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Preface

This story appeared out of nowhere one day. Huw was
regarding his IT helpdesk colleagues with a quizzical eye,
when a strange and comical idea took his fancy: what if
everyone had a starring role in a science fiction story
loosely based on popular culture, that involved the
adventures of an orbiting spacestation.

He set to work, initially in a team guestbook, so that
everyone could read it. Soon, a few particularly deranged
people joined in with additional episodes, and a forum was
found for its new location.

The story grew and grew, and three people - the authors

of this version i took over the creative writing. As events

on the Helpdesk unfolded, as popular culture continued to

spew forth, as new techno-babble jargon revealed itself,

so did this book.... and, like a phoenix, the Delia Flick, the

Tuscany Raiders, and The Chosen One tc

Oh, and Andrew? The metallurgy was done with fondness.
Honest. Same goes for you too, Nick :0)

Nathaniel Reed, Leighton Andrews and Jonathan Williams
25" March 2002 Cardiff Wales UK



PROLOGUE ONE

It was a lovely Monday morning. The sky was a brilliant blue, the birds were
singing brightly, people were smiling gaily. And the middle-aged man strode
purposefully down the street. There was a hint of grey amongst his unkempt
thatch and a fair number of creases at the corners of his eyes. But his build was
clearly fit and lithe, and if not muscular as such, it certainly carried a spring borne
from experiences in far-off places.

As he walked past the terraced houses, he glimpsed from the corner of his eye
movement at the curtained windows, a twitch here, a scrabble there, a gasp that
accompanied eyes opened wide in shock and disbelief. The man simply grinned
with pride and not a little devil-may-care mischief. He drew up before a blue
painted front door, took a deep breath, and leaned a finger into the doorbell. It
trilled to itself pleasantly, announcing his presence.

Within moments the door was opened by a plump red-haired lady, one who
contrasted an air of cosey homeliness about her with a dark frown and an even
sterner eye. The man simply returned the glare with a look of lovable rogue, and
grinned lopsidedly.

AMabel €60, he began.

ADondt you Mabel me! 0 she snapp@ed. fHASo Mis:
ANO, now, Mabel, dear éo placated Fenstre, h
them.

AfGet in, man, dondét stand there gawking an:i

glanced up and down the street, glowered at the twitching curtains across the
way, and slammed the frontdoor shut.

Fenstre made his way through to the living room, his hands already
unconsciously wringing in nervous anxiety.

AOh no you donét! o snapped Mabel. She fill
finger towards t he blactko otfh @ hkei tsarted n vhiotuhs ey
havingthatmudonmyc ar pet! 6 She stared pointedly at
husbandds shoes.

AYes dear, 0 he answered automatically, and
AJust i n time to do t he dlemphatallywpyshingaooé o c
damp tea-cloth into his hands.

As Fenstre stood over the draining board and reached for the nearest plate, his

wife ripped off a square of kitchen paper, bunched it up and spat on the corner.

She bent down, and rubbed vigorously at the dirt on his shoe.

AOh! Mthlaits?! 6 She brought the offending gri
| oudl y.LardA0a rMa?!'el gl owered up awhydioggau hus ban
havelardon your shoes??! 0

Ahhhhm é donét é real |lagr ef kinlow. éfoDéar ¢ .e
Donbdearynyet 0 She returned to her feet, th
on doeslarddan hlave shoes, so why should you?-
Here we goéodo he muttered under his breath
And, vy e sdogdh®hat goodbey Stephen, he has nice black shoes that

are shiny and clean! 0

Fenstre nodded. -fAndehewqusr8tdepblitely,
his wifeds ire. He i mmedi ately wished he
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AStephen?!lik&dho, kynoouwd dhow your son is, woul d
back, threw the offending kitchen paper into the bin, and planted her hands on

her hips. Neither of them noticed the wastebin shudder and convulse slightly.

This is it, thought Fenstre in resignation, here it comes.

AYoubve be dveyearsrang yod have the temerity to ask how Stephen

s?! 0 Mabel 6s face was turning as red as h

[

those years ago, without a wordeéo

Al said | was going out for a pint with th
Aéand the next thing Ihenlagkiegwhenedis dagwas!r | i t t |
The police couldndét find you! Yaoghinghad si mpl
stockof the street! o

Al OmAsorr

ifroudmery??20 spluttered his wifpoperiofml | t ha
the post office, now,youknow! 6 she crowed. AAnd no thank
enough of your silly stories about teddy bears and pancakes, and made his mum

proud by wal king into the jobcentre and | a

Fenstre nodded to himself, Stephen was no match for Mabel.

