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PART ONE

 Jack woke from his black stupor and looked up at the young man wearing spectacles. The young man still had that book Jack and Ernest have an Adventure.Jack groaned and stood up, brushing himself down.

  "Who the hell are you?" asked Jack, and the little man pushed the glasses back onto the bridge of his nose.

  "I am Ernest P Snoggleworth VIII. I am the son of Ernest P Snoggleworth VII. I am here to help you on your new mission."

  "What mission? What the hell is going on?"

  "I think we had better go inside and sit down. What I have to tell you could upset the whole of your life." Jack gulped. He went inside and sat down at his table, and Ernest sat opposite him.

  "So you say you are Ernests son, Ernest VIII?" asked Jack, getting the facts.

  "Yes, I am. I come from the future. I have just come from my fathers funeral. My mother has no idea that I have come back here."

  "Mother? Elsbeth?"

  "Yes, my mothers name is Elsbeth. She is about seventy now. Anyway, in my fathers will is an order from him to go back in Time and tell you what you must do to prevent Time being stuffed up."

  "Time is stuffed up? I found this note in my drawer just now, and Ernest, before he left, told me that this note could destroy the Time Continuum if it was found here. Is that the problem? This note?"

  "Yes, partly. In reality, it is the Worps that are the problem. If something is not done, then the Worps will return here in force and take over Earth. They will turn the whole planet into a Worp colony. And you will be held responsible by the Time Council of the future."

  "Time Council?"

  "Yes. In the future, there is a group, a committee, set up to watch over the Time Continuum after the adventure we are about to have has been completed. They make sure no temporal paradox's occur, or people returning to the past and effecting it somehow. Anyway, the Worps need you destroyed because, as you know, you fought them during the Great War."

  "The war between the Magellanites and the Bautons?" 

  "Yes, that war."

  "But, I never even knew Worps existed back then!"

  "Well, they did, and they believe you were responsible for the defeat of the Federation troops in the Vargos 5 ambush attempt."

  "I was. But, what does that have to do with the Worps?"

  "Everything. That base that you destroyed was a testing ground for possible Worp activity. The Worps were hidden in an underground bunker under the base, and they survived the ambush attempt. They left the place after the whole affair was over, and roamed the galaxy. But, unfortunately, the explosion that destroyed the base [here Jack wandered off] destroyed the critical equipment that would prevent them from becoming mutants. You know that Worps were once humans, don't you?"

  "Huh? Oh yes, I do..." replied Jack, his attention being brought brutally back to the present.

  "Right, well, that explosion triggered a chain reaction that altered the Worps genetic structure, changing them into what they are now. They knew you were the one responsible, and they wanted you to suffer."

  "So that's why they kidnapped me!"

  "Exactly. And how do I know this? My father wrote a diary of his research into the future and past, and he included your adventures. He found out this horrid fact, and sent me back to tell you that unless you do something, then Time will be destroyed, and you will become a Worp, and the Worps will take over the entire Universe!"

  "You've seen this?"

  "Yes, on a predicto-graph?"

  "What is a predicto-graph?"

  "Its a device that shows possible Time Lines. I used it and saw you die horribly!"

  "Oh." Jack sat, pondering the possible future. He held the note in his hand, and he looked at it.

  "So where does this note come in?" he asked.

  "The note becomes involved later on in the adventure, but I'm not allowed to tell you. We must go back to the past and try and prevent the accidental destruction of the Worps note. Oh, sorry, I have to return to the future. But you must go back and try and prevent the mutation of the Worps in the past." Jack stood up.

  "I can't! I can't alter what is past! If Time gets as stuffed as last time [See "The Fourth Great Space Chase", Ed.], then I will probably be erased out of existence by Time Council."

  "They can't do that, or Time really will be stuffed up. Now, I have to go. You know what you have to do, so do it."

  "But I don't have a Time Machine."

  "Well, get my father and Elsbeth back, and get back to the past, and do what you have to do. Remember, your life depends on it!" Ernest Jr. stood up, and touched the note on the table.

  "Just remember, do not, repeat, do not loose this note. Or Time will be destroyed." Jack shook Ernest Jrs hand, and then the son of the greatest adventurer (second to Jack) left the house. A message from the future about the past.

  Jack followed Ernest VIII and watched as he got into the Time Machine. The Time Machine shimmered and shook, and disappeared in a blaze of light.

  Jack sighed. He now had to find Ernest and Elsbeth, who could be anywhere in the Universe by now. So, what to do? Send a telegram? No. What? He was stumped.

***

  Jack was dressed in his military uniform, machine gun blaster in his arms. The corridor was silent, apart from the gentle hum of the air conditioning. The rest of Jacks men came up behind him. 

  "Commander, when do we attack the main power plant?" asked Corporal Maxwell.

  "Soon, give it five minutes!" replied Jack. They were waiting for the RV to make it's way from the base to get out. They were fighting Federation troops.

  "Commander, Thingoe alert in Sector 12b. Heading this way," came the cry from the communications officer behind them.

  "Jesus," hissed Jack. Just what he needed. Thingoes coming up his butt while he waited patiently for a stupid RV to arrive to get them out of here. Just what he needed. He turned and checked his unit.

  "All present?"

  "Affirmative, Commander, sir," replied Corporal Maxwell. They armed their guns, and marched down the corridor.

  "Right, we hit the power plant and then get out before she blows. Hopefully the Federation will be gone as well." Jack switched off the safety catch on the gun, and checked the ammo. "Right, prepare to move in." They all clicked the safety off, and made their way along the corridor.

  "Sir, Thingoe movement one hundred meters and closing fast," came the communications and antipersonnel machine-gun operator from the back. Jack nodded, and pointed ahead. In the distance, gunfire could be heard.

  "Fifty meters and closing!" came the next frantic yell. "They're almost here!" Jack looked ahead desperately. Suddenly, around the corner came a horde of Thingoes, snarling and roaring and spreading saliva across the place.

  "Righto, boys. FIRE!" yelled Jack, and let rip. The bullets pounded into the oncoming Thingoes. Gunfire echoed in Jacks ears. Thingoes hit the floor, roaring in their death throes.

  "Cease fire!" cried Jack as the last Thingoe hit the floor, blood scattering all over the place. The guns stopped.

  "Right, let's get to that power plant." They all ran off down the corridor. Jack raced ahead, and shot off any lone Federation troops that were going the wrong way.

  "Here," he cried when he heard the dull throb of power coming from behind the door.

  "Shall we blow it open?" asked Maxwell.

  "Yes." Jack nodded. Maxwell signalled and a soldier came up with a plasma retrodisintegrator in hand. "All clear?" he yelled, and then fired.

  The door buckled. The soldier fired again, and the door buckled even more.

  Then, with a last effort, the door was blown completely into oblivion by the next blast of the gun.

  "Great," said Jack, and marched into the power plant. The room was huge. Nuclear units sat along a kilometer of space, all connected up and powering most of the planet. Computers buzzed and whirred all around the room, and some technicians could be seen in the distance.

