a deep breath. “I was created as a mech. This arm and my brain are the only original bits of me that were salvageable, after some dappy waitress crushed the rest of me in a hydraulic press just because she didn't want to play Hedda Gabler. Or was I trying to murder her to ensure her kids didn't form a future resistance movement against the machine uprising? Sometimes I seem to remember it that way, but that all sounds a bit Banquo-derivative if I'm being completely honest. Anyway, Puff found me the rest of this body.” 
 
    I took a step back. “Oh, crikey. Where did he...?” 
 
    The little man shrugged. “Oh, I don't know, and I've never cared to ask. We tend to see a lot of battlefields, so I can't imagine it was anywhere very pleasant, or belonged to anyone very pleasant. Griz managed to pull off a bit of jiggery-pokery with the transporter, and now here I am, a mech trapped in a humanoid body.” 
 
    “Doesn't that cause you huge existential issues?” 
 
    He made one final fold along the swan's wing and inspected it for a moment as he considered my question. Then he held out the origami object to me with a smile. “Nah, not really. It hurts like hell when I wipe my bum with the wrong hand, though.” 
 
    Grizabella took the swan from Gielgud's hand before I could reach it, studied it for a brief moment and then tossed it over her shoulder carelessly. “Not bad, Gielgud. Just another four dozen to fold. Now, I've engaged the landing auto-pilot, we're making planetfall in thirty-two minutes. It's show time, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    Space had indeed been boring, but landing was brilliant. I stood at a porthole and watched as the view turned from inky black through violets, greys, whites and finally brilliant blue shades, all set off by the dancing display of flames wreathing the Peter Hall's base with re-entry. I was a little concerned when I saw actual flames streaking past the window, given the hastily-patched hole in our side from our encounter with the ILO, not to mention the amount of rust and other corrosion I’d spotted on the ship’s underside back in Whitby. 
 
    As we hit the lower atmosphere, Grizabella tilted the saucer almost forty-five degrees to reduce the buffeting that had set all the screws in Gielgud's arm rattling, and I stared down on an alien world. 
 
    It looked pretty standard, to be honest, like the final approach to Gatwick. Instead of fields fringing the city beneath us, however, I was looking at a flat orange mass of unchecked desert, with a mass of grey oblongs in the middle, which were gradually resolving into individual buildings. 
 
    “People chose to colonise this place, right?” I asked Kraal. “Why wouldn't they have... terraformed the desert or whatever by now?” 
 
    He looked around, already in his Romeo costume. “That's kind of what the Revolutionary Army has been asking,” he whispered. “It’s a mining colony, there are seriously valuable mineral deposits lurking under those sands. And the constant temperature in Jargroth City all year round makes it ideal for precision engineering work. It looks like a shanty town for the most part, but there’s a lot of money down there. Somewhere.” 
 
    We dropped at dizzying speeds towards the city, and I was thinking about bracing myself for a crash when the saucer levelled out just a hundred metres or so above the surface, and we began bobbing down gently like a sycamore seed in the wind. 
 
    “Hangar's tractor beam got us locked,” said Kraal, breathing a sigh of relief. “We'll be down safe in a minute or two.” 
 
    “Was it ever in doubt?” I asked as the tops of silvery tower blocks began to appear through the porthole. 
 
    He shrugged. “It might look quiet from up here, but there's been a war raging on these streets. You just never know... and Grizabella's a former galactic commando or something with a deeply impatient streak. I've seen her touch down in a built-up area and take out the entire theatre we were supposed to be playing.” 
 
    The Peter Hall gave a sudden lurch, and spun at almost a right angle on its axis, until the tower blocks through the porthole were near-horizontal. Just as I was about to start swearing, a black shape whooshed past at the head of a fearsome contrail. The missile looped around, passing so close to the porthole that I could count its tail fins, before the ship flipped a full revolution on its vertical axis. 
 
    As Kraal and I picked ourselves up from the ubiquitous red theatre carpet, the missile streaked away, apparently finally thwarted, and crashed into a distant tower block. We shielded our eyes as the city’s skyline exploded into a blinding sheet of flames. 
 
    “Bit close,” Kraal commented mildly. 
 
    I boggled, actually boggled at him. “Bit close? We nearly died!” 
 
    He actually laughed at that. “Nah, no chance. Not with Griz on the stick. It's a little bit of theatre in itself, the Imperial infantry letting off a pot shot at us as we land, though they know damn well we're here to do a job for them.” 
 
    “And what about the people in that building?” I asked. 
 
    “Empty, I should think,” Kraal said with a shrug. “I mean, this is a war, and quite a shooty one at that. The only guys up that high ought to be snipers and looters.” 
 
    I turned to look at the blazing wreckage of the tower block. “Back in my time, of course, there's people who'd say the deadlier threat would have been the chemicals in the vapour trail.” 
 
    “You mean the water vapour? Why would they ever say that?” 
 
    “Because they're thick paranoid twats.” 
 
    A nearby door crashed open, and Puff roared out of it, his hair all over the place. “What turd-licking arseferret set off that bloody missile so close to my ship?” 
 
    Grizabella was already pounding down the corridor, her catsuit replaced by Juliet's demure frock, and a light grey trench coat that flapped behind her. “Regret to report we were forced to take evasive action within the tractor beam, Mr Puff. From the briefing reports, I'm inferring that Harkreth is manning the city's defence grid.” 
 
    All the pomp leaked from Puff like a deflating balloon, and he smoothed his out of control silver mane with fluttering fingers. “Harkreth? What demented dodderer gave that raving shitlord a commission here? Why in the name of Marlowe's crusty balls was I not informed?” 
 
    The two of them strode back to the bridge, Puff shouting increasingly scatalogical insults all the way. 
 
    “Who's Harkreth?” I asked Kraal. 
 
    The enormous actor looked genuinely worried for the first time. “He's... well, he's a former STI member. Fell out with Puff after one too many imaginative bodily function-based epithets. Went mercenary, and turned out to be quite good at it. Significantly better than he ever was at acting, if you'll pardon me for being a shade bitchy.” 
 
    This didn't seem too bad to me so far. “Good for him. So what? Aren't we working for his bosses?” 
 
    Kraal waggled his fingers non-committally. “Yeah... sort of. I mean, yeah, this time. But this is a guy who knows where the bodies are buried, knows exactly who else we've worked for in the past... he could cause a lot of trouble. And I ought to be honest and warn you, he knows how we operate. He'll be aware there’s an STI operative out in the field tonight. He may well try and kill you and turn in your intel himself, just for the money. Just so you know.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks for the honesty. I guess.” We both turned back to the porthole, as the Peter Hall finally drifted down to a gentle landing inside a largely empty warehouse-like structure, whose roof folded back into place as soon as we were down. 
 
    A few minutes later we were strolling down the exit ramp, Gielgud explaining to me that he'd been supervising the volunteer actors' rehearsals via vidlink for the past few weeks. 
 
    “Some of them aren't bad, to be fair. It's just a pain in the arse having so many understudies,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Why do they have so many -” I stopped, but then trailed off when I caught his look. “Right, yeah, that whole war thing. Dead men's shoes. Well, I won't say I wasn't tempted myself when I played Laertes...” 
 
    “You've never played Laertes, Fanning, you self-aggrandising prickwaxer, and I dare say you never will,” Puff boomed in my ear, though affably enough. 
 
    “Not playing fucking Romeo either, am I?” I muttered. 
 
    “That's the spirit, dear heart!” 
 
    The five of us gathered under the Peter Hall, looking out at the flat expanse of the deserted hangar without much enthusiasm. It looked to me as though there were supposed to be quite a few other craft in there with us, and their absence didn't give me a great deal of faith in the current health of the insurgents' war effort. 
 
    A door creaked open at the far end, letting in a patch of blinding sunlight, which framed three armoured figures in silhouette. 
 
    They stepped inside, at a sedate stroll, and took up positions around some bulky apparatus that surrounded the door. Even so far away from home, I recognised a security checkpoint when I saw it. There’s only so many ways you can dress up scanners and conveyor belts, after all. We exchanged glances, and I set off towards them as confidently as I could, smoothing out the most obvious creases in my sackcloth robes. “Let's get through customs, then. We'll be here all day, otherwise. Curtain's up in twelve hours.” 
 
      
 
    As Grizabella had promised, I passed through the checkpoint with barely a snag. Thanks to my teleportation from Whitby, I wasn't carrying any luggage, so they simply waved me through the huge humming scanners that sat before the door leading to Jargroth's surface. They didn’t so much as bleep. 
 
    As I picked up Friar Lawrence's crucifix and herb pouch from the tiny tray of personal possessions that was scanned separately, a smartly-dressed Jargroth Imperial officer ushered me towards a small waiting area next to the exterior door. I was through security, an actor and super-spy packed with illegal tech, and on a mission to turn the tide of a war. Was it really this easy? 
 
    I tied the herb pouch to the length of cord that served as a belt for Friar Lawrence's cassock. As I did so, the officer gave me a slow wink and a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    I froze, what the hell was this about? “Are we OK?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh yes,” he said with a certain creepy relish, and winked again. 
 
    Behind us, the scanners lit up and squawked like a flock of angry ducks as Gielgud's cybernetic arm tripped every alarm they possessed. The officer barely took his eyes from me. 
 
    “You're weird,” I told him, and stalked towards the door. 
 
    “If you could please wait for your... colleagues,” he replied firmly, stopping me in my tracks. 
 
    I stood, fuming, and tried to ignore the still-smirking man as Gielgud remonstrated with the other officers. They were trying to persuade him to remove his arm for the scan, and he slapped away their hands as they reached for the seam where it was fused to his organic body. 
 
    As Kraal rocked on his feet and clicked his forked tongue against his pointed teeth, and Grizabella rolled her eyes, I found myself growing positively petulant with impatience. I was just yards away from setting foot on my very first alien world, and I was being held up by petty officious bureaucrats. I fought the urge to bounce from foot to foot, determined not to make any movement that might encourage further suggestive behavior from the weird customs officer. 
 
    Eventually, Puff stepped forward, brandishing his ridiculous cane and speaking to Gielgud and the officials in low, urgent tones. 
 
    The uniformed men seemed mollified, and Puff put his free hand on Gielgud's shoulder. The actor's shoulders slumped, but he nodded once, and Puff gave his elbow a sharp twist. 
 
    With a hiss of hydraulics, the arm came away in Puff's hand, and Gielgud swayed on his feet. The stout actor slapped the limb into the arms of the nearest official, and strode through the scanners himself, twirling his cane as he did so, as though daring the functionaries to try and take it from him. 
 
    He seemed almost disappointed when he failed to set off any alarms, and strode smartly across to join me. Meanwhile, Gielgud fell to the ground insensible. With a rumbling sigh, Kraal scooped the unconscious actor from the floor, slung him over his shoulder, and strolled through the scanners, collecting Gielgud’s arm on the far side. 
 
    Finally Grizabella sashayed through. Every alarm in the building erupted into a cacophony of din, just as Puff was bending down to replace the cyborg's arm. 
 
    Puff put a hand to his chest, looking as though he was about to pass out. “What in the name of Judi Dench's pixie cut are you trying to do to me, young lady? I have many medical problems.” 
 
    The officers weren't amused by his attempt to defuse the situation, both whipping out pistols that they trained squarely on Grizabella. “Step away from the scanners,” barked the man who'd been eyeballing me earlier. 
 
    Grizabella took a step forward, and the wailing sirens cut out, thankfully. She looked confused, lost, and a little hurt. “Whatever's all this noise about? I was ever so careful not to bring anything that might be against the rules.” 
 
    The officer picked up a hand scanner from the security station's desk, and advanced towards her. “Are you fitted with any metal implants?” 
 
    Grizabella's smooth forehead wrinkled into a frown, and she pursed her lips in thought. “No, and I go through so many of these checkpoints that I'm sure this would have happened before... I did bring something to keep me safe on the streets at night, but it's such a silly thing... I...” 
 
    She reached inside her coat, slowly, aware of the guards' weapons trained on her. Kraal slapped his free hand to his brow with a heavy sigh as Grizabella pulled a two foot machete from her coat. “Every damn time, man…” 
 
    “Drop that weapon!” screamed the junior officer, making everyone jump. 
 
    Instead, Grizabella stared at the blade in her hand, still looking confused. “Weapon? But... this? It's just a little something so I can protect myself. I mean, isn't there a war on out there? With laser cannons? What harm could this do?” 
 
    I saw the junior officer's finger drifting ever nearer what I could only assume was the firing stud for his gun. 
 
    I was on the point of covering my own eyes as I saw Grizabella look between the men with a calculating smile flickering over her lips, shifting her grip on the machete’s handle and moving her foot imperceptibly into what looked a lot like a combat stance. I’d been wondering how crazy she actually was, and how much of it was just attitude, and it looked like I was about to find out the hard way. 
 
    Behind us, Puff gave a gentle warning cough. 
 
    She pouted in disappointment, but reversed her grip on the machete and threw it down. The blade thudded a couple of inches into the ground, the handle waving gently under the impact. 
 
    “Fine,” she said with a sigh. “But if anything happens to me out on this planet of yours, it’s on you, gentlemen.” 
 
    In spite of the threat that Grizabella couldn’t even be bothered to disguise enough to make it implied, the soldiers all holstered their guns. None of them relaxed, however, until the junior officer had tugged the machete from the floor, and retreated to what he probably thought was a safe distance. 
 
    “Now that everything seems to be in order, I hope your show goes well, ladies and gentlemen, even if it is for ‘the opposition’. Break a leg, as I believe you say in the trade. Welcome to Jargroth. General Harkreth offers his compliments, and asked us to extend an invitation to return and give your Mikado, just as soon as we’ve put down this insurgency nonsense.” 
 
    All eyes turned on Puff at the man’s words, and I could have sworn even his Mad Santa beard was bristling with repressing rage. Even the crystal on the end of his cane seemed to be flashing red under the desert sun filtering through the hangar’s high windows. 
 
    Eventually his lips twisted into something resembling a smile. “Do tell General Harkreth that we’d be delighted to oblige. He can be assured that ‘I’ve got a little list’, and he is indeed right at the very top.” 
 
    We all turned our backs on the officers as if on cue, leaving them to try and work out to what extent we’d just insulted their glorious leader as we marched in step towards the exit. 
 
    “One small step for a jobbing actor, Fanning,” Puff muttered, the twinkle back in his eye as he pointed at the approaching doors. 
 
    I took one more step, the automatic doors slid open, and I gazed out on a rectangle of desert scrub, a flat dull plain of orange with a rough track just a few dozen yards away, leading to the city maybe half a mile away. Through the heat haze I could see movement in the distance that I assumed to be the inhabitants of this war torn colony world, and every so often a beaten-up dusty craft the size of a bus would whizz to or from the city, hovering a couple of feet above the sand. Flying cars, brilliant! 
 
    It all looked much as it had as the Peter Hall had made its final descent just a few minutes previously. But the enormity of what I was about to do hit me like a Glaswegian whose pint I’d just spilt. 
 
    I froze. “Wait! I... need to take my shoes off for this.” There were at least two indulgent chuckles behind me, as I bent to remove the offending footwear. 
 
    Then came a noisy tutting noise, followed by another piece of Grizabella's trademark diplomacy. “Fuck sake, Puff, you couldn't just find us a new actor, could you? He had to be the sodding Pope of North Yorkshire. I’m telling you, I've been on this crappy backwater planet for ten whole minutes, and if I don't get some scorching frontier firewater burning the lining from my throat in the next ten minutes, your Juliet's going to need to choke a bitch.” 
 