Silence descended upon the scene. Unluckily for Fenstre it was short-lived.

ASo give me y @resumeyoocautd, r et hsetno,ppli ng thi s ti me
He nodded slowly, uncertain, a conflict of emotion tearing across his face, the

wild days of his youth beckoning him once more enticingly. He opened his mouth

to make a suggestion, but Mabel was already clawing at his overcoat. As she

pulled at the buttons, a blue spatula fell from an inside pocket and clattered to the

floor. It was a little grubby but it was clearly an expensive make.

Mabel gasped and stared at it. AYoué! Youé
AYes, dear é?o0
AHOW DARE YOU ??! 0 she roared. AOf course!
AMabel , noébo
AYou candt cook, and THAT6S too good a spa:
incriminating evidence andthre w it at her husband. AOut! G

And in a flurry of arms and bellows she flailed him through the hallway and out of
the front door. The neighbours who had crept out of their own homes to listen to
the fracas stepped backward as Fenstre staggered from the doorstep, and
surrounded him with a clucking of tongues and shaking heads.

He got himself to his feet, glanced back at Mabel, gave her a farewell wink, and,

lifting his chin high, strode back the way he had come.

AWhat are yat,l eh?l ookhedédscreamed at the c|
slammed shut the door.

Fenstre marched to the end of the street, and turned towards the pub at the end

of the road. The sky was still a brilliant blue and the birds were singing just as

brightly as before. As he drew near, he passed a red telephone box and he

faltered.1 6 m goi ng t o mi shethdughtgsietlytd laneself,Just e al | vy
then, a three-wheeled Robin Reliant spluttered past, a large plume of black

smoke trailing it in hopelessness. No| 6 m, he mealised, and flung open the door

to the telephone box.

He glanced at the display of three letters per number on the dialling disk. He
grabbed the black telephone receiver in one hand, and stuffed a finger into the



cavity for the number two. Determined, he drew the number in a near circle,
revelling in the mechanical purring that came from the machine. Quickly, he
dialled out the remaining numbers, eight, six, eight, nine, six, six, seven, eight,
six, six, and seven, mouthing the corresponding letters a,u,n,t,y,n,o,rt,o,n,s.

A cheerful voice greeted him. "Good morning, Aunty Norton's Truck Stop, how
may | help you?"
ATake Away, please. 0

And at that, Fenstre disappeared in a zig-zag of lines that were sucked into the
mouthpiece of the receiver. The phone fell to the end of its metal cable, and
swung gently to and fro.

PROLOGUE TWO

It was a lovely Monday morning. The sky was a brilliant blue, the birds were

singing brightly, people were smiling gaily. And Nick was walking into work.

Which, of course, is the way of things because it always poured with rain during

the weekend. Nick was a tall, lanky man, handsome in a floppy fringe and easy-
grin sort of way, formerly from Croydon, who had joined the callcentre in Cardiff
only recently, much to the disgust of his father who had afi pr o p eimrthej o b 0
postal service.

Ni ckés wal k perceptibly sl owed and faltere
entrance to his workplace. It was grey and bland, a design feature that Nick

swore had been deliberate: to subjugate the workforce even before they had

entered! He sighed, and strode forward.

A mangy black cat appeared out of nowhere, and barrelled into his feet. Nick

went sprawling, his shoulder bag breaking his fall. He picked himself up, and

peered inside the bag.

AOh no. Squashed sandwiches for lunch, 0 he
He relegated himself to the forthcoming horrors of a Monday morning, and

entered the tall anonymous building.

He flashed his cheap photo ID card at the sour-faced guards who sat behind the

wel coming desk and passed beyond the securi
lifts. He depressed the call button, and then drummed his fingers impatiently

against the wall panel . He knew hedd have
functioning lift that was available, as did his co-workers who were gathering

around him.

Finally the lift appeared from another interminably long trip that had given it a

wheeze similar to that of an asthmatic football player. Nick stepped aboard and

pressed for his usual floor. He patently ignored the others entering the lift, and

settled into the habitual stare that pierced the display of incrementing floor

numbers.