  "Right, spread out. Kill all on sight. Leave Max and I to set the bomb. We'll have twenty minutes to get out after we activate the bomb. I don't want any dawdlers." The group split up, and Jack and Maxwell went across to a small corner near the first nuclear unit.

  "Got the bomb?" asked Jack, as if this was the most natural question in the world. Maxwell nodded. He pulled the small Auton bomb from his hip bag and began to connect it to a power inlay from the nuclear unit.

  "I hope these Feds are ready for an early fourth of July," muttered Jack, watching Maxwell complete the complicated connection. He looked around and saw a group of people run across the room. One of them looked like him! But he dismissed this absurd notion and looked down at Maxwell.

  "Almost finished, sir," Maxwell reported, and completed his last task before standing up and admiring his handiwork.

  "Great, recall the guys," said Jack. Maxwell got a transmitter from his utility belt and pressed a green button.

  "Right, we'll assemble by the door." A few minutes later, the whole unit was standing by the door, waiting for the late RV.

  "Those blasted techos in mechanics are always late. Get on the radio, and get them to hurry. We now have 19 minutes to get the hell out." The communications officer radioed back to the Command ship and asked where in hells name was the bloody RV? It was supposed to arrive five minutes ago and be waiting to take them back up to the Command ship.

  Jack was getting worried. What the hell was keeping that RV? If it didn't get here soon, then the whole base, in fact maybe the whole planet, would go up like a bonfire covered in nitroglycerine. Time passed.

  "RV has been intercepted by Fed flybys. We are stuck here. They can't send any more RVs for a half an hour," reported the communications officer. Jack hissed.

  "Jesus, just what I need. Max, can you disconnect the bomb?"

  "No." Blunt. Definite. Just like Jacks death. "Bloody hell. Well, I suppose we should try and nick something, I suppose. Harris, try and locate some transport device to get us away from here!"

  "There isn't one......" replied Harris, and then he paused. "No, wait. Here. There's one in Sector 18, about ten minutes run from here. A small interstellar pleasure ship is sitting in a low-hangar. We could get there in time and blast our way out?"

  "Of course we could! Where's your confidence, man?"

  "It got out before we did."

  "Right, lead the way, Harris. Johnson, get up with him and clear a path. The rest of you, form a square and follow suite."

  "What's a square? Is it a new military procedure we don't know about?"

  "No, the ancient Romans used it on Earth." The unit formed a square, and were soon racing towards the ship that Harris had found. 

  "I hope, sir," said Maxwell in between puffs, " that we get there in time. That bomb only has a ten minute fuse on it."

  "What? Ten minutes? And why the hell did you do that? You moron, now we're going to fry!"

  Jack hit Maxwell across the back of the head. Suddenly, there was a cry of delight from Harris.

  "Here it is, sir!" he yelled. They all raced into the hangar, and saw a small ship sitting there.

  It had the word Elle emblazoned on the side. Little did Jack realise, but that ship would soon become his.

  "Right, all aboard," he yelled, and they raced up the open gantry. Thingoes came after them.

  "Thingoe attack. Quick, repulsive fire!"

  "Yep, sure is repulsive," cried Jack to himself. He aimed and fired, sending bullets ripping into the oncoming monsters. The Elle began to rumble, and was soon making its way up and out of the hangar.

  "Yeeeha," screamed Jack, as the ship blasted out of the hangar, streaking up and away from the base. Up, up, into the sky.

  In the cabin, Maxwell steered out into space. The planet of Vargos 5 lay below them. Suddenly, there was a flash of light, and the Elle rocked as the pulse waves hit them. Jack looked out the window, and saw the entire sun-side of the planet erupt into a roaring ball of flame. Jack laughed.

  "Gotcha," he murmured, and then settled back to watch as Maxwell flew them back to Command Ship AATY5.

***

  Jack woke from his sleep on the table, and looked around. He was sitting in his dining area, with the note in front of him, and Jet resting on the chair opposite.

  "Oh God, it all seemed so real," he muttered. He had been dreaming. How he first came to get the Elle. What a journey. He had totally forgotten about the strange people who had run across the room of the power plant. But he then thought that perhaps it had just been the Federation troops running for their life.

  "Hey Jet, how would you like to come with me and find Ernest?"

  Jet barked. "Good dog. I knew you would. But we have to hurry, or the Worps will arrive and get me. And we don't want that, do we?"

  "Woof?"

  "No, we don't. So, Jet, find me a ship to get me out of here, or find me a way to get Ernest and Elsbeth back here."

  Jet just sat there, not understanding anything.

  "I thought so. A subjective dog. Great. Well, I can't find a way to get Ernest back here. And I'm sure he doesn't want to be bothered by me any more. I mean, I bothered him when he needed saving.....then again, he saved me when Elsbeth and I were on that desert planet. So, what I need is a communications device. Where would one be?"

  "Woof?"

  "No, definitely not."

  "Grrrrr?"

  "No, not  that either."

  "Hooooowwwllll?"

  "No."

  "Purrrrrr?"

  "Yes, hey, you're not a cat, are you?"

  "Squeak!"

  "Didn't think so. So don't behave like one."  Jack walked across the kitchen, and looked around the room. "God, just for once, I'd like to be able to settle down and take life easy. But no, Ernest, whoever he is, always seems to become involved in any trouble that I always seem to get myself into. So, how the hell do I contact him?"

  A gleam of light caught his eye. He looked down, and on the sink was a strange metal device that hadn't been there when he last looked around the kitchen. He went over to it, and picked it up.

  "What the hell is this?" Jet just barked. Jack looked back to the sink, and saw a piece of paper sitting there.

  "It's a note, Jet! What does it say? It's an interstellar communications device.......Jet, It says that this metal thing is an interstellar communications device! Do you know what that means?"

  "Woof?"

  "Exactly! We can contact Ernest!" Then Jack stopped to wonder how it had got there. But, rather than dwell on this thought, he went back and sat down to try and work out how to operate it.

  "Typical, no instructions." He fiddled, and fiddled, and finally fiddled some more, but the blasted thing couldn't work. Or wouldn't work. And he thought the latter to be more likely.

  "So, here we have a communications device, and no way of using it." Jack swore. He slammed it down on the table. 

  Beep

  Jack looked up from his melancholy frown and stared at the strange device. It beeped sadistically ironical at him.

  "You bloody thing. Tell me what to do?"

  "This is the Beta Communication Device, Mark 24. Please type in communique into the keyboard."

  Jack looked for a keyboard. But none were present. Suddenly, there was a buzz, and a holographic image of a keyboard sprang to life. Jack touched the keyboard and typed, by touching the infra-green light, in the name of the Elle. Then he typed:Ernest, please return to Earth. Immediately. I need your help. Pronto. Bring Elsbeth. This is a matter of life and death. And also of the note. Yes, the note!

  Then he pressed "enter" and the keyboard disappeared.