    By the time she'd finished her rant, both Friar Lawrence's strappy sandals were in my hand, so I guessed it was more of her posturing than any serious irritation. Still, I decided to savour the moment of setting foot on a new world quite quickly. 
 
    I stepped through the doorway, feeling a prickle of static wash over me as I passed through some sort of air-conditioning forcefield. The static was followed by a rush of warmth on my face. I closed my eyes as I basked in the light and warmth of an alien sun. Somewhere in the distance some unearthly creature hooted with a low and mournful cry. I took a deep breath of the heady dust-laden air, and lowered my foot into the loose sandy soil that surrounded the hangar. 
 
    Then I screamed. “That's really hot!” 
 
    I could feel my synthskin sizzling, and I hopped back into the hangar. As the Starship Troupers Initiative roared with hysterical laughter at my expense, I flailed desperately at the sole of my burning foot with the hand not currently full of sandals, trying to shed every single white-hot burning grain of sand. 
 
    Grizabella huffed audibly as she slunk past while I struggled back into the flapping, ugly, but now suddenly essential, sandals. She stepped outside and stretched in the sun. “That's better. Damn, early humans. I'd crack a joke about Darwin Awards, but apparently I'm descended from this kind of nonsense. Way to play it cool while going through security. How's that whole low profile thing working out for you?” 
 
    Reshod, I stepped outside again with a little more dignity, and I sent her a withering look. “You can hardly talk, can you? How did you ever think you'd get that machete through the scanners?” 
 
    Grizabella pouted. “Yes, that was silly of me. But then I made such a little scene that they somehow forgot to check whether I was carrying anything else.” 
 
    I could only boggle as she shrugged and twin rifle barrels slid from the sleeves of her trenchcoat. She grabbed the slim weapons by their trigger-guards, twirled them free of her coat, and tossed one to me. 
 
    I caught it in dumb shock. “You do know I couldn't hit a cow's arse with a banjo, right? Are you sure I'm allowed a go on... whatever this is?” 
 
    “L50 Las-Gun. Squeeze the trigger for pulsed snap shots, or pull for auto-fire. The AI does most of the heavy lifting, and the beauty of weapons firing at lightspeed is they can auto-adjust so fast you just look like a total deadshot badass. Try it. There’s enough scrubby desert scavengers running around this shit-tip, they’ll thank you for flash-roasting a few.” 
 
    Now that my eyes were adjusting to the harsh sunlight, I could see movement around many of the scrubby bushes that dotted the desert sands. I hefted the L50 Las-Gun in their general direction, and then hesitated. Puff, Kraal, and a rebooted Gielgud had gathered around me now, and again somehow I felt like I was the butt of some kind of STI joke. I shook my head. “Seriously? How you could be so sure they wouldn't search you?” 
 
    I winced as the tip of Puff's cane waved in my face. “Simple, dear boy,” the old man thundered. “I bribed the dreary little jar of whore chutney not to. But we needed to put on a bit of a show, so when security footage is reviewed, in the light of tonight's forthcoming security breach, it looks like we were given a thoroughly difficult time. We clearly weren’t carrying any illicit equipment, so how could we have raided the Revolutionary Army’s HQ? Our reputation will remain unblemished.” 
 
    The recent memory of the smirking security officer flashed across my mind, swiftly followed by the ILO gang, not to mention this Harkreth guy everyone kept talking about. Surely somewhere, someone was suspicious that a disgruntled actor had turned out to be some sort of super-mercenary? I refused to believe Puff’s operation was as secure as he assumed. 
 
    I shook my head again, and returned the gun to Grizabella. She looked faintly surprised. 
 
    “They’re just props, aren’t they? Anyway, I’m a lover, not a fighter,” I told her. 
 
    She paused ever so slightly, then whirled round and pulled the trigger. Pew! Pew! Vivid green laser bolts shone out even in the blinding sunlight, and a nearby bush exploded into a sheet of flame. 
 
    As smoking carcasses of what looked very much like two headed badgers rained down among us with a series of soft thumps, Grizabella blew gently across the L50’s barrel. “Me too,” she purred, and wandered away towards town, swishing her Juliet skirt through the sand piled up on each side of the track. 
 
    “Tech rehearsal in three hours, dear heart,” Puff shouted after her, then turned back to us without bothering to check whether she heard or acknowledged him. 
 
    “Kraal, I’ll need you back on board the Peter Hall to make sure repairs are complete. We may need to leave in a hurry if our boy wonder here gets first night jitters. Gielgud, get to the venue. The natives will be shitting rotten turnips soon if at least one of us doesn’t put in an appearance. Fanning, ah, dear heart, this must all be so new to you. Walk with me, my boy.” 
 
    Puff threw an apparently companionable arm around my shoulders and led me down the track towards the city, pointing out local features (sand) and wildlife (two-headed badgers) with the tip of his cane as we walked. The city looked so different from down here. I could still see the impressively tall and futuristically drab tower blocks, including the ravaged and smoke-belching one that enterprising snipers had fired a missile into during our descent. But they were fewer and further between than they'd appeared from a thousand feet up. Most of the buildings we passed were simple single storey structures, some of them little more than planks of driftwood nailed together to form a rough shell, topped with garden roofs planted with a living thatch of the scrubby little thorn bushes that pockmarked the desert sands. 
 
    Occasionally we’d pass people, or see them crossing the road in the distance. They were incredibly underwhelming. I wasn’t exactly hoping for Mos Eisley, but everyone just seemed to be wearing dull beige tunics and flared trousers. 
 
    I sighed. “I’ve seen humanity’s future, and it’s 1970s retro.” 
 
    The old man was in an expansive mood. “You see, Fanning, it's not all lasers and death-defying derring-do. Out among the stars, life continues much as it ever has. Corporations build massively inappropriate sky-flicking office wangs, and sell their tawdry wares to the unwashed millions who huddle below in pre-fab shanty towns.” 
 
    “And you sell your tawdry intelligence services to the corporations and government stooges in their office wangs, completing the circle.” 
 
    We passed a building that a mostly-forgotten school RE lesson reminded me was probably adobe, and Puff squeezed my shoulder with delight. 
 
    “Exactly, we scam the scum, and what could be more noble than that? Oh, there's a bit of unpleasantness, often involving quite heavy disintegrator cannons, but really every... special performance we put on ends a war, or at least shortens it by months, if not years. I think of myself as an incredibly affluent humanitarian, it may shock you to learn.” 
 
    I took a sidelong glance at his ample belly as he waddled along beside me, but I decided not to comment while his hand was so close to my throat. Instead I made a feeble quip. “If you're such a humanitarian, could you find me a more humane costume? There has to be stuff living in this, I don't care how recently you stitched its molecules together from a replicator, or whatever it is you use to make stuff.” 
 
    He returned my sidelong glance, but chose to ignore my comment. Instead he countered with a question. “I expect you're wondering why, if there's such a savage war being fought on this planet, there's been no sign of any fighting since we landed?” 
 
    I lied. Badly. “I was wondering that, yes.” 
 
    Puff waved his stick, and took a deep breath. I regretted giving him the opportunity to show off. “The Jargroth Revolutionary Army have, in their words, 'liberated' quite a large section of the city. But their momentum stalled, somewhat, largely due to their failure to capture the spaceport where we just landed. The two opposing forces have found themselves in something of a stalemate. As I say, life continues much as it ever has. Civilians still need to get on with their daily lives, if everyone fancies eating. And so a new status quo has emerged. There's a murderously strict curfew at sundown, and all sorts of raiding skirmishes by night, but for the moment there's a more or less complete ceasefire during daylight hours.” 
 
    I blinked. “That... all seems quite civilised.” 
 
    “I keep telling you this job is going to be the proverbial piece of piss for you, dear boy, but it's a sad fact of life that no one ever takes me at my word. I think I must have a dishonest mouth, or a history of deceit. It's hard to say which, and all much the same, at this stage.” 
 
    “Maybe the eyepatch doesn’t help.” All things considered, I really shouldn’t have said that. But the old man took it in his stride, going so far as to nod thoughtfully. 
 
    “Don’t shake hands with the one-eyed monster, you’ll go blind. That’s what parents tell children who want to be actors in this time, you know? All because of me. Sometimes I wonder… are you quite well?” 
 
    I managed to turn my reaction into a cough. “Yeah, ah, fine. Desert air, very dry. I probably need a drink or something.” 
 
    Puff sighed. “You’re a product of your time, Fanning. You’re an ambassador here from the golden age of humanity, a largely-forgotten but much-lauded time. What wisdom you could teach us… Not to mention the fact I’ve packed you with tech upgrades that give you superhuman powers. But no, you’re still just a bitchy actor who’s grumpy that he missed out on his opening night, and you’d be quite prepared to sell your own grandmother for a pint.” 
 
    I didn’t see much point in contradicting him, he hadn’t left me a great deal of room. I did however reflect that at some point, I probably ought to find out a bit about what had happened in the tens of thousands of years that had passed since I left Whitby. “My grandmother’s not here, but… can I still get a pint?” 
 
    Puff seemed about to remonstrate with me, probably at great length, but then I felt his fingers tense on my shoulder. I followed his gaze, but there didn’t seem anything remarkable about the two or three pedestrians trudging up the track ahead of us, or the woman leaning against an adobe (sod it, I was going with adobe, my RE teacher wasn’t here to tell me any different) wall of what looked like a very ordinary colony world grocery shop. 
 
    He released his grip on me, and started fidgeting with the tip of his cane. “Ah. Well, you have a bit of time. Yes. About half a mile up the road yonder. And then take a couple of left turns when you hit a big junction. You can’t miss the socking big square. It’s the one that would be a tourist trap if there wasn’t a war on and there were tourists here. Now, bugger ye hence, dear boy.” 
 
    He ended his oration with a sharp push to the small of my back. 
 
    I decided to rise above that and kept walking. Puff was no doubt up to something, and had accompanied me into town to mask his intentions from the rest of the crew, but I suddenly realised I didn’t really much care what the old rogue was planning. The woman outside the shop stared flatly at me as I walked past in dignified silence, but sure enough when I darted a quick glance back over my shoulder, Puff was sidling over to her in a pathetic attempt to look surreptitious. 
 
    I reached the junction and turned left, then froze for a minute as I gazed on a much busier thoroughfare. Market stalls lined the streets, selling all manner of exotic food, bits and pieces of furniture, and excitingly chunky nuggets of tech, covered in round flashing lights and dials. The air was laden with the heady scent of strange spices, and it rang with the hoarse shouts of competitive street sellers, which seemed to be another universal standard. 
 
    There were also soldiers in drab green uniforms patrolling the street. Even though they seemed relatively relaxed, chatting with vendors and shoppers alike, they were all big bastards, and holding heavy blaster weapons that made L50 Las-Guns look like air rifles. I was suddenly glad I’d tucked the control unit for my military grade drone back in my cassock. 
 
    I slipped through the crowds, doing my best not to stare at the various colourful wares on sale, to avoid being pestered by boisterous hawkers as much as trying to blend in. The smell of roasting meat tempted me towards a street food stand, as my growling stomach reminded me insistently just how little I’d eaten since leaving Whitby Pavilion a lifetime ago. 
 
    I edged closer, and then I did just stop and stare unapologetically. A two-headed badger was turning slowly on the spit, as the young stallholder used an enormous knife to shave curls of its meat straight into a bread roll. When the bread was sufficiently stuffed with greasy slices of roast scavenger, he reached into a tub of what looked horribly like deep-fried locusts, and sprinkled a handful over before handing the nightmare sandwich over to a waiting soldier, who holstered her gun, so eager was she to tuck in. 
 
    The ponytailed grunt gave me a lusty wink as she bit into her meal, sending rivulets of orange oil spattering over the packed sand at her feet. “Scumstoat kebab. Tastes like crap, makes you fart like a rhino, but we keep coming back, right?” 
 
    “Right…” I agreed with as much relish as I could muster. “I think I finally embraced veganism.” 
 
    “Suit yourself, poof,” she laughed, before clapping me on the back with her free hand to show it was all good banter as far as she was concerned. It goes without saying that her powered armour would have knocked me flat if the gyroscopic implants hadn’t kicked in. I straightened up as quick as I could to hide the fact I’d briefly been knocked into a forty-five degree angle. 
 
    “He’s one of those actors. Off-worlder,” muttered the stallholder as a few nearby shoppers began backing away in case the soldier had got a taste for knocking people about. 
 
    The soldier took another jaunty bite from her sandwich, and shrugged. “Bloke turns up wearing a potato sack, with no sand in his hair, I did rather think as much. Too pretty for Jargroth. Make sure you’re in your theatre before curfew, pretty boy... or you’ll be the scumstoat.” 
 
    The small crowd laughed dutifully as she accompanied this vague threat with some obscene gestures that left precisely nothing to the imagination, and I blushed scarlet. I was a feminist ally, I retweeted progressive hashtags and everything! I knew at least half a dozen boorish arseholes that truly deserved this kind of everyday sexism role reversal nightmare. But now I was the one having to laugh off this awful roadkill-eating woman miming my graphic violation with the aid of street food props. 
 
    I turned without another word, still blushing furiously, and stalked off in search of that pint. 
 
    Finally I turned another corner, brushing off the irritatingly persistent man who was trying to sell me a conceptual geometer as I did so, and gazed at the city’s main square in the exact opposite of awe. 
 
    The buildings surrounding the square were mostly adobe, some with sporadic plastic panels that seemed to mark them out as higher status. The sand was at least packed down into something approaching a proper road surface, but other than that, the square was exactly that. A vast empty space, ringed with slightly taller buildings than I’d seen thus far, but still a far cry from the futuristic tower blocks that squatted deeper in the city. 
 
    There’s a war on, I thought, charitably. It’s probably less shit in peacetime. Maybe they had a little garden or something before it all kicked off. 
 
    At one corner of the square, outside a tall, bright green building made of corrugated metal sheets, locals were sitting around small tables, sipping from tiny glasses and bending their heads low in conversation. Pub. Sure enough, as I stepped towards the place, an eight foot robot stepped from the building’s dark doorway on spindly legs, balancing a tray of the fun-sized drinks, and began distributing them to the chattering customers. 
 
    After a few moments it paused where a group had pulled two tables together, effectively blocking its path. It twitched its sensor-studded domed head briefly, then crouched ever so slightly before leaping high into the air, its legs telescoping impossibly as it soared, before it landed with a modest puff of dust in a precise patch of ground on the other side of the tables, barely two metres from where it had launched itself. Judging by the non-reaction of the next table of customers to receive their drinks, the robot hadn't spilled a drop. 
 
    “I mustn't boggle at things,” I told myself. “That's not the done thing for 71st Century frontiersmen, I'm sure. Even when they are dressed in a draughty old sack.” 
 
    I reached the nearest empty table, and swung my leg over the rickety wooden stool. I was still working on my space guy persona, and in a moment of insecurity that can only afflict a culture-shocked 30 year old wandering the terrace bar version of the Mos Eisley cantina while wearing the scratchy frock of a portly middle-aged (and Middle Ages) man of God, I might have over-compensated by doing the full Riker. 
 
    But hey, Lawrence's cassock gave me wonderful freedom of movement, so why not? 
 