A mechanical wheeze and cough later, Nick ambled his way into the office and

veered over to the kitchenette. Within minutes he had brewed himself a fruit tea,

which he carried to his seat at the Helpdesk. He could hear his colleague, Huw,



cackling over the latest additions to an ongoing humorous story that he had been
writing involving all the Helpdesk operators. Jim replied with a polite smile, and
gave Nick a friendly wave.

Nick sat down and threw his bag under the desk. Eight fifty-five.He sighed, and
fired up his computer, clamping the headset about his ears. With seconds to go,
he plugged himself in to the FutureNet telephony system.

The comm system beeped, and the first call of the day had arrived. Monday had

begun, and it came in the form of a custom
website and the cgi feedback form in particular. Nick conjured up some remote
ent husiasm and attempted to put a O6smil ebd |

He stared at the screen, which was once again filled with confusing and
contradictory information.

He calmly scratched his chin, leaned back and debated the validity of his life.
How often had he wanted something really exciting to happen, even just the
once!

He would never forget that thought, or live it down, for the rest of his life.

From his computer a faintly tinged blue light tantalisingly wormed its way out

towards him while at the same time he could vaguely discern the crooning of a
French-Canadian-Arabic voice. Nick wondered what was happening, and tried to

sit up ¢é. but found he was held fast! He
a vain attemptto catchsomeone 6 s attenti on. But then he n
had grown to encompass him, and was still attached to the monitor screen.

Everyone else was hard at work and concentrating on their own screens, and

failing to notice Ni ckaodasreallylsagrigubdlowthatb|l ue t i n
meant business.

With horror, he realised he was slowly digitising into the screen. His last thought

was the recogniton-because, professi onathattyefilesize coul d
was exceeding its safe quota, since his equivalent pixel size and colour

sharpness were really detailed.

Then he was gone.

A moment later, Jim glanced over and noticed that Nick had suddenly
disappeared. He put it down to a toilet visit and moved to put Nick on an
ounschedul e dhobcouesawasd very inohic given the circumstances),
before returning to his own irate caller.



CHAPTER 1

The Universe is a big place. Take our word
of space, what with the pasta and the anti-pasta, and a certain amount of fat, but
t hereds qtimetaswed. bit of

And the unfortunate thing about time is th;:
the O6pastdé and the o6futured snapping at t hi
amongst them. Yousee,y ou know where you are with the

beside you, pretty clear cut, and no nonsense. Yet even so, time keeps moving,
anarchically keeping one on the hop, with the skill of a renegade military
organisation.

And the past is made up of fragmented chunks of present that get stored in an
unmarked warehouse, barely indexed, and for this reason is an eccentric

hi storiands delight: the past gets shunted
worse, re-imagined.

The futureisnolessasaint. It 6 s possibilitiespeindless and endless
possibilities! Do | walk to work today, or not? Do | take the bus, or the car, or the
train? Should I be fit, and cycle in?! How messy is that?? And not only do all
these options take up space, t h e y 6 ntetooli Aiwpya in & resh, never
enough time to decide, forcing us down a path of kismetrified destiny, before
webre ready.

Dondét e v estarted anparatlebuniverses: eeeurgh!

So one bright spark thougonderintoéhiSgod-t ry and al
forsaken mess. Einstein, along with his mum and dad and aunts and uncles and

cousins, the whole damn family in fact, realised that the gods had indeed

forsaken their responsibilities, and humbly set about configuring a set of practical

laws that could be applied to the universe(s), thus ensuring everything ticked

along just nicely. Good job for him that the universe(s) were all in one room, and

the thirty-two fats flowed smoothly.

Einstein and his relatives were rightly pleased with themselves - and it must be
said that the gods themselves were pretty grateful too i so much so, they were
certain nothing could contradict their physics é

*kkkk

Not that long ago, in a very very distant galaxy a great planet circled a bright
yell ow suné

The Great Empires of Rome, Byzantium, and the Incas, all paled into
insignificance when compared to the Semaf that was the vast Empire of RARS.

A thousand planets, a trillion peoples, a zillion pampered pets. City spires that
bisected the marbled clouds, information super highways that sprang between
utopias, vast seas of azure that teemed with life, deep green forests that marched
over rolling hills.