  "Please speak into the microphone and say the name of the place you want to send the communique to." Jack looked at the metal communications device and sneered.

  "Yes, okay. Find the Elle, a space ship last seen in my front yard a few minutes ago."

  "Registration number please?" asked the device.

  "Oh, I don't know. Ah, hang on.....24 J...56 76 5443. And that is it."

  "Thank-you. Prepare to send your communique." Jack waited, and the machine buzzed. Then it sat silently.

  "Communique sent. Thank-you for using this device." Jack said thank-you in return, and got up.

  Ernest would soon be here.

  He went to wait outside.

PART TWO

  Ernest and Elsbeth sat in the control seats of the Elle, patiently waiting for the jump to Star Drive to occur.

  "System complete Star Drive in twenty seconds," reported the Elle, and Ernest pressed a series of buttons on the control console.

  "Right, hand on, dear," he said. Elsbeth smiled at him, and blew him a kiss. Ernest blew one back, and then the Elle hit Star Drive. It was then that the Elle received the communique from the communication device on Earth.

  The Elle beeped loudly, and Ernest punched in the controls.

  "What is it?"

  "Sir, it's a message from Jack!"

  "What? But we only just left him on Earth! Why the hell does he want us for? Can't I get any peace?"

  "Ernest, it sounds pretty important. Here is what it says. "Ernest, please return to Earth. Immediately. I need your help. Pronto. Bring Elsbeth. This is a matter of life and death. And also of the note. Yes, the note!" And that is all."

  "Hell! Jack must be in trouble if he wants us back so soon. Shall we return, Elsbeth dear?"

  "I suppose we should humour him. He's probably just jealous that you and I are so happy."

  "Hmmm." Ernest smiled at this remark. He knew that Jack had liked Elsbeth, and was rather snotted off when she had fallen in love with him. But, cest la vive, like they say. And Ernest wasn't one to complain.

  So, he pressed a return button on the dash, and the Elle shuddered at the thought of turning around and re-Star Driving back to Earth. But, she was only a machine, and she had to obey her human controllers, so she turned around and made moves to make the jump to Earth.

  "Elsbeth, I hope you aren't to mad with Jack. He really is a nice guy underneath all that chauvinistic behavior, pig headedness, cynicism........." Ernest trailed off, realising that perhaps Jack was, after all, just a plain and simple jerk. Elsbeth smiled, knowing that Ernest had embarrassed himself, and he smiled back. Then, after checking with the Elle, he pulled the Star Drive levers, and the familiar white vortex of Star Drive came up to meet them at the window.

***

 Jack was still thinking about his past. He had to prevent the destruction of that base, or at the very least, prevent the genetic mutation of the Worps.

  And he wasn't very good at this Time travel bit. Obviously Ernest was. Taking time out to think about it, he realised that Ernest had changed from the nerdy, stupid idiot person that was in control of an Arcade Centre to a rather well developed person with a nice temperament and a nice girl at his arm.

  Yes, Elsbeth was a nice girl. Pity she had to go off and be with Ernest. Jack was jealous. His green tendencies almost took control of him, and he flew around in a rage, ripping up his flowers and garden in general, until he realised that he was being stupid, and then he settled down. He snorted, and began to think of ways to get back at Ernest, and Edith. If he couldn't have her, nobody could.

  He was hit with a hurricane force wind, and staggered back in surprise as Elle emerged in front of him. The ship slammed into his house, demolishing it, and the small cruiser continued to plough on through the neighboring houses until it came to rest lodged against a double story building. Jack raced along the trench, following the path of destruction that always seemed to follow him wherever he went.

  The door to the Elle hissed open, and smoke poured out.

  "Holy mother of God," Jack whispered. He walked slowly up to the hull of the Elle, and looked in the door.

  People were racing out of their houses and yelling at each other, and at Jack. Jack turned and told everyone to bugger off, or there would be hell to pay. So everyone did.

  "Hello?" Jack called into the Elle. There was no response. If that bastard sent me a derelict ship, I'll rip his nuts off.... Jack thought.

  "Yes, flip the latch and the door will open." Ernests voice pierced the silence, and Jack scrambled up into the Elle. He made his way to the cabin, and there saw Ernest and Edith sprawled across the console, lodged up against the window. Smoke poured from the controls.

  "What the hell happened?" Jack asked, looking at the mess around him. Ernest smiled wanely.

  "It was the geometric configuration system. We landed too close to the surface of the planet."

  "Oh, is that it? So how did you come across that gem of wisdom. God Ernie, you cleared up half a bloody block! How the hell is that going to go down with the cops?"

  "It isn't. You wanted to get out of here? So, where do we go?"

  "Well, your so-" Jack halted.

  "My what?"

  "It doesn't matter. I can't tell you. Anyway, I found out that the Worps, those things we have been fighting, are coming back to get me."

  "Why did they kidnap you in the first place?"

  "They want revenge. Apparently, it was my unit that destroyed the Federation base, and they want my blood for that."

  "Huh?"

  "The Worps were once human beings. But, like Hitler with the Jews, the Federation experimented on the natural inhabitants of Vargos 5, and when my Unit blew up that base, it altered settings on the vital computer equipment used to conduct the experiments. So, in a way, it was I who created the Worps."

  Jack stopped as he heard a low whine of an approaching space craft outside. They all raced to the door and looked out. There above them, descending with sinister slowness, was a Worps ship. Smoke hissed from the rocket ports on the ship.

  "At least they can land a ship without demolishing most of a city block!" muttered Jack so that Ernest could hear. Ernest elbowed Jack in the ribs.

  The ship landed, and it was several minutes before a Worp emerged. It was just the same as the ones they had battled before. 

  "Jack, shall we depart?"

  "Yes, I think that, that would be appropriate in the current situation." The trio moved back to the cabin as fast as their legs would carry them. Jack and Ernest sat in the control seats. Elsbeth stood behind them.

  "Right, Ernie, activate the primary pulse engines. Elle, I want full thrust available to the auxiliary engine systems, and get the main power system to activate in synchronisation to the main unitary alpha-power systems."

  "Yes, and do you want a coffee with that?"

  "No. Ha. I want all thrust to be converted to molecular stabilisation units-"

  "I have had them reconverted them to retrostabilisers," reported the Elle. Jack nodded.

  "Oh. Well then, covert that power to the main unitary alpha-power systems." I want Star Drive in five minutes please. Get me to Techtos Seven."

  "Why the hell do you want to go back there?" asked Ernest.

  "I want to pick up Harry and Edith. I hope Harry is around." Ernest frowned. What would Jack want with Edith, or Harry? He could only guess at the reasons.

  "Coordinates set, Jack," said the Elle. Jack nodded, and pulled the Star Drive levers. The Elle shimmered, and shook. Then, with an incredible surge of power, the ship blasted off through the Star Drive vortex, destined for Techtos Seven.

***

  It was a very tired Edith that returned to her bed in her tiny apartment on the outskirts of the capital city on Techtos Seven. Edith was once queen of this marvellous planet, but certain events and people had made her give up that name.