    As soon as my sackcloth-clad derrière made awkward contact with the splinter-rich stool, the serving robot snapped its head from where it stood at the bar's entrance. Without even bothering to crouch, it blasted into the air and seconds later slammed into the ground in front of my table, landing on one knee-plate with its drinks tray held aloft behind it on one arm like Stan Lee's wank fantasy barman. 
 
    I looked up into a featureless metallic oval 'face'. 
 
    “Drink?” it chirruped in a faintly fluting voice. 
 
    I coughed, nervously. “Sure. Ah, what do you have?” 
 
    “This.” The droid's free hand whipped a glass from its tray and slammed it on my table with a single fluid movement. 
 
    “Ah. Cheers, I guess. I might want something else?” 
 
    The robot buzzed and chittered briefly as it straightened up. “I might give a shit?” 
 
    I gave a nervous laugh as the robot sashayed away to collect a fresh tray of drinks from indoors. Trash-talked by a sassy drinks dispenser! 
 
    Emboldened by the absurdity of the situation, I called after it. “You make much in tips, with a mouth like that?” 
 
    The robot's head spun back to face me, though the rest of its body continued walking. Two red eyes burned briefly from its smooth skull. “Got a tip for you right here, buddy.” 
 
    Its free hand shot into the air to flip me off. “Spin on it real good. It buzzzzes.” 
 
    What a wonderful robot, it was such a twat! This future stuff was fun, I decided, as I raised my tiny glass in a jaunty toast to the foul-mouthed droid. It gave me a sarcastic salute, and vanished inside. 
 
    “Enjoying yourself?” I almost emptied my drink over the hot sands as I saw Kraal was somehow now occupying the chair next to me. He'd even managed to get himself a drink without my noticing him. 
 
    “How did you manage that?” I demanded. Why there they bothering to try and train me for their little spying troupe if even a huge bloke like Kraal could somehow sneak up on me? 
 
    He laughed. “Even for an actor, you have no filters. I'm not really here. Holographic projection from the Peter Hall's Circle Bar. It's not just torpedo tubes and slimline tonics in there, you know.” 
 
    I looked at him, he seemed solid enough. His beefy and slightly scaled forearms were resting on the table that sat between us. He stared back as I flicked his bulging bicep and damn near broke my finger on it. “Could have fooled me.” 
 
    “I did,” he drawled. Kraal snapped his fingers, and for a fraction of a second his bulky form shimmered to a rough pixelated approximation of his outline. Pixel-Kraal drained his glass, then snapped his fingers, and snapped back into high definition. 
 
    I rubbed my smarting finger. “So how come I could...?” 
 
    “Haptic feedback,” he told me, mercifully cutting in before I could finish my idiotic 21st Century question. “Same principle as that quaint little phone you carry around as a timepiece. It gives my projection a little more depth and verisimilitude, but it's all smoke and mirrors. This projection would struggle to blow down a house of cards.” 
 
    I felt like this would all be a lot more interesting if I was the kind of person who gave a toss about technology. As it was... 
 
    “Look, what are you doing here? I said I needed a few minutes, but it's not like there's anywhere I can run. You didn't need to check up on me.” 
 
    “I'm not checking up on you. Not really, anyway. I just thought, you've kind of had to hit the ground running with all this. So here's your chance. Ask me.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. “Ask you what?” 
 
    “All your idiotic 21st Century questions. You've already worked out Puff loves the sound of his voice far too much to answer anything mundane, you're a bit terrified of Grizabella, and Gielgud's terminally confusing. So ask me. I know you grew up thousands of years ago at a primitive point in your planet's history. I don't care, I won't judge.” 
 
    This all sounded casual enough, but it was a studied casual air. He even kept gesturing around him with his empty glass, like – well, like an actor doing a scene in a bar, to be honest. But as I took a deep breath, I realised my mind was racing with questions.” 
 
    “We're in space?” 
 
    Kraal smiled. “Yes. Well, not right now, strictly speaking, but yes. This really is going to be first principles stuff, isn't it?” 
 
    “Sorry. We're in space, in the future?” 
 
    “Your future, James. Your personal future, that is.” 
 
    “You can travel through time?” 
 
    He whistled. “Ah, yeah, that's the elephant in the room. We can, but it's risky as hell, a bureaucratic nightmare if not borderline illegal, and to anticipate your next question I've honestly no idea why Puff did it just to pick you up. No offence, but there's no shortage of unemployed young actors about in this time. That's not changed much across the centuries.” 
 
    I sipped my drink, and raised an eyebrow. I'd been expecting some lethally potent spirit, but it was actually pleasantly sweet and fruity, with a slight effervescence. I could have gone for a pint of it. I wondered about asking how and why the ILO had managed to trace them back through time, but Kraal was shifting slightly in his hologram seat, clearly not comfortable with this subject. 
 
    “Are there aliens?” 
 
    Kraal gave a full, slow, lazy smile, showing several rows of pointed teeth, and his dark forked tongue flicked out to snare a few sticky drops clinging to the inside of his glass. “Why, James, I hope you're not racist?” 
 
    I blushed through the layers of synthskin covering my cheeks. “Stupid question?” I mumbled. 
 
    The reptilian man waggled his fingers. “Not so much as you might think. Humanity's been spreading across the galaxy for centuries. Colonists end up adapting to their new homes, spacefarers modify their bodies dramatically on a genetic level to cope with a predominantly zero-gravity lifestyle. There are humans out there in extreme forms you wouldn't believe possible. When do they start counting as aliens?” 
 
    “When they're actually aliens,” I replied. I felt this was an important point to clarify. 
 
    “Look, you’ve seen those vermin in the desert, so the short answer is obviously 'yes'. And to anticipate your next question, yes, me too,” Kraal underlined his point by jabbing a taloned thumb at his own chest. “Intelligent non-terrestrial life is a thing. But frankly, randy humans have screwed their way across so many star systems by this point that it's all kind of moot.” 
 
    In spite of the doublet and hose, Kraal was looking less human by the minute. “Basically, most habitable worlds are inhabited, to some extent. Maybe a smidgen under half are home to indigenous intelligent life. And a growing proportion of that indigenous intelligent life has been bonked by incoming colonists feeling a bit frisky after spending a few decades in suspended animation in an interstellar tin can full of farts.” 
 
    He leaned back in his holographic chair. “I'm glad we're having this chat. For the record, I'm a human-Tillaxian cross. I hatched from an egg with warm blood, against odds of several million to one. And I'm sure you'll be unsurprised to know even from your earlier historical perspective, that's led to a lifetime of debate over the extent to which I'm human, or Tillaxian, or even a real person.” 
 
    I sighed. “So I'm several millennia into the future, and there's still war, racism, and musical theatre. The dystopian writers of my time were kind of on to something.” 
 
    Kraal leaned close. I noticed for the first time his eyes were limpid blue, his pupils vertical black slits. “So, we've covered time travel, whether we're alone in the universe, and the fact that 'we're in space'. But let's be real. You're an actor from the early 21st Century, hand-picked to be plucked from your time and dragged across a galaxy. I know what you're wondering. Ask me.” 
 
    I considered playing dumb, but Kraal's steady smile showed absolute confidence that he'd got me figured out completely, if only because he'd have been pondering the very same question in my position. 
 
    So I returned his smile, only a little sheepish. “Bugger it. OK. Am I famous? Not that it matters or anything, but am I? Back in the 21st Century? Well, or here. Damnit, anywhere. Am I famous?” 
 
    A sleek aircraft streaked across the square, clearing the rooftops by barely a couple of metres. When I removed my hands from my ears, Kraal gave me a slow handclap. 
 
    “We got there in the end. I admire your restraint. I thought it would be your second question. Look, Puff knew he wanted you badly enough to mount a temporal recruitment mission even with the bloody ILO crawling all over us, and he was able to track you down to a specific performance of a touring Macbeth in a provincial theatre. So... it's not as though you're completely unknown.” 
 
    I fluttered my fingers distractedly, aware my frustration and eagerness were starting to show. “Yeah, I know I've got an IMDB page, I update it myself. But Space Google notwithstanding, am I famous?” 
 
    He leaned even closer, with a conspiratorial smile. I tried not to look too expectant. 
 
    “The thing is,” he said, “time travel's pretty new, and it's regulated up the arse. So we're not sure on the chapter and verse. But from what little hard data they let out, history's a lot more malleable than you might think. So if I tell you what I know of your career, and it doesn't work out that way, don't come crying to me at the end of the universe. OK? I don't think it's quantum enough that the act of me telling you your future will affect it, but... if you die out here in the future, that's it for you, and, for example, a few dozen future student films just cast a different 30-something actor who's still prepared to work for beer and bus tickets.” 
 
    “You brought this up! Just tell me, I’ll take my chances with causality.” 
 
    Kraal opened his mouth – and his body erupted into a blizzard of bright blue pixels. I shrank back on my stool from the resulting light show, then groaned as Grizabella stepped through the collapsing hologram. “Hope I'm not interrupting anything?” she said as she gave me a jaunty wink. 
 
    “I thought you were keen on blending in,” I hissed, aware that even the most apparently disinterested drinkers had turned to take in the sight of Grizabella slinking through a glowing blue cloud of digital shrapnel. 
 
    She sat gracefully on the edge of my table, kicking her legs through the remains of Kraal's projection. It quickly faded away under the harsh sunlight. 
 
    “I'm keen on you blending in,” she said cheerfully, “because you're a supporting cast member who's undertaking a covert field operation during the interval. I'm quite literally the prima donna, people expect a degree of spectacle. 
 
    As I prepared a no-doubt witty retort, Grizabella flicked her fingers. “Robot. Beer.” 
 
    I turned just as the serving droid thudded into the packed sand. It whipped away my empty glass, stashing it in a compartment that opened neatly in its upper torso, and then ignored me completely. 
 
    “Fleshbag. There is no beer, only schlaakh.” 
 
    Her eyebrow arched, and I tensed as I remembered the rifles she was packing. Was she crazy enough to start shooting up a bar just because of a bitchy bartender? 
 
    “Show it your hand, James,” she purred, then looked away and began to whistle a jaunty little tune. 
 
    With a little whimper at being included in the conversation, I proffered the palm of my injured hand to the robot. One of its sensors buzzed as it presumably scanned me, but it was otherwise impassive. 
 
    “I burned him through six layers of synthskin just to hear him scream. So, get me a beer right now or you'll be serving these boys engine oil for the next month from your caved-in chrome dome.” 
 
    A few more needle-like sensors extruded from the robot's head as it scanned my hand again, and hesitated. I waited until Grizabella had started whistling again, and whispered to the machine. 
 
    “She's dangerously unstable. For all our sakes, get her a beer.” 
 
    There was a bit more buzzing from the robot, and whistling from Grizabella. I looked around the rest of the tables, and the locals were nonchalantly beginning to reach towards their boots, sleeves, pockets, anywhere they might usefully have concealed a weapon. 
 
    Finally, the robot made a sharp clicking noise, and the compartment in its chest sprang open again. It produced a condensation-beaded pint glass full of what looked like ice-cold crisp lager, and handed it to Grizabella cautiously. 
 
    As the actress beamed at the robot in apparently genuine delight and gratitude, it slammed another glass of what I suppose I had to start calling schlaakh in front of me. 
 
    I looked up at it. “Can I not-?” 
 
    “No. Fuck you,” the robot chirped, “bringing your fucking psycho friends here.” 
 
    Grizabella took a noisy swig of beer, and smacked her lips in appreciation. “I'm sorry, could you repeat that, I was enjoying my delicious frosty beer,” she said, smiling sweetly at both of us. 
 
    The robot turned to me. “Good luck, arsehole.” Without further comment it leapt high into the sky, and landed on the bar's roof, whereupon it vanished from view. 
 
    “You've not made a friend there,” I observed. 
 
    She smirked back at me, already halfway through her beer. “You can talk. How were you planning on paying for those drinks?” 
 
    “I've seen Star Trek, the future's always post-scarcity and cashless.” 
 
    She laughed. “You're just a gift that keeps on giving, Fanning. Standardised currency is about the only constant in this galaxy. It'll be back shortly to collect a few Universal Credits from the paychip that we have implanted in our irises.” 
 
    I remembered the various enhancements the STI had made to my body on teleporting me. “And I don't have a paychip... do I?” 
 
    Grizabella shook her head. “You don't. Mostly because you don't have any funds to pay with. So you'd be flagged as a bad payer.” 
 
    “What happens then?” 
 
    “We're in a warzone, even if they are taking the afternoon off. Officially you'd be shot as a looter. That robot's got a proton cannon built into its chest unit.” 
 
    Icy fingers of dread clutched at my stomach again, not helped by Grizabella's amusement at my plight. I swallowed my pride. “Can... can you shout me for a couple of drinks?” 
 
    Grizabella drained her pint and stood. Then she reached down for my schlaakh, drained that as well, and snapped her fingers. “Nah, fuck it. We'll just do a runner. We need to get to the venue. This isn't an operation that gets a whole lot of shore leave, generally speaking. You would not believe the amount of slack Puff's cutting you.” 
 
    I stood, but slowly. “Slack? I've been press ganged into this and taken halfway across the universe. I think he gave up any rights to micromanage me some time around...” 
 
    She snorted and waved me into silence. “Around the time we left you to die on an ILO interceptor? Or around the time we rewrote your genetic code without your permission, to incorporate several layers of synthskin? Or around the time I stubbed a pack of cigs out on your hand? Yes, we get it, you've had a tough day. So you got to take your one giant leap into the hot sand and have a coffee. Now comes the bit where you're in a theatre company of five and we've got a set to build in a parliament building at the epicentre of a civil war.” 
 
    There probably was a really pithy comeback for all this, but... yeah, again they'd got me on the ropes. I did really want to see the stage. We made a run for the nearest alley off the square, and heard no sign of pursuit. The robot was probably glad to be rid of us. 
 
    It was still easy to pretend there was no conflict at all, though I was starting to notice a few scorch marks on the walls that did look as though they might have been made by the kind of laser weapons I’d seen Grizabella and various security guys toting. Still, they could just be painted over, in time. This world would bounce back from its weird war, I realised. And just for a moment, I realised that what I’d been asked to do might actually help the people of Jargroth. I might help bring their petty war to a final end, so the locals could take to the street with paintbrushes rather than body armour. 
 
    “Kraal did his Good Samaritan bit, right?” Grizabella asked me as we trailed through the dusty streets towards the venue. “Answering all your dumb questions so you’ll forgive him for taking your part and trust him?” 
 
    “I think that was the idea,” I replied. “He was about to tell me how famous I am, when someone decided to Agent Smith him to bits.” 
 
    Grizabella looked even less concerned than I’d expected. “Is that right? Sucks to be you.” 
 
    My brain finally overtook my ego, and I frowned. “Is there any reason I shouldn’t trust him?” 
 
    My lethal trainer blew air out of her cheeks with a particularly exasperated-sounding farting sound. “Beats me. Eight foot lizard man built like a brick shithouse and wearing your costume? Nah, you’re right. Probably a really nice guy.” 
 
    “He said he encounters a lot of prejudice,” I said, with as high-minded a sniff as I thought I could get away with. 
 
    Grizabella pinched the bridge of her nose with a weary sigh. She stopped in her tracks, and grabbed my shoulder hard, turning me to face her. 
 
    “James. I think you’re getting a bit carried away with the space travel and the lasers. Which is fair enough, given your background. But listen. You’ve joined the Starship Troupers Initiative. We do mental shit hacking into high-security military compounds, and we put on shows. We put on more shows than we hack high-security compounds, and we are actors. Every one of us is a vain neurotic mess, just like you, and anything you say will be used against you during the next tiff at a stressful rehearsal.” 
 
    “Are you saying I need to worry about Kraal?” I said. “I didn’t want to say anything, but he is a shifty lizard twat.” 
 
    She laughed. “That’s the spirit. But no, not as such. Just be aware that everyone’s scoring points and storing up favours. If you really had any burning questions, why didn’t you ask me while I was chasing you round the rehearsal studio with a lit cigarette?” 
 
    Grizabella’s tone softened towards the end of her speech, and she almost looked hurt. Then she winked, and I took her point. 
 
    I started walking again, and tried not to roll my eyes as Grizabella made a point of stepping ahead of me so she could continue to pretend she was leading the way. I raised a hand. “All right, there is something you might be able to clear up for me. That schlaakh or whatever seemed pretty weak stuff. I’ve eaten more alcoholic cakes. How come they serve it in such small glasses?” 
 
    “That’s easy, it’s not alcoholic at all. It’s a hallucinogen.” Grizabella tossed this retort over her shoulder to me, even as I stopped dead in the middle of the street. 
 
    “You know, I thought it was just me being naive and 21st Century again, but now you come to mention it, I thought these streets didn’t look right.” 
 
    My face prickled with an abrupt outbreak of pins and needles as Jargroth’s twin moons swooped and wheeled in the suddenly neon pink sky. Equations danced at the edges of my vision, studded with Greek letters and menacing brackets. 
 
    Even through my sudden sensory breakdown, I could hear Grizabella tutting. “Man, how many did you have? You damn lightweight, Fanning.” 
 
    She’d completely disappeared from my field of vision, as indeed had the whole street, which was slowly melting into a screaming void populated solely by giant flying teeth with gossamer wings, but I felt her hand on my elbow several million miles away. 
 
    “It’s supposed to give you a mild sensory buzz, not the full Willy Wonka boat ride,” someone was saying beyond the event horizon towards which the flying teeth and I were streaming. “Stop tripping balls. I’m serious now. Puff will actually kill me.” 
 
    I shook away the barbed vines that were clutching at my arm. I had to keep moving, to race the teeth, beat the event horizon, find the singularity. I knew this with absolute certainty. I flexed my own gossamer wings of spun diamond, and soared into the darkness. 
 
    As I gloried in the freedom of unpowered flight, I laughed as some void matter splattered hard against my jaw. I spat out what tasted suspiciously like a mouthful of desert sand, and danced on, slingshotting myself round the gravity well of a planet-sized bicuspid and accelerating to near lightspeed towards my goal. 
 
    The event horizon turned out to be quite a small door in a back alley, that led to a nightclub that screamed with thumping bass and bore the sign Singularity. The Rock and Bill Murray were on the doors, and as I careered fabulously towards them, they waved me through without so much as glancing at the clipboards that were grafted on the end of their right arms. 
 
    I sailed through the doors, ignoring the little stings on my arms and legs that spoke of a universe of pain that I had finally transcended. 
 
    Young people in wide crinoline skirts and thrash metal band t-shirts threw themselves round the basement bar to a primal thudding beat that echoed the hammering piston within my own chest. I looked around for the music’s source, a band or a DJ, or even a really big set of speakers in the ceiling, but the noise seemed to be screaming from every molecule in the sweat-sodden air around me. 
 
    As the beat grew louder and ever more insistent, I was forced to my knees by the stifling pressure of the air and music. Vast 19th Century skirts bobbing close all around me, though they were wide enough that there was little danger of anyone getting near enough to tread on me with the sturdy hobnail boots they all seemed to be wearing. 
 
    Kneel before the Singularity. 
 
    The words fluted over the pounding bass, but were no less powerful, and I found my head pulling downwards, answering a vital urge to prostrate myself on the sticky, sweaty floor of this nightclub at the end of the Universe. 
 
    With my forehead just millimetres away from some Victorian mosher’s discarded beer bottle, the words were repeated, but this time nearer to me. 
 
    Kneel before the Singularity 
 
    I spent my time kneeling, 
 
    And now I’m just reeling, 
 
    To stave off insanity 
 
    You know you’re not cut out for drugs when your trip’s hijacked by Kylie Minogue narrating your experience as a jaunty disco number. I couldn’t stand, but as I craned my neck, I could see the diminutive pop pixie twirling and dancing on the bar as though the 80s had never ended. Maybe here, beyond the event horizon, beyond all things, they never had. Thank God it wasn’t Morrissey. 
 
    Disco’s ineffable magic flooded through my veins, and I felt myself rise from the floor, reborn. As I vainly attempted to dance for a moment, while avoiding the gyrating crinolines, Kylie caught my eye. 
 
    Though her voice was still singing about what a weird time I was having, her lips formed different sounds. Run, James, she screamed at me silently. 
 
    Then a new voice joined in on the chorus, and the tempo changed abruptly. 
 
    “S-i-n-g-u-l-a-r-i-t-y,” growled Aretha Franklin. “Get back in your bottle Kylie.” 
 
    Aretha stood on the bar, and towered over Kylie, brandishing an open bottle of Famous Grouse. The two divas stood face to face, soul against disco, screaming lyrics at each other that the thudding beat transformed into equations that careered around the world, turning everything they touched to sand. 
 
    Kylie kept looking to me, still screaming my name silently, but I was desperately leaping and rolling to avoid the deadly equations. I jerked my head to the left, and a vicious quadratic sailed inches past my ear, striking a long-haired man in a bustle and Iron Maiden t-shirt squarely in the chest. In moments there was nothing left of him but a neat pile of sand and a startled two-headed badger, which rang a bell with me for some reason. 
 
    Sand began to stream across the dancefloor, wafted by the slipstream of the careering equations and by the swish of the remaining crinolines. As my ankles were ensnared and tickled by its drifting eddies, I saw Kylie diminishing under Aretha’s R&B onslaught. 
 
    With a savage cry of triumph, Aretha upended the bottle of whisky over Kylie’s bouncing platinum locks. Instead of amber nectar pouring from the neck, however, Kylie gave a piercing scream as she began to flow upwards, shrinking still further as her hair melted into a golden stream ascending into the bottle. 
 
    In a few moments, Kylie was beating her fists against the brown glass, still mouthing at me desperately. That was when Aretha brought out a second empty bottle, and smiled at me with teeth that flashed obscene messages in morse code. 
 
    It was not looking good, but I remembered my gossamer diamond wings, and flapped them for all I was worth. The surrounding 19th Century cosplayers were blasted across the dance floor by the down draught as I leapt into the air, to hover a few inches beneath the ceiling. 
 
    The ceiling was somehow just as sticky and nasty-smelling as the floor, but I realised I'd exposed myself to the hurtling equations, and dodged and weaved desperately. 
 
    Time slowed to a crawl as three writhing, unbalanced equations deflected from three sandy corners and shot up towards me, converging on my position. 
 
    “That's cheating,” I muttered, and for a moment I even panicked, before I remembered this was all my hallucination and I'd been looking for the singularity anyway, before Kylie and Aretha had distracted me. 
 
    There was no way I could dodge all three, so I had to deflect them. I reached out and grabbed the mirrorball, pulling it from the ceiling. As I yanked it free of its fitting, it burst into life, glowing with a fierce inner light that flew in the face of mirrorballs' defining characteristics. 
 
    With an algebraic cacophony, all three equations slammed into the blazing mirrorball in my hands. It grew brighter, and hotter, until I could feel my hands sizzling under its inferno. But I held on. And then, it exploded into a single bolt of energy that smashed open the bottle where Kylie was imprisoned, sweeping Aretha and the rest of the nightclub into the growing dunes of logic and sand. 
 
    As the liberated Kylie exploded into a supernova, still singing, the mirrorball’s light grew even more intense as she merged into it, painful to look at, and then simply painful. I tried to jerk whatever was left of my head away from its reality-shattering glare, as blossoms of agony bloomed across my perception of this new dimension. 
 
    I cried in anguish and torment as my eyes burned, and as the voices of Aretha and Kylie dwindled into the night. A tidal wave flooded the parched sandy plains, and lifted me to bob on the surface of an ocean of my own warm tears. 
 
    Even as I floated on the waves, however, the light and the pain continued unabated. And that’s when something dark and unsavoury in the murky waters grabbed my hand and pulled my head under the surface and - 
 
    And I blinked away tears as Grizabella loomed over me, puffing on a cigarette and looking very nearly concerned. 
 
    I was lying in the street, the upper half of my body propped against a rough stone wall. My cassock was drenched in sweat, there seemed to be sand lodged in places where no one should ever have sand, and I was crying hot, incomprehensible tears. 
 
    Grizabella must have seen my eyes focus on her, as she relaxed and released her free hand’s grip on my arm. 
 
    “Good news, Fanning. Your eyeball is indeed covered with synthskin. Which I guess we might have guessed, after that time you went hang-gliding off a combat drone into hard vacuum, but still. Now get up, we’ve a rehearsal to ace.” 
 
    I pulled myself to my feet in a daze, trying to work out how far I’d ‘flown’. The street I’d been lying in looked much the same as the street I’d passed out in, but then that one hadn’t been looking quite right for a couple of blocks, the more I thought about it. 
 
    “The singularity sang of harmony,” I told her. 
 
    Grizabella whistled. “Quite a trip, Fanning. Bet you feel at least slightly bad about not paying for it. Now, put aside all these hallucinations and flights of fantasy. You’re an elite actor and super-spy in the 71st Century, and we’re late for our technical rehearsal in the semi-ravaged Jargroth parliament building. I need you focused on what’s plausible and real, right now.” 
 
    It was a little speech that seemed designed to get me running back for more schlaakh, but I swallowed down the rising tide of come-down paranoia, and looked at her seriously. 
 
    “I'll be fine, on two conditions.” 
 
    “Yeah, what?” 
 
    “Stop stubbing out cigarettes in me. It smells rank.” 
 
    Grizabella pouted, but nodded. “The novelty's wearing off for me too. And the second?” 
 
    “Hold my hand. You're still a bit too turquoise and there's time pouring out of your ears.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    As we strode through the double doors, the whole STI caught their breath. 
 
    “Would you look at this space,” said Kraal, after a suitably drawn-out appreciative whistle. 
 
    Grizabella dropped the holdall full of prop swords she was carrying, and spread her arms wide. “Bollocks,” she declaimed, roundly, and cocked an ear to listen as her rich tone carried around the gilt-laden chamber. 
 
    “Nice acoustics,” she decided. “A bit echoey, but put a few hundred grunts in those seats and you'll have near studio quality on the sound.” 
 
    Our liaison from the Revolutionary Army stepped up, all immaculate uniform and intricate moustache. I hated him from the moment I met him. He held his clipboard at a particularly officious angle, and I'm a petty tyrant about such things in the privacy of my own head. He looked both shocked and constipated. “Must you use such... earthy language? This is the Jargroth parliamentary chamber. The ultimate symbol of democracy on this world.” 
 
    “That explains the tart's boudoir décor. I guess that means we can't rip out that dusty old chair and shit?” 
 
    The official followed Grizabella's lazily pointing finger, and blanched. “The Pilot's Chair? Yes, that is a – ah, permanent fixture. Removed from the original colony ship and preserved here, used only by the first minister when signing new legislation, in remembrance of our offworld origins. If you really must, it has been agreed you can cover it with a drape, but it must not be... interfered with.” 
 
    Gielgud raised a finger, which fizzed and whined slightly as he waggled it in slight confusion. “Point of clarification. Stop me if I'm way off-beam, but I kind of thought the audience tonight and you yourself... are the other guys? Looking to tear down this sop to direct representation?” 
 
    I wandered away at this point, wondering if I could find a kettle somewhere to get a brew going, and whether I could make myself a cup of tea without the others making a tiresome series of unwelcome Arthur Dent jokes. My route took me past the Pilot's Chair on its dais, and I gave the steps a bit of a tentative kick. This whole building looked like a pre-fab job from the outside. Surely it wouldn't be that much hassle to move? 
 
    In a moment the official had materialised beside me, nostrils flared and moustache bristling with affronted outrage, until I lowered my offending foot. Then he turned back to Grizabella and Gielgud. 
 
    “Quite so. But if you'd read the background to our cause in any great detail, you'd notice this sector has changed hands between factions on eight separate occasions this year alone. While the rebels remain committed to overthrowing and annihilating all trace of this decadent travesty of Old Earth democracy in principle, we have to respect the statistics which suggest we might be beating a retreat in a few weeks. And they're a lot more sporting about not bombarding retreating forces with plasma shells if you haven't wiped your arse on their seat of government while you were occupying it, pardon my Golorian.” 
 
    Gielgud rested his cybernetic fingers on the jobsworth's shoulder in a way which I think was supposed to be placating, but I could see the man's face turn white with pain as the digits clenched deep in his absurd epaulettes. The reptile cyborg began to try and say something reassuring, when the doors crashed open. 
 
    Puff stood in the doorway, waving his cane like Moses. “What in the name of Horatio's dank arsehole is going on? I'm not barely paying you pitiful sacks of squirrel spooge to stand around chatting with chinless poofs. No offence, dear boy.” 
 
    The official extricated himself from Gielgud's vice-like friendly grip, and sniffed. “None taken, I'm sure.” 
 
    The elderly actor turned slowly on the spot, his one eye taking in every detail of the chamber, his face expressionless. Then he sighed. “It'll do. Fanning, make yourself useful and tear up that dusty old chair. It's fucking up the sightlines. Stick it out back, I'll need somewhere to sit and fart while you degenerates are lousing up the Bard's deathless verse.” 
 
    “No!” the official's scream was the campest thing I'd ever heard, and did I mention I've worked in theatre for ten years? He sounded like Sir Derek Jacobi with his balls caught in his zip. He flounced over to Puff, who raised the eyebrow over his eyepatch in quiet amusement. 
 
    “You have been engaged for a simple evening's theatrical entertainment, that doesn't give you the right to desecrate and despoil my world's seat of power!” 
 
    Puff looked at him steadily. “Listen to me, boy. You talk to me of power? I'm an old man and I've been travelling longer than you could imagine. I've seen a thousand seats of power, and I've toppled several dozen. Because I have a power of all my own.” 
 
    He raised his odd cane, and every eye in the room was drawn to its crystal, that caught the scattered light from the ravaged roof and threw it at every wall in a prism of rainbows. The official's Adam's apple bobbed as the crystal was thrust under his nose. 
 
    “You see this stone, boy? You see those hidden colours, deep inside its shifting facets? They hold a deep secret.” 
 
    The official's eyes crossed as he tried to focus on the crystal. It still looked greenish-blue to me, but Puff's voice had taken on an odd cadence. 
 
    “Do you see it, boy?” 
 
    The official, sweat beading on his brow, nodded once, suddenly. 
 
    “I see you do. The secret of all my power...” Puff lashed out with the cane like a cobra, and belted the young official over the head. His victim howled and staggered away, clutching his scalp. 
 
    Puff barked a laugh, then caught the man's shoulder in his grip. If anything, it looked less gentle than Gielgud's mechanically-assisted grasp. “You know why that happened, boy? You know why you just got bashed on the head by an old man's stick, in spite of whatever parody of training they give you out here in God’s waste of a spiral arm?” 
 
    “You hypnotised me!” 
 
    “Great saggy goat balls! Smoke and mirrors, suggestion, stagecraft. Now get out of our way, or next time, this crystal's going to hypnotise you straight up your OCD sphincter.” 
 