  Now, upon returning to Techtos Seven after announcing that she was pregnant, she took up working in a nursing home for retired war veterans. And was that ever boring! Every day it was the same, the little old men who liked nothing better than to complain about the service, the food, and pinch the nurses on the butt.

  She had discovered that she wasn't pregnant. And she had gone into a rage, broken her front teeth on some poor passersbys head, and gone into hospital.

  There, she moaned away the next three days, crying out for Jack in her sleep, and waking the poor lady in the next bed at 12 every night.

  Now, after all this, Edith had settled into a very humdrum routine that consisted of: waking up, getting dressed, going to work by beta-dart (the next stage on from an alpha-dart [see the Second Great Space Chase, Ed.]), which wasn't terribly comfy, arriving at work, heralded by the screams of the Matron at poor Jillian (the smallest and most attractive woman,aside from Edith, at the home) who had always managed to drop the toilet pans for the morning, scream at the matron about her pay, scream at Mr Wilson (the oldest member of the home, who hated Edith and wouldn't take his pills) and then have a tea break. After this break finished (about fifteen seconds after she had sat down with a hot coffee, because the Matron thought she was slack and needed to work continuously to earn her keep), she had to tidy any rooms that had been vacated overnight (by the ones that died), and then collect all the dying flowers from the bedside cupboards and send them to the funeral directors to be placed at the gravestones of the recently deceased. 

  The, after checking out with the Matron, Edith went home.

  One day, one very hot day, as it were, Edith was walking into her apartment when the televisionphone rang. The televisionphone was a device used by inhabitants of Techtos Seven like a telephone on Earth. Except for one thing, you didn't have to pick up a receiver, and you could look the caller right in the eye while they were looking you in the eye.

  "Yes?" she groaned almost incoherently as her voice gave way (from yelling at Mr Wilson and the Matron). A face appeared on the screen which she did not appreciate.

  "Oh, hello Mr Gregsonville. I didn't know it was rent time already."

  "Well, it is," screamed Mr Gregsonville. It was strange, but Mr Gregsonville always screamed, even when he wanted to whisper. So, it seemed to Edith that Mr Gregsonville was always jacked off about something.

  "And I want you to pay now!"

  "You want a cheque sent by Fax?" Unusual.

  "Yes please. Write the cheque out for three hundred thousand credit units."

  "What?" screamed Edith. She almost fainted. "Three....three hundred thousand......Are you crazy?"

  "You owe for two years, dear," said Mr Gregsonville. "And you had better pay now, or you can kiss you cozy little apartment good-bye."

  "Bloody hell," screamed Edith, punching the screen in anger. The screen shattered, and smoke filled the room. Edith staggered around coughing, and then she turned back to the televisionphone to inspect the damage.

  The thing was sparking, and arcs or electricity were zapping between two diodes that emerged from the shattered casing.

  "Bloody hell," said Edith again. Where the hell was she going to get three hundred thousands credit units? She didn't make that kind of money in a year! [A year on Techtos Seven is three hundred and ninety five and a half Earth days, Ed.] So where was she going to get that kind of money.

  It was then that there was an unearthly howl outside. She raced out, and saw to her amazement, her awe, her absolute incredulity, the Elle descending to the ground. Smoke covered her, and she began to cough and choke again.

  The Elle landed, and sat silent for a few seconds. The, the door opened, and Jack raced out.

  "Hello, Edith!" he cried. They met halfway between the Elle and the apartment. They kissed, and didn't stop until Ernest and Elsbeth emerged. 

  "Oh Jack, Jack, I'm so happy to see you. Why are you back? Did you miss me? I missed you...I want you to take me away from here..."

  "Hang on, hang on," said Jack, disengaging himself from the hysterical woman. "I want to take you away with me. But first," he made his voice rise to a yell. Edith began to look worried.

  "But first, I want to apologise for booting you out of the ship like that. It really was chauvinistic, selfish, unreasonable and uncharitable of me, and I humbly apologise. I do hope you can forgive me?"

  "Of course I can forgive you!" Edith murmured, kissing him again. Ernest and Elsbeth stood in the background.

  "Yes, they were lovers," said Ernest, nodding at Elsbeths question. Elsbeth smiled, and turned away. Ernest noticed this, and when he looked, he saw that Elsbeth was crying.

  "Hey, what's wrong?" he asked. 

  "Oh, nothing," sobbed Elsbeth. "I just hoped that Jack would find a nice girls to settle down with. And when I broke away from him and came to you-" Here Ernest blushed. "I felt guilty about leaving him like that. And now it really makes me happy to see he's found a woman at last....." She broke into more sobs, and Jack and Edith noticed this and came over.

  "What's wrong?" Jack asked.

  "She's happy," came Ernests reply. They winked at each other, and Jack smiled. It was good getting back to old times. Now, all they needed was the other companion they had left behind on Techtos Seven. Harry.

***

  Harry Jones lay sleeping on his bed in the main palace of the new monarchy of Techtos Seven. Harry was now an errant traveller (just like Jack had been), and had stopped back at Techtos Seven to get some relaxation and recuperation in.

  He owned a ship called the Elle II, which was a better model than the old Elle. But as Harry hadn't seen the new improved Elle, he would've been surprised at the technical advances in the new Elle.

  He travelled around the Universe saving lives and having adventures, and he (one fine summers day) found himself near Techtos Seven. So he stopped off and introduced himself to the new monarchy.

  King Bella and Queen Myrl ruled with an iron fist. They were the harshest people in the Galaxy. They abused their power, taxing people dry, killing people for doing even the most menial things wrong, without mercy. It was getting to the stage where rebellion amongst the people was imminent.

  And now Harry was "invited" to stay at the palace. In reality he was ordered as an ex-citizen to stay here and not leave unless he had permission from either the King or Queen. And Harry hated it. He had no power to leave the planet, his ship had been impounded, and all communication with anyone outside the palace was cut off.

  Harry woke. He yawned, and looked around the sparse room he was in. It was rather dimly lit, a small candle burning in the corner, and the curtains drawn. Harry got out of bed, dressed, and ripped the curtains from their hinges. The clatter brought a guard in, and Harry smashed the guards head open with the curtain rod. 

  After this unusual display of temper, Harry looked out the window.

  It was a straight drop of about three hundred meters outside. There was no way Harry could survive a fall, and he couldn't hope to tie all the bed sheets together and escape that way either. He knew that he couldn't escape by using brute strength. The guards were too powerful.

  So, he was stranded on Techtos Seven with no hope of getting out. He turned from the window and went to the door, which was open. Stepping over the body of the guard, he made his way out into the corridor of the palace. It was silence. Harry flexed his muscles and walked along. A small guard came around the corner and met Harry.

  "What the hell?" muttered the guard, reaching for his gun, but Harrys fist soon persuaded him to look at the floor very hard. After smacking the guard into next week, Harry continued along the corridor. He approached the main throne room, and heard the Queen and King yelling at their servants.

  "Right. That's it. I have to save this planet from a totalitarianistic monarchy. I have to kill those two bastards sons." He turned and barged into the throne room, and faced the King and Queen.

  "How dare you!" yelled the King. He stood up, and pointed to Harry. "Guards, get that man," he continued, and several guard stormed towards Harry. But Harry stood his ground, and grabbed a nearby laser gun from a table. The guards reacted immediately, bringing their guns up to bear on him.

  "Hey, what did I do?" asked Harry, stalling for time. "I just wanted to come in and say Hi, because I want to be let free."

  "No, you can't," pouted the Queen. She really was ugly, thought Harry. He raised the gun, and dived to one side as the guards fired at him. Harry blasted to into dust, and left another without a leg. The King and Queen were now alone with a very mad Harry. 

  "Right, now do I get to go free? Or do I have to waste you anyway?"

  "We will die with honor," cried the King. Harry sniggered.

  "Fly's undone," he said, and the King looked down. As he did, Harry clobbered him across the side of the head.

  The King hit the floor. Pointing the gun at the Kings head, Harry ordered the Queen to take off all of her husbands clothes. The Queen fumed with anger, but she couldn't not do what Harry asked. The, after the Queen had finished doing this, Harry ordered the King to take all of the Queens clothes off. With two stark naked people in front of him, Harry them ordered them to move onto the royal balcony, where they could be seen by hundreds of people passing down below the palace. 

  The King and Queen looked over the edge of the balcony, and saw the masses of rebellious inhabitants of the planet storming towards the castle.

  It was then, in all that time, that someone looked up and saw their King and Queen standing naked on the balcony. 

  "Hey, look at that! They're in the nude! ha ha ha." The whole crowd burst out laughing. The wave of happiness swept through the crowd, and when they saw a mass of guards emerge from the palace, they swooped down on them and pounded them into oblivion. Forcing their way into the palace, the angry crowd took control.

  Just then, over head of the palace, a ship blasted out of Star Drive. It hit the top of the palace, and snapped off a flag that was flying there. The Elle landed roughly on the landing pad on the palace roof, and Jack, Edith, Ernest and Elsbeth emerged. 

  "Where would he be?" asked Edith. She looked around at the swarm of people taking revenge on the horrid monarches of Techtos Seven. 

  "Right here!" came a cry from behind them, and they turned to see Harry. Harry smiled as Edith jumped on him, hugging him and kissing his cheeks.

  "Was she like this with you?" he asked Jack, and Jack nodded, smiling. Harry put Edith down, and they all made their way to the cabin of the Elle.

  "Well, Harry, how would you like to come with us? We have to dispose of a serious problem."

  "What is this problem?"

  "Worps," said Ernest. "They want to take over Earth, and we have to stop them somehow."

  "Great, just what I want. A nice fight. It's better than flying around seeing all the sights of the Universe. Do you know how boring that is?" Jack nodded, having had this experience before. 

  "Well, I suppose I could come along. I think that the Elle II will survive here for a while. I hope you still have Time Drive in this thing. Wow, I like what you have done with the ship."

  "Thank-you, Harry. I'm glad you like it," said the Elle. Harry staggered back, and Jack and Ernest smiled as both Harry and Edith gaped at the revelation that the Elle could talk.

  "It can talk!" cried Harry, stating the obvious like he always did.

  "Of course I can talk!" replied the Elle. "And I'm not an "it". I'm a she. Do you really think that with all this technological paraphernalia they wouldn't put in a  talkback-synthesiser?"

  "I suppose so. But, who did this to you? Jack, did you?"

  "No. You remember when we lost the Elle on Earth after that Scavenger attack?"

  "Yeah..."

  "Well, she didn't crash, as we wrongly and stupidly assumed. She took off and spent the next few years or whatever traveling around the Universe. And she was repaired after what we did to her. I still can't believe that she has forgiven us."

  "Well, it looks good. In fact, I'd go so far as to say she looks great," Harry said, running his hand across the dash. The lights blinked and the power pulsed. Jack sat in the seat.

  "Well, are you coming, or not?" asked Ernest, anxious to be on the way. People were trying to get into the Elle.

  "Shut the door, please," Jack ordered, and the outer door slid shut, locking all the people out.

  "Yes," Harry replied, and that was that.

***

  They were all together. Harry, Jack, Edith, Ernest, Elsbeth, and the Elle. All together again. It was nice, thought Ernest, as they Star Drived back to Earth in 2596. Jack was happy, Edith wasn't pregnant, and Harry was back again. Ernest and Harry had been having a rocky road relationship when they were last together. Harry and Ernest used to fight quite often, usually in a banterish sort of way, but occasionally Harry went a bit far. Now, he was fine. There was a gentle understanding between them now, and Harry knew that Ernest wasn't as stupid as he used to be.

  Edith and Jack were never better. Jack had felt sorry for himself all though the adventure with the Scavengers (and as a direct result, almost became suicidal when the Elle was supposedly lost to him), but now all was forgiven, and things were back to normal.

  Ernest had Elsbeth, the newest member of their group, and Jack had Edith. Harry, as usual, had no-one. Ernest pitied Harry, who was quite good looking, muscle-bound, and charming to boot. But strangely enough, Harry was not the sort of male magnet that Jack was. Jack always had women swooning. Ernest had somehow scored Elsbeth during his travels, and he was still hoping that she wouldn't leave him. But now Ernest had a woman, and Harry was left out. 

  "Right," Ernest said, as the Star Drive levers snapped forward, bringing them all back to reality, and back to Earth.

  The familiar green and blue planet moved before them, and for Jack and Ernests, and to some extent, Elsbeth, it was a homecoming they would never forget. For if the adventure they were about to embark upon failed, the planet Earth could be utterly destroyed. Worps were never ones to take an invasion lightly. They would invade in full force. They all watched the Earth for a few minutes, transfixed with its beauty. 

  The, Ernest spotted something.

  "Jack, what is that over there?"

  Jack looked, and gasped when he recognised the fleet of interstellar ships that were emerging from Star Drive. 

  "That large ship, Jack," said the Elle, "is the Worp command ship. If we destroy that, then the entire Worp race would be put at risk. So, we have to destroy that ship."

  Jack shook his head. "No, we can't. We have to go back and wipe them out right from the start. We must return to the Time when my unit destroyed that Federation base on Vargos 5."

  "Very well," said the Elle, and programmed her CPU to get them there. Time Drive began to pulse, and Jack programmed coordinates.

  "Right, we need Ernest and Harry on weapons, Edith, you go make some coffee, and Elsbeth can recharge the batteries on the torch over there."

  Harry and Ernest went and tried to sit in the copilots chair together, but they didn't fit.

  "I want to," cried Ernest and Harry chucked him out. Edith went up and slapped Jack on the cheek. Hard.

  "Holy Christ," yelled Jack, water in his eyes. "You bitch. Go and make that coffee, I said. We need the caffeine to keep us awake. have you ever seen a Worp?"