    The officer looked desperately away from Puff and stared over at us: Grizabella licking her lips at the prospect of impending carnage, Kraal folding his arms across his broad chest (I’d now worked out that was just to show off his pecs, and was privately sure he was pretty much useless in a real scrap), Gielgud’s mechanical fingers flexing convulsively, and me… just glowering at him while wearing a scratchy brown frock and a recently broken nose. 
 
    It worked. The next sound we heard was the door slamming shut behind him. 
 
    The STI looked like bursting into another round of sniggering, but Puff wasn’t in the mood. He slammed his cane down on the marble floor, where its thudding impact echoed much louder than it ought to have done. 
 
    “Enough fiddle-arsing about, my dears. This is small beer, but it’s a gig nonetheless. Kraal, get that chair out back where I can soften it up. Gielgud, call in the actors.” 
 
    As Gielgud ran out to round up the rank and file troops that would be making up the chorus, Puff gazed out over the raked benches of Jargroth’s parliament. “Bloody idiots couldn’t sort out their local bureaucracy. Time for the theatrical cure. Tonight, we act.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Opening Night 
 
    “The which if you with patient ears attend, 
 
    What here shall miss, our toil shall strive to mend.” 
 
    My prologue over, I stepped back as the lights clicked off for a moment so all the corpses could stop pretending to be dead, and get into position for Scene 1. I slipped into the wings as two non-commissioned officers playing Capulet servants began bantering in the market, while the rest of the actors bustled around them looking busy. 
 
    In point of fact, I had a strong suspicion that the “wings” in this theatre were actually something like the robing room for their emperor, but never mind. With all the waiting actors, props and bits of set, it was stuffed tighter than the wings in a proper theatre, so it did the job. 
 
    Puff bustled up to me, flapping his hands in agitation, and unclipped the prop restraints from my wrists and ankles. “Change of plan, dear boy. Bugger ye hence right now and get the job done.” 
 
    I looked at the old man in alarm. “Now? Seriously? Is this because of that Harkreth guy?” To be fair, at this point there were a fair few scenes including Mercutio's interminable Queen Mab speech before I'd be needed back on stage, but the shifting agenda unsettled me. 
 
    “No, no! Well, yes. In a manner of speaking.” Puff's eyes darted about. “The situation here is escalating. We've had word of an assault later. The insurgents want to use our neutral presence here as an opportunity to mount an offensive. It wouldn't be the first time buggers have tried to use us as human shields, but the difference on this occasion is that oily rampallion Harkreth would take great delight in shelling the Peter Hall and all of us to pieces in immediate retaliation, before calling it in as unfortunate collateral damage.” 
 
    I put a hand to my forehead for a moment and took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. It didn't work. “Fuck, Puff, what did you say to this guy to piss him off so much?” 
 
    “I could tell you, dear heart, but I'm afraid you'd never use a toothbrush again. Now, gather your cassock, and get on with it. I want us in orbit well before the balloon goes up.” 
 
    And with that, he opened the door to the network of corridors surrounding the Jargroth parliamentary chamber, and marched me straight from the building. 
 
    It was a strange city. Buildings sprouted from the ground in neat rows, which made the gaps between them streets by default. But though there was definitely some kind of tarmac beneath our feet, the desert beyond blew sand all down the thoroughfares until the city just looked like some kind of climate change propaganda poster vision of London amid sand dunes. But the temperature was dropping out in the desert now that the sun had set, and chill night air blew straight up my hessian robes as Puff bustled me through a side entrance. Forbidding office buildings squatted along the other side of the broad street, apparently ministries and civil service boltholes, which had been mostly abandoned until the conflict was resolved. 
 
    “There we are. Leg it over there, round the corner, over a low wall on to the path leading to their barracks, two minute run and you're there. Be back in twenty minutes and act casual, the show must go on and all that. We’ve been given special permission to break curfew with a lock-in at a local boozer, and we’ll do the debrief there, before racing back to the Peter Hall. Good luck.” 
 
    “Wait, what? There’s a major offensive planned and you’re still doing the drinks party after the show?” 
 
    The old man shrugged, his single eye wide in something close to panic. “We have to. We can’t do anything here that might arouse suspicion, and what’s more suspicious than a thirsty actor not wanting a drink after the show?” 
 
    With that, the door slammed and I was on my own. 
 
    I sighed. They'd made it clear I wasn't going to get a gun, but I thought they'd at least let me wear some pants. Still, they were only asking me to rob some people who'd been bribed into letting me rob them. For someone who'd recently won a space battle by steering a torpedo with his feet and then hang-gliding back through space off the back of a drone fighter, how hard could this be? 
 
    I ran for the corner Puff had pointed, and as I rounded it I crashed into half a dozen heavily armoured soldiers on patrol. 
 
    We went down in a tangle of arms, legs, powered gauntlets, and pulse rifles. It's fair to say they weren't best amused. 
 
    “Where the jolly old fuck do you think you're going, sunshine?” one of the soldiers asked, picking me up by the hood of my cassock. “And what the bloody hell are you wearing? Sandpaper dressing gown? You escape from the world's shittiest spa resort or what?” 
 
    “Reckon he's one of them actors, Garrent,” said a colleague, checking his rifle over for damage. 
 
    I thought fast. I hadn't actually done anything wrong or possibly even suspicious yet. “Yes, that's it, actually. Actor. And a frightful wimp to boot, really quite harmless. Popping out for a ciggy and a breath of fresh air.” 
 
    Garrent's brow furrowed. With his huge shaven head, there was plenty of brow room to get some really impressive furrows going. It was almost fractal in its complexity, and I stared at it, until I realised that he'd asked me something and I'd been too busy watching his scalp contort to listen. 
 
    “I said, we was all pretty hacked off not to get tickets to that. Stuck here patrolling while they're all watching a bunch of degenerate poofs ponce about on stage. How's about you do a bit now? Of your play?” 
 
    I didn't bother asking what the alternative was, they were pretty big lads. 
 
    But I was buggered if I was going to do Friar sodding Lawrence. “Here's much to do with hate, but so much more with love,” I began, declaiming heroically. 
 
    Garrent's gauntlet shot out and covered my face. 
 
    “Fucking quietly, you knobber! We're only a few dozen yards from the Impy lines!” 
 
    One of the other soldiers nudged Garrent's arm as he lowered his fist from my mouth. “Here, it's not all that iambic pentameter wank, is it?” 
 
    “A lot of the servants' stuff is in prose,” I tried to chip in. 
 
    “I knew it!” the heckler cackled. “Perpetuating the class system via textual form. The entertainments sub-committee remain woefully ill-equipped to select an ideologically progressive schedule.” 
 
    “Aw, stop your whinging Drazon, and let him get on with it. I like a bit of blank verse, does a soul good to hear the poets sing,” said one of the soldiers at the back of the squad, sounding unaccountably Welsh. 
 
    Drazon turned swiftly, a haze of blue energy dancing round his gauntlet as he raised and clenched his fist. “Who said that?” 
 
    All in all, it was a relief, when the Imperial artillery shell exploded eight feet away. 
 
    The crunch of the explosion seemed to knock every bone in my body together, and the whole group of us were bowled over like skittles. The gyroscopic stabilisers kicked in and I found myself in a balletic-style planking pose sprawled full-length over the path and balancing on the toes of one foot, my nose less than an inch from the drifting sands. 
 
    I lowered myself down to the ground as I found myself staring into Drazon's accusing glare. Then I relaxed as I realised his accusing glare had more to do with the fact that half his skull had been sliced off by shrapnel. Then I threw up. That at least seemed to be in character. 
 
    The surviving soldiers scrambled to their feet quickly and scattered behind litter bins and lamp posts, snarling impenetrable codes at each other. Occasionally one of them would snap off a potshot at the roofs of the nearby buildings, though they seemed pretty aimless. 
 
    I finally stood, my head ringing, and in my confused state, I was slightly put out that the soldiers were now ignoring me so completely. 
 
    “Keep your flaming head down, you stupid arse,” hissed a Welsh voice behind me, which was probably fair advice. I scuttled up the street, flinging myself headlong again when another shell exploded right where I'd been standing. 
 
    This time the squad seemed to have nailed the enemy's position, and the night sky lit up with green laser blasts as the soldiers returned fire. Even I could see that they were pinpointing their position even more effectively than a concussed actor wandering around the middle of the street, and sure enough the crump of more artillery began thudding across the rooftops moments later. I ran for it. 
 
    Five minutes later, I was thoroughly lost, but at least the tinnitus had stopped, and I was no longer seeing double. 
 
    I'd reached the old town, which in most Earth cities means nice pubs, green spaces, property prices that look like telephone numbers, and guided tours of every single building on your path. On colony worlds, however, they weren't mincing their words. The old town was quite literally where the first primitive shelters had been erected when the colonists arrived a century ago, and where their generation ship had dumped its supplies before limping back into the sky for the journey home. They were mostly corrugated shacks covered loosely by tarpaulins to keep out sandstorms. 
 
    It was an interesting contrast to the futuristic cityscape of the area around the parliament building, but from the maps I'd been shown all too briefly, it was also an interesting contrast to where I was supposed to be. 
 
    In the distance, the sounds of the firefight seemed to be dying down, so I skipped down a few blocks and then tried to retrace my route along a parallel street. 
 
    Even through my increasingly abused synthskin, the desert's freezing night air was beginning to blow unwelcome draughts up my robes, and I wished I'd thought to pinch a gun or a gauntlet from poor dead Drazon. Or his armoured trousers, at least 
 
    Finally, I turned a corner on to a street filled with grey concrete buildings that reeked of functionary officialdom. At the other end of it I was rewarded with the sight of a fenced-off compound of single storey huts, blazing with lights and speckled with the shapes of soldiers running this way and that. The razor wire-topped chain-link fences were punctuated by huge tapering metallic tower structures at each corner. I was back on track. 
 
    My only concern was: how to get in? I'd been told the place would be almost dormant, with a good chunk of the troops at the theatre and most of the rest asleep or bribed. Probably thanks to the skirmish in the streets, there were soldiers marching around everywhere in their glossy black uniforms. 
 
    I was vaguely aware that standing staring at the razor wire fence of a military installation while wearing fancy dress was probably not a great strategy. But how to get in? 
 
    Time was ticking on, they'd surely be on Act 2 by now. And I was stuck staring at the target base like the proverbial dog in front of a butcher's window. 
 
    My dilemma was rendered irrelevant when a heavy hand descended on my shoulder from behind, accompanied by a flat electronic voice. “And what are you looking at, sunshine?” 
 
    I was turned, roughly, to stare at the matte black visor of a heavy blast helmet, sitting on top of sleek glossy black armour. The faintest flicker of light behind the visor suggested the soldier was scanning my face, and suddenly I realised why Puff was so keen on sourcing his actors from the distant past. They'd have no record of me, I was a ghost in this age! 
 
    “James Fanning, Earth, actor, 21st Century,” the soldier intoned. “You're a long way from home, Jim.” 
 
    Oh, bugger. “Ah, yeah...” I floundered. “I've been resting. Um, bit of voiceover work, though.” 
 
    The soldier barked a laugh, which echoed with weird feedback when filtered through his suit's microphone. “That's one hell of a skullsculpt to fool military-grade facial recognition software. GAC got you infiltrating those shifty STI fruits? Always knew they were up to something.” 
 
    By now I'd learned to worry whenever I thought I could understand what people were saying when they started talking about future stuff. I was pretty sure I shouldn't be able to understand any of it, and it seemed to end up with my being stuffed into torpedoes and so on. “Ach, well, you know how it is...” I equivocated. 
 
    “About time too,” the soldier barked. “Don't mind me, need to know and all that. I'll take you straight to the chief and you can submit your report. A famous 21st Century actor conveniently found in cryosleep right by the Orion Belt Fringe Festival. Old man Puff's gotten so arrogant he doesn't even think to question his luck any more, right?” 
 
    “You're not wrong there,” I agreed cautiously, as we set off towards the gates. 
 
    “I was wondering how I was going to get in without getting shot,” I said to him quite naturally and honestly. 
 
    “Covert ops are a bugger like that,” the hulking trooper agreed with an expansive shrug that rattled the missiles in his shoulder-mounted bazookas. “Of course, all that synthskin you're packing would have kept you alive long enough to put the boys straight. Probably.” 
 
    Invisible to scanners, eh? My arse. Cheers, Puff. As we reached the gate, the soldier called inside. “Open up lads, theatrical secret agent coming through!” 
 
    A ragged cheer rose up from the troops, the steel gates were duly opened, and we marched across the dusty courtyard, me doing my best to look wily, knowing, and only slightly furtive, despite the dreadful itchy armpits the hessian cassock was now giving me. 
 
    We headed straight to the nearest hut, and as soon as we were inside, I realised we must be in a converted primary school or something, as the lockers that lined the entrance hallway seemed far too small and flimsy to hold the kind of bulky armour these guys all seemed to favour. 
 
    My escort took me into the first classroom on the left, which helpfully had a sign on the door reading 'Intelligence'. Thick stacks of paper bulged out of straining manila folders, piled up on bright plastic chairs that would struggle to seat a seven year old. 
 
    At a bit of a loss in the empty classroom, the man waved me over to the teacher's desk, behind which was the only adult-sized chair in the room. “No one home. Not to worry, I'll find out where everyone's got to. Fancy a brew?” 
 
    As I sat at the desk, I read the title of a document upside-down. Counter-intelligence operatives on assignment it read, heading a column of mug shot photos and names. Bingo! 
 
    “Um, yeah, two sugars would be lovely, cheers,” I said, hardly daring to breathe. 
 
    The soldier even saluted, before sauntering from the room. I reached for the paper with shaking fingers. 
 
    “Wait a minute...” the grunt said ominously, turning in the doorway. I dropped the sheet as though it had burst into flame. 
 
    “Hmm?” I squeaked. 
 
    “Would you like a biscuit?” his electronically modulated voice croaked. 
 
    I tried to slow my breathing enough to get words out. “Too wet without, dear,” I said with a manic rictus attempt at a winning smile. 
 
    “You even sound like Fanning,” he said, shaking his head as he turned back to the corridor. 
 
    I shook my head in the sudden silence, waited a moment, and then grabbed the document again. I ran my left palm over the whole surface, where Grizabella had implanted the scanner in a slit between synthskin layers, and waited until my thumbnail flashed green to indicate a complete data capture. 
 
    I moved to replace the document, but beneath the list of field agents, there was a full-size folding map of the city, covered in squiggles and arrows, in blue and red, with a big squiggly line down the middle which I guessed was the front line, such as it was. 
 
    That took a bit of scanning, as I waved my palm around the sheet, trying desperately to find the one elusive patch that I'd missed. All the time, there was only one thought on my mind, and I felt a bit sheepish that it didn't relate to working out how to get back to Puff and the others. In the future I'm famous! I should look myself up on Inter-Galactic IMDB or something. No wonder Kraal had been so cagey. I’d asked, but I hardly thought my odd bits of stage work and supporting roles on Holby City would have built a reputation that endured beyond humanity reaching out to the stars. In my personal future, I must be destined to do some seriously huge film roles, or at least become a regular fixture on panel shows. My thumbnail flashed again, derailing the only genuinely pleasant train of thought I'd had since meeting Puff, by reminding me that I was in the middle of a warzone. 
 