  "No," replied Edith. 

  "Well, get Elsbeth to explain them to you. She has." Edith turned and went over to where Elsbeth was plugging in the battery charger into a wall socket. 

  "What are Worps?"

  Elsbeth stood up, hit her head, and then turned to Edith. "Follow me. I'll help you with the coffee. I'll explain on the way."

  The two women left the cabin. Jack rubbed his stinging cheek, and turned back to the controls. He punched in buttons and pulled levers, and watched as the Star Drive vortex vanished and Vargos 5 appeared in view.

  "God, how long ago was it that I was here?" he murmured. He steered down to the surface of the planet, and Harry and Ernest prepared the weapons systems. 

  "The Federation Base will be located at co-ords 56-67-97-32-11-08. Please type these into data base for analysis on probability ratios," said the Elle. Jack did so.

  It was then that the Federation ships attacked. It was then that the scout ship which the past Jack was in with his unit was landing on the base. It was then that the future Jack gritted his teeth, gripped the steering wheel, and yelled:"Yeeeeehhaaaaaaa!" Ernest and Harry blasted Federation ships into infinity. Explosions rocked the Elle.

  "Shields up," reported the Elle, and the ship stopped rocking. 

  "We have to find a place to land. We can't be seen by anyone that would recognise us," Jack yelled. The noise of the activity was almost too great. Edith and Elsbeth raced in, and spilt the coffee.

  "Jack, what is happening?" cried Edith, who had no idea what in hell was going on. Jack didn't answer, because at that moment, a hyper-cruiser took off from the Federation base.

  "Oh my God," whispered Jack as the enormous ship roared towards them. If the Elle didn't get the hell out the way, then it would collide with the Federation ship. Unfortunately, if this happened, the Federation ship wouldn't feel a thing. The Elle would be just space dust. 

  The Federation Ship got closer, and closer, until it blocked the whole view window.

  "Jack, do something!" screamed Edith and Ernest together.

  And then Jack did something.

PART THREE

  Jack fainted. He slumped forwards on the controls, and hit the overdrive lever. The Elle registered this a millisecond before the ship hit the Federation cruiser.

  Boom, the hull of the Federation ship buckled, and the Elle sat lodged in the side of one of the biggest ships in the Federation fleet. The cabin was tilted on one side.

  Harry crawled up the floor to get Jack out of the control seat. Edith jumped up, and touched a small button on the console.

  "Course of action?" asked the Elle, who was waiting for input from one of the occupants.

  "Get us down onto the base, please," cried Ernest above the noise. Unfortunately, the button Edith had accidentally pressed was an emergency cut out button, which turned off the Elle.

  "Please turn me back on. Loss of data will inflict serious implications for the future." Then, with a crackle of static, the Elle died.

  "Great Edith. Great. Here we are, stuck on the side of a Federation ship, and you had to go and ruin the only chance we had of getting out. I suppose we should clap?"

  "Shut up," retorted Edith.

  Harry was trying to wake Jack. But Jack, probably through no fault of his own, was out for the duration.

  Elsbeth had a bright idea. 

  "Can't we operate the Elle without the actual computer doing all the work? Why not just switch on the engines and steer us out of here?"

  "Good idea, but the engines are controlled by the Elle herself," said Harry, making sure he called the Elle "her". Edith sulked in a corner.

  With the pilot seat just out of reach, Harry tried desperately to climb up the dead control console to reach the switch that would bring the Elle back to life. 

  "Edith, you jumped up and hit this, so I think you can turn the ship back on."

  "Okay," Edith said in a childish sulk. She got up, and jumped. Her arm hit the switch, and the Elle began to revive. The gentle hum of the engines and things got louder. Soon, the Elle was talking.

  Or rather, gabbling. The nonsense that came from her voice bank was gibberish.

  "Nom de plum‚, I say old chap, data base, electrodioganal introspective refluxational tachyon device, he said to me, hey, you, idiot, Harry is a poofter.......Oh Holy Mary Mother of God, idiosyncratic bastard, Moginics are gentle creatures from the sun of Bedutung, and nobody gets a cat on a mat in a bug, dream on, help me darling, I need help to catch the last worm before the, moon, of all, dog and cat play, oh dear oh dear, what shall we do, I know, with a drunken sailor....."

  Harry looked at Edith. Jack woke up. And Elsbeth just sat there waiting for something to happen.

  "What the hell happened in here?" Jack cried, listening to the Elle prattling on.

  "Edith switched it off." 

  "Oh." Jack remained unusually calm. Instead, he climbed up the controls, and got into the pilots seat.

  "Right, I hope the system logistics are still imprinted in the CPU MPC."

  "MPC?"

  "Microprocessor." Jack pressed buttons on the console, and the Elle began to move. Jack pulled on the thruster levers, and the Elle zoomed from the hull of the Federation ship. Jack pushed the steering controls, and soon the Elle was landing on the base. The Elle continued to mutter gibberish.

  "Oh, shut up," cried Jack. But the Elle went on. 

  Jack went to a cupboard, and got three guns from there. He handed them to Harry and Ernest.

  "Right. Harry, Ernest and I will go in and try and stop the explosion that destroyed this base. You two women will stay here, and try and stop that blasted gibberish that seems to have taken over the Elle."

  "But we want to come too," cried Edith. But Jack remained firm.

  "No, you caused the Elle to have a hernia, and now you will have to try and resurrect what you destroyed. C'mon Ernie, Harry." The three men left the cabin.

***

  The door to the Elle opened, and Jack and Harry and Ernest emerged. They looked around, and saw that there was nobody else around. Smoke drifted across the base.

  It was incredibly windy, and the three men had trouble standing up. They made their way across to the wall of the base.

  "How do we get in?" yelled Ernest above the howl of the wind. Jack pointed to the guns they were carrying. Ernest nodded. They all stood back a bit, then fired. The wall exploded, and the three men stepped through the gap.

  It was silent inside the base, except for the screams of dying, and the gunfire of battles in the base.

  They made their way along the corridor, until they came to a junction.

  "Well?" said Harry. "We're at a junction. Which way now?"

  "I can't remember," replied Jack. "It's been such a long time since I was here. I haven't even met the Captain of the Federation yet!" Harry sighed.

  Ernest pointed to a map on the wall.

  "Well, we seem to be on level 12b. Mean anything?"

  "No....wait a minute, yes! We are extremely close to the main power rooms." It was them that they heard a cry from behind them. It was Edith and Elsbeth, racing towards them followed by Thingoes. Jack cried out, and both he and Ernest stepped forward. The two women hit the floor, and were pounced on by the Thingoes. Jack and Ernest fired at the same time.

  The Thingoes exploded, sending blood and guts flying back down the corridor. The women got up, and Jack hugged Edith. Ernest kissed Elsbeth and made sure she was alright.

  "They forced their way into the Elle! We just escaped, and then they followed us."

  "Your lucky to be alive. Well, you'll have to follow us. Just be careful." Jack turned, and pointed down the corridor.

  "Right, that way." Harry looked down the corridor. It was flashing with light, as if a hundred laser battles were taking place.

  "That way?" he asked.

  "That way," replied Jack, firmly. They set off towards the power room.

***

  Jack looked around the corner of a doorway into the Power room. It was as huge as he remembered. He looked around and saw the members of the unit he had taken in and destroyed the base with.

  If his memory was correct, then both he and Maxwell should be over there........He looked across to where he remembered planting the bomb, and saw himself standing over Maxwell. How young he was!

  "Right, see me, over there?" Jack said, pointing to the younger Jack across the room. "Don't let me see us, or we really could be stuffed up." Jack had totally forgotten that he had seen himself in the past, and he only realised this later in a minute of peaceful solace.

  They hared across the room. They made it to the shadows of a nuclear unit. It throbbed with power. Jack crept careful around the corner and looked along the back of the nuclear units.

  He could see himself and Maxwell finish planting the bomb, and call in the troops. Jack and Ernest ordered Harry and the women to stay behind.

  They went up to the bomb, and looked at it.

  "Wow, I didn't think I would be back here doing this!" muttered Jack. Ernest bent down to inspect the bomb. He came back to normal height after a few minutes inspection.

  "Well?"

  "No, I'm afraid the bomb cannot be stopped. If I try and cut any circuit at all, it will go off."

  "How long have we got?"

  "About eight minutes. We could either get to the bunker of go back to the Elle. If we go and try and find where the mutant Worps are staying, then we could try and do something there."

  "No, we can't leave the Elle to be destroyed. We must return to the Elle." Ernest nodded, and they went back to the others.

  "No good, we'll have to get out of here!" reported Ernest. 

  "Quick, lets go then," Edith cried, and they all darted across the room, and made their way back into the corridor. Racing along, neither of them noticed the note that was in Jacks pocket, slide out and fall to the ground. 

  The Elle was still blabbering on when they all arrived safely back. Jack thumped the controls, and activated the engines. The Elle  began to move upwards, and it was a few seconds later that Jack punched the levers to full thrust, and the Elle streaked up and away.

  The explosion went off a few seconds later. The roaring ball of flame that encased a quarter of the planet also enveloped the Elle.

  "Turn the shields on," cried Jack, as the flame encased the fleeing ship. Ernest lunged at the controls, flicked the switch, and saw the shield system give out.

  "Bloody hell!" cried Jack. Harry turned and raced off to try and fix the shields, and Ernest took the copilots seat.

  Edith stood behind Jack, and Elsbeth stood behind Ernest. The Elle still bubbled away with its colourful anachronisms and comments on how the weather was 25 millennia ago on some planet that was vapourised by a supernova in the 17 sector in the Trialla Galaxy. Everything seemed to happen in the Trialla Galaxy.

  "Ernie, reset the ballistic differentiators, we may need them," ordered Jack, punching emergency switches. But still the shields failed to activate. The Elle was turning into a mini-comet. The window threatened to shatter any second. 

  Then, with a small bang from the back of the Elle, the shields activated, and the flame disappeared.

  "Yes!" cried Elsbeth, and punched the air with delight.

  They were safe. But they were stuck in this Time Zone because the Time Drive had been damaged in the action.

***

  Ernest sat alone in the cabin of the Elle. Jack and Harry were back deciding on a current course of action to stop the mutation of the Worps. The dials and light bleeped and flashed. Ernest smiled at the reconstructed dash of the ship, and remembered the old version, and how it had changed.

  "Hey, Elle," he said. "Where's the toothbrush holder? I thought that you would still have it! It's not here?"

  "Yes it is. Watch this!" There was a small panel on the dash that slid forward with an equally small hum, and there was an electric toothbrush holder holding an electric toothbrush.

  "Oh boy! Does Jack know?"

  "No, he doesn't. And I don't think he should know. He was very possessive of that toothbrush before you busted it."

  "Hmmm. So who was it that rebuilt you? The controls are very updated from last time!"

  "A man on a small planet in Sector 23 of the Trialla Sector. He redesigned the console, and updated the systems. The electronics were reinstalled by a qualified electrician with a bad temper. I suppose he didn't do a very good job."

  By the way, you may be wondering how the Elle had regained her data store. Well, in a small compartment in the wall of the cabin, hidden by a Picasso, was a data synch-up that had reserve memory. It had all the necessary back up memory for the Elle. Jack had plugged this in, and the data had been reinstalled on the CPU MPC. 

  "Well, I'm glad to say that you look better than you did before."

  "Thank-you Ernest. I say, where are we going now?"

  "I have no idea. We have to wait for Jack and Harry and the two girls to get back." It was then that Harry and Jack came back in. 

  "Right, Ernie, we have a destination. The near future. We have to go back just after the explosion so that we can enter the bunker (with the mutated Worps in it) and stop the mutation. Then we can all go home."

  "Right. Elle, can you manage a short jump back?"

  There was a short silence from the Elle. Jack began to think that perhaps his CPU MPC linkup was broken, but then the Elle spoke an his fears were cast aside.

  "Sorry Jack. Unfortunately, the Time Drive Unit was damaged during our run in with the Federation ship. You will have to repair it, because my systems won't tell me what is wrong with it."

  "Great. Just great. Well, Ernie old pal, looks like a trip to the engines to fix up the unit. You steer us back to the base, and stay well within getting-the-hell-out-the-way distance, so that if we need to get-the-hell-out-the-way, we can." Jack turned and he and Harry went out. Ernest pushed the thruster levers forward, and soon the Elle was rocketing back to Vargos 5.

  Elsbeth and Edith were sitting in the main bedroom, talking womens things.

  "So, do you think Prince Palindromicus was cute? I do, he had such a cute butt!" cried Edith.

  "Sorry, but I never met him. Where does he come from?"

  "I have no idea. I saw a picture of him in a paper once, and I fell in love with his butt. I wish Jack could have a butt like that!" They giggled. "So, do you really like Ernest?" asked Edith.

  "Yes," replied Elsbeth, getting that dreamy look in her eyes. "He's really nice. He's caring, careful, loving, tender, kind, sweet, and always ready to stick up for me...."

  "Yes, but is he a man?" asked Edith, who was beginning to think that Ernest was a wimpy moron, who was either a mature paedophile or a lazy, self ingratiating idiosyncratic womanizer, because whichever he was, Ernest was the type of person who shouldn't ever have a girl after him. Edith realised that she was being rather selfish, but having Ernest kissing Elsbeth would be a sight to blind even Stevie Wonder.

  "Of course he's a man!" exploded Elsbeth. "Why the hell wouldn't he be?"

  "Just wondering. It's a good thing he's better than Jack. Jack's really a selfish chauvinist, not that he cares what anybody thinks, he'd just as likely blow them away with that gun of his than hear the word chauvinist said in the same sentence as his own name, but I really am glad that you found yourself a nice guy." In reality, Edith was extremely jealous about the Elsbeth/Ernest relationship. Her relationships with men had always been tinged with regret.