    The papers rearranged back to what I hoped were more or less their original positions, I stood up from the desk. I ought to be getting out of here. Whatever miraculous misunderstanding had smuggled me into the heart of the military operation would evaporate the moment I ran into someone with any actual authority or security clearance. Not only that, but I must already have missed my first entrance. I was pretty sure someone would cover for me, but a gig was a gig, even if it was Friar sodding Lawrence. 
 
    I wandered towards the door, idly looking at the inept but colourful drawings children had made long ago, all triangular figures living in squares with triangles on top and twin moons in the sky shining purple laser beams of light. Then I noticed that among the pinned-up pictures, there was a list of grid references and what looked like security codes. I had no idea what they might be for, but I doubted it was to open the poster paints cupboard, so I scanned that as well. 
 
    Five minutes later, I'd scanned just about every sheet of paper in the classroom that wasn't covered in wax crayon and glitter. I even scanned a few of those, just to annoy Grizabella when she came to sort through the stuff later. Then as I prepared to leave, I heard voices approaching from the corridor, and froze. 
 
    “...we know exactly what the STI do, you idiot, why on Earth would we infiltrate them? They send out calls for bloody actors among the officers wherever they tour! He's probably just lost, but we'll have to -” 
 
    I shut the door, breathing hard. I had seconds left, I was unarmed, and the most cursory search would reveal that I was equipped with a hand scanner stuffed full of enough military intelligence to win this planet's next two wars. 
 
    I backed away from the door, figuring my best chance was to just charge headlong at whoever opened it and make a break for freedom and the gate. That's when I spotted the belt of chunky black grenades hanging from the back of the classroom door. 
 
    I'd never even held one of the devices before, but the thing about grenades is they're not exactly over-burdened with complex controls. These simply had one dial, and one button. I grabbed one, twisted the dial a few degrees, pushed the button on the top and dropped it out of the ground floor window. 
 
    I barely had time to grab the remaining grenades and shelter behind the desk, before the resulting explosion took out the whole wall. 
 
    “Incoming artillery!” shouted a voice from outside. “They've shelled the command post!” 
 
    “I don't think-” started another voice, but I was already moving. 
 
    The classroom door flew open as I lobbed another grenade towards it, prompting a string of cursing as the soldiers on the other side fell back in panic. 
 
    I had maybe two seconds before they realised I'd not primed the grenade, and I made full use of them. I charged straight through the smoking, rubble-strewn gap in the wall, relying entirely on my gyroscopic implants to keep me on my feet as my Friar Lawrence sandals tripped and slipped over masonry and twisted metal. 
 
    The first laser pulses blasted over my shoulder as I cleared the building and took my first breath of fresh air. By pure luck, the wall had been facing the fence in a sheltered corner of the compound, so I didn't run straight out into a fresh hail of laser bolts. 
 
    Orienting myself quickly, I realised turning left would take me straight out towards the front gate, which I was fairly sure would now be swarming with soldiers mobilising to investigate what I hoped they still thought was an external attack. I needed an alternate exit strategy. I reached into my cassock, and squeezed the object I'd spent the dress rehearsal pretending was Friar Lawrence's crucifix. Then I darted right, rounded the corner, and shinned up a drainpipe. The stabilisers helped on the way up, but I was still knackered by the time I reached the top. I flopped over the gutter and on to the flat roof, flapping, twitching, and gasping for breath like a fish out of water. 
 
    “He can't have got far,” I heard my guardian angel soldier grumbling below. 
 
    “He can,” his unseen companion rasped. “He'll have swiped my spare uniform from under my desk and be halfway back home by now. No matter. We know precisely where he's going.” 
 
    A spare uniform! I struck my forehead, as I tugged at the scratchy sackcloth that was still my only defence against the increasingly icy night air. The vacuum and near absolute zero temperature of open space had been excruciating, but I'd only had to endure it for a matter of seconds in the middle of the biggest adrenaline spike of my life, compared to several hours wearing this abrasive old sack. And my precious synthskin was clearly sloughing off at an alarming rate, not helped by this bloody costume. 
 
    Rolling over on to my stomach, I risked a peek down at the compound. Hovertrucks full of troops were activating and sweeping out of the front gate on to the streets, off to kick some arse. I really had to hope I could get my intel to Puff before the war was over and there was no one left to sell it to. 
 
    I pulled my fake crucifix out from inside my hellish costume to check on my exit strategy. 
 
    I needn't have bothered. Sirens abruptly began whooping and blaring across the compound. “Orbital strike incoming!” bellowed a sergeant, his amplified voice rolling across the whole base. “Look lively, lads! Brace!” 
 
    At each corner of the base, huge pulses of plasma blasted into the night sky from the tapering towers, streaking away towards an enemy no one could yet see. Anti-aircraft defences, should have seen that one coming, really. The tarmac was rapidly clearing of the few remaining personnel, who were swarming into one of the smaller sheds. I could only assume the building led to a subterranean area or two, given the number of people squashing into it at top speed. 
 
    The plasma cannons kept blasting into the sky as I clung to the roof, alone in the night with an orbital strike bearing down on my position and a synthetic fist full of classified information. 
 
    I grinned as Blinky the ILO drone screamed from the sky and skidded to a halt three feet in front of my face with a single directed burst of retro-thruster fire. The plasma cannons continued to blast skywards, and small fireballs began to appear in the upper atmosphere. 
 
    The drone had jettisoned most of its cannons, both to control its descent from the ionosphere and to throw off the tracking sensors of the bases ground defences. Now the discarded components were being picked off, keeping the plasma cannons occupied, and keeping the troops in the bunker while they still thought they were under bombardment. I nodded approvingly; clever girl. 
 
    I slipped Go Compare's goggles over my head. The drone had done well to get through to me, I'd only been hoping it might distract the soldiers for long enough for me to make a break for the streets. Now, however, it was my turn to get us out with the prize. 
 
    “Come on, Blinky,” I muttered, finally naming my new favourite gadget, and I crawled over to it, watching my own careful approach through the remote cameras. I reached out gingerly, expecting to smell burning synthskin but somehow it had already cooled from re-entry. “Let's get out of here.” 
 
    I blinked at an icon, and Blinky puffed up three feet in the air, its remaining cannon dangling in invitation. 
 
    “That's a sweet thought, but I think we can make a bigger statement this time...” 
 
    From a crouching start, I leaped into the air, and came down with both feet on top of the drone's chassis. It bobbed a little as it adjusted its thrusters to compensate for my added weight, but it stabilised quickly. 
 
    I'd already begun to suspect Puff and Grizabella had made additional adjustments to my body when they reconstructed me in the matter transporter, and the height of that leap proved it. Later I'd need to persuade them to write out a list of things they'd fiddled with. 
 
    A shout sounded from below, a solitary lookout left peering at the cannons still spewing energy into the sky. He'd spotted the weirdly robed intruder crouching on a remote starfighter drone on his roof, and was jumping to predictable conclusions. 
 
    I blinked at another icon. “Take us back. Quick.” 
 
    Blinky launched into a circular flight, slightly jerky at first as it continued to adjust for my weight, but by the time we'd made one loop of the school roof, we were hovering smoothly. 
 
    Pew! Pew! The guard fired a blind volley of energy bolts into the air around us, possibly a warning shot. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and blinked a third time. We shot down towards the guard at a stomach-churning pace, and he blasted away at us the whole time. 
 
    It was with a sense of sheer disbelief that I found time slowing to a crawl around me as liquid light flowed all around. The guard's knuckles were white around the trigger of his rifle, and a new bolt of energy was zapping from the barrel. 
 
    With no conscious thought at all, my hands moved to swat his wild shots out of the air as though they were windscreen wipers clearing raindrops. 
 
    Energy beams splashed against my arms, setting the cassock ablaze but bouncing harmlessly from my synthskin-coated flesh. As the drone ate up the distance between us, I saw the guard gulp, shoulder his rifle and fire one last bolt straight at my face before he dived out of the way. 
 
    I stood in one fluid motion, surfing Blinky as I stuck my hand out to block his final shot. 
 
    My right hand. 
 
    The bolt struck me right through the palm where Grizabella had stubbed out countless cigarettes during our abortive training. 
 
    A fine mist of blood and sizzling flesh sprayed from the back of my hand as superheated plasma drilled straight through the appendage and out into the night sky. 
 
    I screwed up my eyes against the savage, blinding, excruciating pain of it. And then forced them open again as the drone reacted to the eye movement by hurling us up several hundred feet. Into the cannons' field of fire. 
 
    “Cheers Blinky, mate,” I hissed as car-sized energy bolts flashed around us. 
 
    Blinky lurched hard to the left to dodge one blast on auto-pilot, and then I took back control, blinking away tears from the throbbing pain in my hand. 
 
    I shifted my footing and leaned forward, sending us into a steep corkscrew dive around the nearest cannon. 
 
    It was probably suicidal, but I was guessing these artillery pieces were automated and none too bright. 
 
    Sure enough, their angle of fire tracked lower and lower as we descended towards our target cannon, barely keeping ahead of the barrage. 
 
    There was a terrifying moment as we circled the cannon's muzzle, and it pulsed a blast so close to us that Blinky's final weapons pod dropped off with a shower of sparks. Then we were down on top of the tower, sheltered from the other three cannons by perching behind the fourth. 
 
    “One elephant, two elephant, go!” I blinked and we blasted off in a perfect parabolic arc as all three cannons concentrated their fire on the fourth, which exploded in an angry blossom of fire. 
 
    Shrieking sirens followed our progress as we hurtled up, over the compound wall and down towards our goal. Laser bolts streaked the sky, and I stood up straight on top of the robot, threw back my head and laughed. 
 
    As Blinky plummeted closer to the rooftops, it began to smooth out its angle of descent, until we were humming along almost horizontally, burning up momentum so close to ground level that I was surprised we weren't kicking up roof panels or setting fire to the scrubby thatch, or the thorny moss that was enshrouded some of the older buildings. 
 
    We sailed sedately over the square, now so low that I was worried we wouldn't clear the roof opposite. I glanced down to see if it was safe to jump, and smiled as I spotted a familiar cluster of white tables next to one building. I'd have to avoid schlaakh in future. 
 
    Without warning Blinky lurched in the air, as though under a sudden impact. We dipped lower, curving towards the rough stone walls that we hurtled towards. Had we run out of fuel? 
 
    Then a piping electronic voice sliced through the night. “You're nicked, dipshit.” 
 
    A metal disc clanged over Blinky's side. I squinted at it for a moment in confusion, before a robotic hand followed it. The serving robot's drinks tray. Except now it was spinning at a furious rate, moonlight gleaming from it with vicious precision. I suspected it was quite sharp, a suspicion confirmed as it sliced a corner from Blinky's chassis as it struggled to cling on to the drone. 
 
    “I'm ever so sorry,” I tried. “We realised I'd left my wallet on the ship. I was just on my way back to pay you.” 
 
    “After curfew? Pull the other one, it's got laser attachments on,” snarled the robot, its featureless head popping up from beneath the drone. Its legs whipped up from beneath and planted themselves firmly on the surface in front of me, before its body followed as the robot performed a kind of elastic somersault over Blinky, who was firing thrusters to try and gain some height. 
 
    I stumbled on the drone's tiny surface, forced to stand far too close to the robot as it loomed over me, its sensors bristling. “Have you any idea what your filth did to me? I could have chased the source of pure mathematics straight under a hovertank, I was so out of my tree.” 
 
    A dull whine began to build inside the robot's torso. “In ten seconds, you'll wish you had,” it grated, its machine voice losing the small amount of personality it had once carried as it entered some sort of military configuration. 
 
    I sighed. This was turning into a long night. I did my best to give the robot a jaunty wink. “Guess what? I have gyroscopic implants.” 
 
    At my signal, Blinky tilted sharply to the left, almost a forty-five degree angle. After a heart-stopping microsecond or two, whatever devices now controlled my nervous system kicked in, and I leaned into the slope, my feet still planted firmly on the drone. 
 
    The robot fared less well, sliding wildly down Blinky's smooth carapace, its blank face flashing red and green in urgent pulses, and its lethal spinning tray attachment spiralling away into the night as it lost its balance. 
 
    But my elation lasted only for a moment. With a twin clanging noise, the robot's broad metal feet clamped down firmly on Blinky. It buzzed in triumph at me, as the drone evened out its flight. “Yeah? Well. I can magnetise my limbs.” 
 
    “That's handy,” I said, my mouth suddenly very dry. 
 
    “It is,” grated the robot, its flexing slender fingers grabbing my throat and beginning to squeeze viciously at my windpipe. “Last chance to settle your tab.” 
 
    Black blotches were already exploding across my vision. I did my best to laugh, though it came out almost as grating as the robot's combat-mode voice. “I'd honestly rather flip you off.” 
 
    And so I did flip it off. As I did so, I sent Blinky into a rapid hundred and eighty degree horizontal spin, shaking the robot’s grip from my larynx. I hopped into the air and landed like a cat on the drone's underside, while the robot's magnetic feet kept it clamped in place, hurtling through the air upside-down and screaming abuse impotently into the night sky as it buzzed and frothed in rage. 
 
    I almost groaned as I looked along the alley we were speeding along. As I spotted the solid wooden beam that crossed it, festooned with hanging drapes and carpets from the market stalls that clustered there by day. 
 
    As Blinky increased its speed, I made my first and hopefully last cold-blooded action hero quip. 
 
    “Robot. You're barred.” 
 
    Clonk. Between my implants and Blinky's own reactions, I barely felt the lurch as the robot collided with the beam and was knocked flat to the street below. 
 
    A spot of buffeting reminded me we were flying the wrong way up for atmospheric flight, so I hopped into the air and flipped the drone again, before sending us high into another parabolic curve just in case the robot had recovered from its fall and sorted out its wayward telescopic limbs in time to snap off a shot or two at us. 
 
    I surfed Blinky all the way down to the ground, this time without incident, and I kept my footing as it skimmed down a residential street which I hoped was just round the corner from the parliament building. 
 
    Finally I hopped off the drone, which coasted to a final halt a few yards away. It bleeped with quiet satisfaction, and entered standby mode, bobbing gently in the air a couple of feet over the rough asphalt that marked this out as the executive part of town. 
 
    I peeled off the sweat-sodden goggles, and hung them dangling around my neck.“Go home.” 
 
    As I watched Blinky streak back into the sky, dodging significantly fewer energy bolts, I checked my hand. It was still agonisingly painful, but the laser or whatever had at least cauterised the wound it had drilled in my limb. It had also left a neat hole I could poke my little finger through. 
 
    I paused, considering the implications if I ever fancied diversifying as a stage magician, and then raised my uninjured hand and flexed my fingers. A chunky memory wafer ejected from the slit in my hand, and I tucked it into the one costume detail Friar Lawrence had been permitted. A small leather pouch had been fixed to my cassock's cord belt, so I could give Juliet her potion, and it was also lead-lined so I could hide my findings in case I was stopped and scanned on the way back into the venue. 
 
    I rounded the corner, and sure enough, there were the low towers and imposing domes of the Jargroth parliament building. Result! I prepared to brush off questions about my smouldering robes, blood-stained hand and generally dishevelled state. I'd just pretend it was part of the show, Verona's bloody backdrop to the lovers' tale. 
 
    That's when I spotted the crowds of soldiers spilling from the building, slapping each other's shoulders, wiping their eyes, and blinking in the cold night air. 
 
    I was too late. I'd missed the show. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: Space Jam! 
 
    It didn't take much effort to find the STI, I just found a wandering soldier and asked him where the actors had gone to drink. He clapped me drunkenly on my shoulder and told me I'd performed a 'well safe, innit' Prologue, so I obligingly signed his rifle. It was genuinely the most sincere fan moment I'd ever experienced, and I was just glad he was too pissed to see how beaten up I was. 
 
    The bar was a pleasantly dingy basement, with a firepit in the middle, and scuttling children refilling tankards from casks around the walls. It stank of exhausted actors, and victory. Each of the low benches around the firepit bore a reclining thespian, and at least half a dozen admiring soldiers, who were all trying not to look too starstruck after one smitten young corporal had tried on Grizabella’s spectacular hat, only to find two grim-faced military policemen marching him off to the punishment block, under the scandalised gaze of an adjutant. Guess there was no room for sharp hats in this glorious revolution. Probably a decadent frippery of the degenerate elite, or something. 
 
    I did my best not to swagger as I wandered in. I made my way over to Puff’s bench, and tossed the leather pouch into the old ham’s lap. 
 
    “I found that old prop you were looking for,” I said, and followed it up with a roguish wink, as I was fairly sure everyone would be too pissed to notice. 
 
    Puff looked up with a sharpness that belied the array of empty glasses arranged over the table that lay more or less before him. 
 
    “That’s the only detail saving your wretched mumming hide, you febrile fustilarian. How dare you miss your cue? You forced poor Kraal to extemporise at length when it came to meeting with Romeo's trusty old confessor.” 
 
    I was rocked back on my feet under the force of the old thespian’s withering scorn, but I mugged happily for the soldiers’ benefit anyway. “Gosh, dear old thing, I lost track of time. I rather thought some desperate young understudy might pounce on the chance to jump in and do the piece for me. I do like to cultivate fresh talent.” 
 
    There was a brief pause while Puff’s nostrils flared, which took just long enough for me to register that I was in serious trouble. 
 
    “It just so happens that I carved out a modest name for myself with the part earlier in my own career, and reluctantly trod the boards to deliver the speech one last time, ending with a devilishly subtle final rhetorical flourish.” 
 
    A few of the others were glowering at me now, but I decided my best option was simply to style this out. “Well, I’m delighted I gave you the chance to recapture past glories. Now can I talk to you about… this new play I’m writing?” 
 
    Their dramatic yearnings thoroughly purged by the evening’s entertainment, and now drunkenly indifferent to whomsoever had delivered which specific elements thereof, the soldiers collectively rolled their eyes at this fresh display of creative vitality, and turned back to their drinks as Puff swept from the bar. I followed with a smirk, and was surprised when a sergeant looked up from his game of dominoes and plucked at my sleeve as I reached the foot of the stairs. 
 
    The man was stocky and red-faced, with piggy bloodshot eyes that spoke of unspeakable nightmares, many of which he’d probably inspired himself. “This play…” he slurred. 
 
    “Um. Yes?” I replied, doing my level best not to squeak with terror. 
 
    The man blinked a couple of times, trying to bring me into focus, or possibly trying to remember what he’d been about to ask. “Does it,” he said eventually, his gruff voice almost plaintive, “does it preserve the unities?” 
 
    A pit yawning in my stomach, I looked around wildly. I was alarmed at the number of faces suddenly pointing in my direction with interest. Though the faces of the STI members were very much tuned for amusement. Bastards. 
 
    The soldier was continuing, though I was giving serious consideration to butchering the man with his own ornamental sword. “The unities are so sadly neglected in contemporary theatre. Take the recent Pinter revival…” 
 
    His drinking partner slumped mournfully in his seat. “Oh! Pinter is gone, quite gone!” 
 
    “Indeed, and it is ever so,” the first grunt continued, waving graciously to his virtually supine comrade. “And they call it modern, well of course they would… but the unities, the unities, sir, ought to be held as sacrosanct. Or what the devil are we poor bastards fighting for?” 
 
    I affected a look of grave concern. “I’m afraid Mr Puff is the fiscal deity before whom I must abase myself in order to get any of my modest scribblings before an audience, and he has some most singular ideas about staging. But rest assured I shall argue most emphatically for the greatest attention to be paid to the, ah, unities.” 
 
    The grizzled critic appeared mollified, and fell back into slurred conversation with his comrade, their dominoes quite forgotten. By the time the door had swung closed behind me, they were discussing the woeful consequences of Brechtian distancing on the unities, and sealing a pact to slit Godot’s throat if they ever tracked him down on the battlefield. 
 
    I took a deep heady breath of cold desert night air, feeling half-pissed just from spending five minutes in that booze-sodden hole. The temperature was well below freezing, and the twin moons blazed across the cloudless night sky in all their splendour. 
 
    Pop! 
 
    I threw myself to the ground even as I recognised the sound of the popping cork for what it was. I spat a mouthful of sand as I looked up. Sure enough, Puff faced me, brandishing a bottle of something fizzy and chilled, judging by the vapour that rose from the bubbling fluid that ran down the bottle’s neck and spattered on to the sandy street. 
 
    “Well, well, you do know what to do in a gunfight, and I’m avenged for your little giggles at my expense. Now, step into my office.” 
 
    Puff tossed the uncorked bottle to me as I scrambled to my feet, and I managed to catch it clumsily by the neck just inches above the ground. The old man smirked at my discomfort, took a long swig from a second open bottle which he’d produced from his cloak, and wandered away towards the ship's hangar at a brisk pace. 
 
    When we reached the bridge of the Peter Hall, Puff headed straight to the science officer’s station, and plugged in the data chip. He waved me vaguely towards the Captain’s chair. 
 
    “I could get used to this,” I sighed, as I sank into the padded seat, and took a long swig from the probably-not-champagne. Bubbles tickled my throat as the sharp ice-cold liquid flowed, but there was a background flavour that suggested Puff was testing the adage that anything will pass for vintage fizz if served cold enough. I set to making sure it didn’t last long enough to warm up and wreck the illusion. 
 
    Puff was making generally approving noises as he scanned through the data, while drinking deeply from his own bottle every few moments. 
 
    “Troop positions, artillery resources, supply line details… this stuff is bloody gold, dear boy.” Puff capped this effusive praise with an explosive belch that he tried only half-heartedly to pass off as an ‘emphatic yawn’ before reaching under the console for a fresh bottle of bubbly. 
 
    “It was a pleasure,” I murmured with a smile, sinking further into the padding and wondering how captains managed to combat the constant temptation to doze off between issuing orders. Perhaps they didn’t, moments of snap decision seemed to be few and far between, from what little I’d seen of interstellar travel so far. A first officer’s duties could reasonably include giving the chap in the chair a discreet nudge every few dozen parsecs or so to get fresh directions. 
 
    “It’s exemplary work, it really ish,” Puff was well-oiled now, but there was a brittle smug edge to his tone that woke me up in a moment. “It’s just a shame you’ve reported the movements for the wrong army.” 
 
    A long silence rolled over the bridge, and made itself comfortable. I cleared my throat, found it suddenly awfully dry, glugged down the dregs of my bottle of bubbly, and tried again. 
 
    “Wrong… army? Hahahaha.” 
 
    The silence was now one-sided, but Puff showed no sign of breaking it, glowering balefully at me through his one eye, which was admittedly now bloodshot, half-closed, and distinctly unfocused. 
 
    “Getting almost a bit nervous now, ahahahaha,” I added, but the confident chuckle now sounded dry and desperate even to my own ears. I suddenly realised what a great Polonius the old man would make, at the exact same moment as I also inwardly resolved never to breathe a word of that thought to him. “You should probably qualify that kind of statement.” 
 
    “Well, dear boy, I’m not sure there’s much to qualify. We land in an embattled city on the eve of battle, to give our acclaimed interpretation of Romeo and Juliet. Under cover of which you’re dispatched to collate details of our host’s numbers, resources, and probably medium-term intentions for sale via a suitably shady and disreputable agency. You very much appear to have collated these details for the wrong army. What in the name of bedevilled stoat-fuckery does that suggest to you?” 
 
    I felt my cheeks prickling with the first heralds of intoxication, or possibly even shame. It was hard to tell; they both usually came along around the same time, and tended to bleed into each other. “Ah. Given that we are indeed billeted in, as you say, an embattled city, is it within the realms of possibility that I may have strayed across enemy lines?” 
 
    Puff nodded, curtly. “Aye, lad. After we landed with great pomp and circumstance and gave the performance of our careers to a carefully-bribed theatre of passionate insurgents, right next to their command base which had been left completely defenceless thanks to a maintenance crew who we’d paid handsomely to take a sudden yet passionate interest in the arts. You somehow decided to eschew the open goal of military intelligence that lay before you, and instead took it on yourself to wander through several miles of phaser-charred suburbia in order to impregnate the opposing force’s citadel. No wonder you missed your damn cue!” 
 
    He was still talking, and hadn't shot me. So this was obviously not the end of the world. “So what do we do?” 
 
    The old actor bounced from his chair as though he hadn't just knocked back an entire bottle of sparkling wine in less than five minutes, and made for the door. “Do? We get everyone back on board and into orbit, just as we planned. We were only in that pub waiting for news of you. As far as we know, that offensive's still scheduled.” 
 
    I remembered hovertrucks careering from the compound in search of an unseen and indeed non-existent sniper. “We might be all right there. I sent a good chunk of their army on a bit of a wild goose chase.” 
 
    Puff raised an eyebrow as he stepped out into the corridor. “That's... all right, that's quite good news. But you still robbed the wrong army, so don't think you're off the useless dickhead charts just yet. And there's still Harkreth. He won't have been fooled.” 
 
    We hurried along the plush red-carpeted corridor, the gaping hole in the hull now firmly patched with a new photo of Rory Kinnear. “It was an accidental wild goose chase, he might have been fooled by a cock-up?” 
 
    “Oh, I do so wish you'd learn when to stop digging, dear heart.” 
 
    We hurried together down the saucer's ramp, only to see Kraal, Grizabella and Gielgud scurrying across the vast hangar floor towards us. “Don't you dare finish that fizz without us,” Griz called, beaming. 
 
    “You can pry this bottle from my cold dead fingers, you alcoholic vultures,” the old man boomed genially, “or you can always open up the stash under the stage in the rehearsal studio. But only, and Daddy must insist here, only after you do the quickest ever prep for take-off. How does that sound, my delightfully deranged angel of death?” 
 
    Bugger me if Grizabella didn't actually purr at that, and give the old man a peck on the cheek as she scampered up the ramp. “Making it hot right now, Captain Bird's Eye,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    “I'll find the glasses,” mumbled Kraal as he and Gielgud followed fast behind. 
 
    I made to follow them, but Puff stopped me with a surprisingly gentle hand on the remains of my scratchy sleeve. “The set, the props, our lovely costumes...” He looked genuinely agonised, his eyes darting between the ramp and the hangar doors. “I don’t suppose...” 
 
    “There's two pissed-off armies out there, Puff. Leave the inventory to the local am dram or something, and come back for it when their war’s over.” 
 
    He nodded, but put a hand to his brow and groaned a bit as he did so, which was frankly a bit much even for me. “You're right, dear boy, you're right, even though it's all your fault, you're right. Let's...” 
 
    He was turning to leave when, with a faint but decidedly sinister whine, the hangar’s lights flickered, and a squadron of Jargroth imperial troops stepped through their concealment fields, encased from head to foot in glossy black armour, and bristling with unpleasant-looking weaponry. 
 
    Their leader stepped forward and flipped the visor up from his helmet to reveal a pinched face covered in a fine lattice of scars. “You dicked us, Puff?” he growled, brandishing his rifle. 
 
    Puff sighed. “Ach, tepid wankjuice and fuckeration,” he muttered, before turning around and hitting the troops with his widest grin. 
 
    “Harkreth, dear old thing! Whatever gave you that queer notion?” he bellowed out loud, his rich tones rolling back from the hangar’s far wall. 
 
    “I can’t be sure, Grin, but my suspicions were first aroused when my command post was infiltrated by unknown agents while the most notorious spy in show business was in town to entertain the enemy. Call me paranoid, but I couldn’t help but put two and two together at that point.” 
 
    “Me?” Puff boomed, “In a command post? Under cover of darkness? With my reputation? Ding dong!” 
 
    I looked on aghast as the old man threw the soldiers a lusty wink. Even worse, I was fairly sure a few of them were sniggering. 
 
    Puff raised his hands in a vaguely placatory gesture. “It’s really nothing to get so exercised about, dear heart! Just a teensy administrative cock-up - the boy here got caught in a skirmish, crossed the lines by mistake in all the confusion, and pinched your intel by mistake. Could have happened to anyone.” 
 
    “It really couldn’t,” Harkreth said, looking straight at me for the first time, with an expression of incredulity and almost awe that I didn’t like one bit. “So are you going to execute the miserable whelp?” 
 
    Puff smirked as I spluttered. “I probably should, of course, but decent actors are hard to find. And of course, he’s RADA-trained…” 
 
    “What? I’m bloody not -” I caught the old man’s sharp look and switched gears mid-breath, “-not in the habit of advertising that. It’s not always good for my credibility. Not edgy enough. Yeah.” 
 
    “Look,” the old man said, spreading his hands wide and smiling, “there’s really no harm done. The boy here ballsed up, but he’s proved his mettle as far as I’m concerned. Your security needs some work, and now you know where the weak links are. And the lad’s so understandably anxious not to be shot, he’ll gladly scamper over to this side’s HQ as planned, and have your stuff for you in a jiffy or twenty.” 
 
    Harkreth looked far from mollified, but lowered his rifle. Behind him, the shiny black-suited soldiers also began to shoulder arms, though with a distinctly sulky air. Even though I was the one they were pissed off not to be zapping, I kind of understood. It was a bit like Chekov: you put a gun on stage in Act I, it needs to be fired in Act III. And if you suit up in sleek battle armour and pack every gun your quartermaster can think of for a cloaked commando raid across a warzone at midnight, you kind of expect that you’ll get to laser some fools before handing back the kit at the debrief. I strongly suspected they’d be taking potshots at anything that was stupid enough to move while they were traipsing back across the lines. 
 
    All in all, it was a shame when Grizabella ran from the ship with a broad grin on her face. “Guys, we made bank after all, I just brokered a sale to the insurgents! They asked a few pointed questions about what Jimmy was doing crossing the enemy lines when he was supposed to be doing soliloquies, but I told them, 'Everyone’s a fucking critic these days, shut the fuck up and pay me,' like you always do - and it worked!” 
 
    There was a long silence as Grizabella’s smile froze and grew ever more brittle as she noticed my horrified grimace, followed by Puff’s stoniest glower, followed by the chunky clicking of half a dozen laser rifles being raised and primed. “Oh… sodding grumblearsed buttnuggets.” 
 
    “Like I said, Puff, you dicked us.” Harkreth trained his rifle straight between the old man’s eyes. “Sorry, old man.” 
 
    Puff scowled. “Dicked you? You pox-ridden fartsack, I wouldn’t dick you with your mother’s.” 
 
    I nudged Grizabella, who was still standing with her face frozen in a rictus of shock. “You’d better do something. He dropped a Mum Bomb. It’s going to kick off.” 
 
    “Oh, hell yes it is,” she breathed. “You have no idea.” 
 
    Staring down the barrel of half a dozen nasty laser weapons, Puff took a deep breath, and stood a little straighter. With his free hand, he yanked the twine from his ponytail, and shook out his mane of silver hair so that it settled around his shoulders like snow. With a grand flourish of the same hand, he threw off his cloak, which fluttered and billowed to the ground behind him. He stood and faced the soldiers; a stout bear of a man, who had no doubt played heroes, tyrants and warriors alike in his time, but for all that just an old man with only a stick to defend himself from a salvo of white-hot laser death. For all Puff’s grandstanding, I realised, this was a barbaric way for a great man to die. 
 
    “Are you quite finished?” called Harkreth, the faintest note of regret underscoring his jibe. 
 
    Puff answered only with a sad smile, and that was when I noticed just how tightly the old man was gripping his cane. And the rotating crystal that surmounted it seemed to be a lot more violet than the placid blue gemstone I remembered from my ‘audition’. 
 
    I took a step towards Grizabella, only to find she was already accelerating away up the ship’s ramp. 
 
    “You could have walked away, Harkreth,” Puff said in a calm tone, but one which carried weird harmonics that bounced around my frontal lobe and made me wish I’d made more considered life choices, “but you couldn’t let it lie. And now you have the gall to stand there and threaten me, when I’m nothing more or less than a very foolish, fond old man.” 
 
    Grizabella was out of sight now, back safely in the ship, but I barely noticed, as I watched with fascinated horror as the soldiers squeezed the trigger studs on their assorted laser rifles, plasma cannons and BFG-series artillery pieces. The weapons were not responding, and the troopers were understandably nonplussed, slapping the butts of their lethal weaponry, shaking the guns, and in one case straight out of the earliest silent films, even reversing their rifle and peering into the muzzle while pumping the trigger mechanism compulsively. 
 
    I took another step towards the ship. A moment earlier, I’d just been grateful that the assorted energy weapons were no longer trained on me, though I had felt a bit guilty about that. Suddenly, I felt a huge wave of pity for those very same soldiers, right down to their doubtless shiny black stealth socks. And that emotion, and the impulse to scurry away up the ramp to safety, it all flowed from the ridiculous old ham actor leaning on a crystal cane before me. 
 
    As Harkreth scowled at his own suddenly useless rifle, Puff turned for a fraction of a second and fired off a conspiratorial wink at me. Given the eyepatch, he might just have been blinking, of course, but there was that glint in the old man’s eye. 
 
    Puff took a deep breath. 
 
    Harkreth snarled, as his comrades continued to struggle with their unresponsive weapons. 
 
    The old man raised his free hand. 
 
    “Oh…” he declaimed, and his voice was beautiful, it was compelling, and I felt tears spring to my eyes even as the echoes began to roll back from the hangar’s far wall. 
 
    The soldiers were transfixed at the sound of the old man’s voice, lowering their guns, and cocking their heads as though to better savour those mellifluous tones. 
 
    And then the screaming started. The troops staggered, clutching themselves in sudden agony. I looked on in confusion and mounting revulsion as viscous pink liquid began pooling around their boots. 
 
    Harkreth, his visor still up, screamed loudest of all, in impotent fury as well as agony, and I looked up to see those cruel scarred features blurring, and running into each other. 
 
    Melting. They were all melting, pinkish fluid now seeping from every seam, join and vent in their ridiculous armour. As the soldiers began to collapse wetly to whatever remained of their knees, even the barrels of their useless laser rifles were beginning to wilt and drip darker liquid. 
 
    Puff stared at the unfolding carnage he had somehow wrought, holding the stricken men within the baleful gaze of his single eye. The screams intensified, beginning to sound unpleasantly like gargling as the soldiers began the grisly process of drowning in their own liquified flesh. 
 
    In a few moments the screams began to die away, as it became harder to tell where the puddle of pink and black streaked fluid ended and where the soaking melting armour began, rivulets of liquid rust running over every surface. 
 
    One soldier cuffed at his own helmet in desperation, as though trying to escape his armour. Instead the heavy powered gauntlet collapsed into a splash of inky liquid, falling to the puddle below and sending droplets of liquid trooper flying into the air. The man’s hand had given away along with the gauntlet, revealing a bright white stump of bone that was running like candlewax. 
 
    The soldier fell forward into the puddle of his own remains, and continued to melt away into the floor, unmoving. 
 
    Harkreth was the last to fall, his bare skull gleaming white even as it began to run, making him look like a skeleton with a particularly sweaty hangover. He reached out to Puff with the remnants of one ruined arm, then froze and pitched forward to the ground where whatever was left of him burst apart, horribly. 
 
    A few moments later, it was all over. Where a group of soldiers had stood, there was now a widening slick of gently bubbling goo, predominantly dark pink, but shot through with streaks of reds, white, and a metallic black. The smell of hot fat assailed my nostrils, and I shuddered as the bile rose in my throat. 
 
    Puff sensed the reaction, and turned sharply from contemplating his handiwork. “I wouldn’t, lad. I think the floor’s quite colourful enough, don’t you?” 
 
    With a hard swallow, I did his best to compose myself. I stepped up to the old man’s side, gesturing at the puddle. “How did you - space stuff, right?” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Puff's voice was steady, with no trace of those weird harmonics, but he looked weary, as though he was feeling every decade of the immense age he looked to have reached. The old man handed me his cane. It was almost uncomfortably warm, and he rummaged in his tunic for a moment before producing a box of matches. 
 
    I thought he was going to spark up a cigar or something, which would have been distasteful enough, but instead the old man balanced a match with its head against the strip, at a right angle to the box. Then he looked at me with a weary smile. 
 
    “Come on, dear boy. You're not telling me you never moved an audience to tears?” 
 
    With his free thumb and index finger, he flicked the match so that its head struck a spark against the strip and ignited with a flash of flame even as it tumbled end over end towards the puddle's surface. 
 
    The match landed with a sucking plop, and for the briefest moment, that seemed to be that. Then the puddle of melted troopers erupted in a creeping carpet of flame that quickly swept across the whole mess until it was alive with dancing, brightly-coloured ribbons of fire. 
 
    “See? It's practically a chemistry lesson, all those different colours. Still, best not tarry...” Puff turned on his heel, grabbed his cane back from my unresisting fingers, and sauntered back up the ramp and into the ship. 
 
    I tore my eyes away from the display as the grisly remains boiled away in the fire's intense heat. I'd signed up with a murderous psychopath, and I still hadn't even had a chance to do any acting. For a long moment, I stared at the ramshackle old ship, and considered my options. 
 
    But I knew in my heart I was only taking a moment to indulge my finer feelings. I was both light years and centuries away from home, in the middle of a warzone consisting entirely of people I'd just robbed, and people I'd just been trying to rob. As such, I had the same survival chances as the single bottle of prosecco at a book launch. Which reminded me, I'd left half a drink on the bridge. 
 
    “On with the motley,” I muttered, and walked up the ramp, which retracted behind me. Moments later, I clung to the bar as the Peter Hall blasted off, leaving behind a hangar empty but for a puddle of dead soldiers, flaming gently like a Christmas pudding from hell. 
 
    Puff and Kraal stood in one corner, talking in low voices, the old man's face drawn and grey. Gielgud waved me over with his human arm, looking decidedly shifty. Oh what a tangled web we weave... I wandered over, trying to keep my movements sufficiently casual to ease the cyborg actor's sudden attack of the jitters. 
 
    “What is it, man?” I asked in a low tone as soon as I was within earshot. “I have to say, I’ve seen less conspicuous conspiratorial wranglings in nurseries.” 
 
    That stung his professional pride. “And I bet you see a lot of nurseries, Fanning, when you set up shows in community centres at the dismal end of the soft play room. You’ve been wandering around Jargroth with your mouth open all day. Was that the twin moons? The hallucinogenic cocktails? Or just playing a venue where the toilet and the dressing rooms aren’t one and the same thing?” 
 
    Actors. I spread my hands and smiled in an attempt at reconciliation. “OK. I don’t know much space stuff, thanks for another reminder. Did you want anything, or was it just general sass?” 
 
    His bullshit called, Gielgud deflated quickly, and relaxed further when Kraal and Puff disappeared around the corner, the old man leaning ever so slightly on the alien's arm and trying to disguise it as a gesture of affection. Interesting. 
 
    Gielgud sighed, bringing my attention back to him. “OK, whatever. Yeah, I need - and don’t laugh or you’ll get sass like you wouldn’t believe - a hand. One of those local hicks pranged me pretty hard during the last sword fight. It happens sometimes, the little pricks catch a glimpse of my mech components, and figure no one cares if they take a pop. Could you… straighten me out?” 
 
    With a distressed whine of servos, he took his cybernetic hand from behind his back. I almost took a step back. I knew on an intellectual level it couldn’t actually hurt, in any meaningful sense of the word, but the way his index and middle fingers were bent backwards still gave me a queasy moment. 
 
    Our earlier antagonism apparently forgotten, Gielgud handed me a cross-head screwdriver with his organic hand. “You see my problem. I just need you to loosen and reset those digits. And in anticipation of your next stupid question, no I can’t do it myself. Because I’m left-handed. You can smile at that irony, I guess, but I draw the line at tittering. Now, don’t leave me hanging here.” 
 
    I weighed the screwdriver in my hand, and eyed with something close to despair the drink I’d left several yards away. Then I sighed, just loud enough for Gielgud to hear, and started twiddling the screwdriver in the major knuckle of his middle finger, right at the base. 
 
    “Does this happen a lot?” I asked, with my best attempt at sympathy. Gielgud flexed his metallic digits reflexively. and I slapped the back of his hand lightly. “No, hold still, you big baby.” 
 
    “More often than I’d like,” the cyborg grumbled to himself as I loosened the screw attaching his middle finger to his hand. With a soft whine followed by a sharp click, the metal digit ratcheted back into position through an eye-watering right angle. 
 
    “One down…” Gielgud muttered in a more or less grateful tone. I tightened the screw quickly, and set to work on his index finger. 
 
    Repairs were completed in less than a minute, which staggered me given it generally takes me five minutes to change a lamp, with at least two minutes spent trying to open the new bulb’s cardboard box. 
 
    “Good as new,” said Gielgud, flexing his repaired hand, palm facing up. I wondered whether he realised he looked like he was cupping balls. 
 
    He flexed them again. “Now cough.” OK, I guess he knew. I was about to giggle dutifully, when I stared at the flexing fingers as they clutched at imaginary balls. They suddenly looked very familiar, and I raised my hand unconsciously to my bruised throat. They were identical to the grasping digits of the serving robot. 
 
    Gielgud caught the movement, and my presumably thoughtful expression. He lowered his hand a little sheepishly. 
 
    In spite of my racing thoughts, I felt a bit bad for him. “Sorry, I was miles away. Didn’t you say you were a time-travelling assassination robot, back in the day?” 
 
    “So they tell me,” he said, cheery enough, but clearly aware of my sudden intensity. 
 
    I tried to laugh it off. “Sorry, I just had a vision of you tearing off some poor bastard’s love spuds.” 
 
    He laughed at that, and I tried to relax as he walked away towards the bridge. What did I know about cybernetics in any case? So Gielgud’s arm suddenly looked a lot like that of a robot that had tried to throttle me earlier in the evening. What of it? I used USB cables to power everything from my desk fan to my phone, maybe there was just a standard configuration for robotic limbs, for ease of servicing if nothing else. 
 
    I thought back to Kraal’s over-earnest twenty questions session back in the square. I didn’t feel it was an olive branch that was likely to be extended again, which was a shame as I had thought of quite a few actually rather important questions now, and I had no idea how to get information from the Peter Hall’s computers, no matter how many jokes I made about Space Google. Maybe I ought to just crack on with learning Romeo’s lines, given I’d whined my way into playing the part in a few days. Maybe Puff could take us to some backwater of galactic prehistory, so we could rehearse for a few weeks? But then, given how he seemed to be able to melt people with a single word, how badly did I really want to hang out with him for that long? I shivered. Just my luck: if Eddie Redmayne had been plucked from 21st Century Earth to act and spy his way across the galaxy, he’d just have ended up in a ship with a bunch of other impeccably-mannered Etonian dicklords. I had to get the convoluted pub-theatre version. 
 
    The others would all be on the bridge busying themselves with take-off procedures, but I still had no idea about how the ship actually worked. So I reasoned I had a few minutes to myself with an unattended bar, and every reason in the world to get outrageously shit-faced. 
 
    Atmospheric buffeting made it difficult to mix anything, so I made do with a few glasses of wine on the way up. As we left orbit, however, I reached for the martini. 
 
    “Pour me one, while you're at it.” Kraal appeared from the corridor, and sat on the bench over the torpedo tube. 
 
    I obliged without a word, and quickly took the drinks over. He watched me the whole time in silence. 
 
    “You're wondering what the hell you've done to your life, right?” 
 
    I sat down next to him, and we clinked glasses. “I got past that hours ago,” I said, “Now I've moved on to wondering how an old man with a stick can melt a small army. And wondering what galactic power could possibly care about these petty little conflicts to the extent of hiring us.” 
 
    Kraal's lips twisted slightly, clearly wondering how much he was allowed to tell me. Eventually, he tipped his glass towards me in a salute. 
 
    “I've seen actors fight for the mere privilege of auditioning for the STI. Not particularly impressive fights, granted, but they were slapping the air and flouncing like nobody's business. Meanwhile, you were just plucked from a provincial stage in the deep past, without so much as a self-taped audition. Have you not wondered why Puff came to you?” 
 
    “Kraal, 'dear boy', I might not be a megastar but I'm still an actor. I let my professional ego deal with that kind of awkward question.” 
 
    The reptilian actor's delicate fins rippled with a slightly more vivid green shade as he leaned forward. “I guess this is the first time you've spent more than a minute in this part of the ship. And you were kind of preoccupied when we stuck you in the tube. Perhaps you should take a look around.” 
 
    He threw back his drink, and walked out towards the bridge, pausing only to put his empty glass back neatly on the bar. 
 
    I stayed on the bench, staring at where he'd been sitting. 
 
    Or rather the framed black and white photo that hung on the wall directly behind his seat. 
 
    The framed black and white photo of my parents, dressed up as eighteenth century highwaymen and juggling. 
 
    While standing in front of the space backcloth from the Peter Hall's rehearsal room. 
 
    My head reeled with booze, lingering hallucinogenic compounds, melting flesh-related nausea, and shock. I downed my drink in a single gulp, though I wasn’t sure how that was likely to help, and set my jaw. 
 
    Bar-droids with familiar throttling fingers, flashing walking sticks that could melt body armour, winking security guards, operatic stalkers, and now my dear old Mum and Dad doing Dick Turpin cabaret on a flying saucer? It seemed to me, as though the bar wasn’t already set quite high, that I hadn’t joined just any interstellar time-travelling superspy theatre company, but one that had more than a few secrets of its own. 
 
    Puff had gone out of his way to scatter mysteries in my path, I realised, throwing down the gauntlet to see whether I’d rise to his unspoken challenge and find out whatever truth lurked at the heart of this bizarre operation. 
 
    Fine. So be it. I raised my empty glass in a salute to the photo of my parents. I would play his game. I’d be an actor-spy, in whatever ratio of the two professions he required. And I’d uncover the strange old man’s secrets, one way or another. 
 
    After all, my CV wasn’t going to pad itself. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE STARSHIP TROUPERS INITIATIVE WILL RETURN IN…
THE ENCORE STRIKES BACK! 
 
      
 
    If you have enjoyed this book, you can receive details of future books and special offers by subscribing to Andrew’s mailing list at: http://eepurl.com/bbRpnD. 
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