  "Yes, I have noticed that about Jack. How did you two ever meet?"

  "Well, it's a long story really."

  "Tell me, we've got all the time in the world."

  "Okay. It all started, you see, on Techtos Seven, my home planet. I was a small princess, and we were having a party for my 20th birthday. I was giddy with excitement. There were hundreds of cute guys there all waiting to see me, hoping that they would suit my needs. I rocked up all ready and rearing to go, but when I entered the room, they were all about 30 or 40. I thought to myself, what a load of bullcrap. So I ran off and hid in my room.

  "My parents came and had a long yell at me for wasting their time and creating an intergalactic scandal, but I told them to bugger off in a right royal way, and they beat the living crap out of me. So I put a huge guilt trip on them, and they soon said they were sorry, and then I left for a week to look in the city. There was a cafe there, and I went in to order a drink. As I looked around, I saw Jack sitting at the table, drinking an Oxadiphia Throat Vapouriser. Harry was sitting opposite him. I almost screamed in delight. 

  "I watched Jack intently, and went and sat at another table, right so he could see me. And when he did, he looked me right in the eye and smiled, and then went on talking to Harry. I kept on watching him. Then after he had finished the drink, he got up and left. Harry was left sitting by himself, and I went up and asked who he was.

  "Harry told me his name, and I then asked who the man was that he had been talking to. he had told me Jacks name. Harry then recognised me, and politely asked me why I was hanging around seedy bars like the one I was standing in. I told him I was looking for a man, and he began to laugh. I thought he was being rude, but I soon found out that Jack was not the sort of man to get "involved". I didn't really know what involved meant, so I went on searching for this mysterious "Jack", that had inhabited my life so briefly.

  "I went back to the palace and told my mother, who was extremely happy that I had found a man. But when she heard that he was a commoner, she threw a wobbly, and beat me up again, and I hit her back and she was taken to hospital. I ordered my personal servants to go and find this "Jack", and she went out to do so. Seven days later she returned, saying that Jack had been staying at a hotel near the palace. His space ship was docked in the ship-port, and it began to seem that Jack was a traveller. I had a small nagging worry. Perhaps Jack wasn't the sort to be tied down by a woman, and that he would resent my affections towards him. But I cast these doubts aside, and thought "to hell with this crap. I'll just go and find out for myself whether he likes me or not". So I went out and found his apartment.

  "Jack wasn't in. So I asked the guards I had with me to smash open the door, and then go get drunk down the local pub, and I went in to wait inside. His apartment was small and homely. He looked like he had been there for a while, possibly three or four days at the most. I waited for Jack to arrive back. But, after three hours of waiting, he still hadn't returned. So, rather than go and collect my rather pissed guards from then pub and try and get home without being mugged, I got undressed and went and got into Jacks bed. I went straight to sleep.

  "It was later that night that Jack returned home. I woke up as he stumbled into his apartment in a half stupor, and he flung himself on his bed (with me in it) and hit me in the stomach. This woke me up completely, and I cried out in pain. Jack rolled off the bed and stood facing me, completely naked and in his bed. Now, you may think that this situation, in which Jack would have very interesting ideas about, would not be perilous, but as Jack was half wasted, he couldn't see me very well either because it was half darkness. He grabbed me and tried to drag me out of bed, calling me a pervert and hooligan and practical joker. Then he saw me in my unclad state, and dropped me on the floor. He grabbed a blanket and threw it at me. I covered myself and stood up.

  "Who the hell are you," he said to me, and I answered. "Jesus, you must take me for a complete cretin, don't you?" he continued. I was rather scared because he was totally unpredictable. "Now, why the hell are you here, princess Edith?" I answered that I had wanted to meet him, and he told me that if I was trying to meet him in bed, then I was crazy and rather extreme. I laughed, and this broke the ice. He grabbed my clothes, and left the room as I put them on.

  "I joined him in his small kitchen apartment, and he made me a coffee. "So, princess, you wanted to meet me? What do you want to meet me about?" I told him that I thought he was very cute, and that I wanted to marry him. He screamed in laughter, not realising my seriousness. Then he told me to bugger off, and he went into his bedroom and slammed the door. I left, making my way alone back to the palace, where I crept into my own bed and went to sleep.

  "It was the very next day that Jack arrived to see me. I put on a regal front and went to the throne room. He came in and bowed. I asked the guards to leave, and it was only Jack and I left in the room. Jack apologised for his rude behavior the night before, he hadn't realised what he was doing because he had met some palace guards at a pub and had a few too many with them. I told him I had forgiven him, and he felt mighty relieved. He asked me about my proposal to him, and I told him I had been serious. He was taken aback, and tried not to show it, but I knew he was thinking hard about it. He came closer. "Are you sure?" he asked me, and I nodded. He came even closer. "Would you still like me if I did this?" he said, and jumped forward and kissed me while I was sitting on the throne. I was surprised, but I let him have his way. He was a great kisser, and I smiled as he stepped away.

  ""Of course I still like you", I said, and leapt forward to kiss him. I climbed onto him, and we fell to the floor like a couple of children, and I then knew that I had found my man. My mother walked in, and caught us. She was apoplectic with rage, and told Jack to get the bloody hell out of her palace. I cried and punched my mother out, and she ended up in hospital again. Jack left, for about five minutes. Then he came back through my bedroom window. We made love for the first time, and then he left. I was so happy. We had a relationship for about two years, and then he left me. He went off in that ship of his, and the next time we met was when he returned to Techtos Seven a few years later. I was queen when he came back."

  "Wow, what a story," exclaimed Elsbeth. "How can you remember it all?"

  "I had many years to remember each time I saw Jacks face, and I eventually had the whole saga ingrained in my memory."

  "I wish Ernest and I had had a love story like that. How romantic."

  "Yeah. We got married, and then when I though I was pregnant, he booted me off the ship and went so far as to get divorce proceedings. But, due to Jacks lack of continuity and slackness, the divorce never occurred. So we are still happily married. And if we can survive this adventure, I hope we can all settle down and have babies. I'd love to have a baby." Elsbeth smiled.

***

  At the moment, Jack was half imbedded in the engine systems of the Time Drive in the Elle. Harry sat nearby with a thick volume instruction booklet that explained all the functions, problems, and troubleshooting variations that could happen. 

  "Now, do I attach the green wire or the blue one to the Infraseculator?" he asked, his voice sounding hollow and echoey in the console casing.

  "The green one," replied Harry, and then thumbed through to another page. "Right, you also have to disengage the restabliser unit on the Geomatic Gyrosystem." Jack did so. A second later, sparks erupted from the hole Jack was in.

  "Owww, bloody hell, that wasn't right. Harry, tell me the right way, please."

  "That was the right way," Harry protested. He thumbed back, and then corrected himself.

  "Oh, sorry, you were right. Disengage the Geomatic Gyrosystem from the Restabiliser unit, sorry about that." Jack came out a few minutes later.

  "That's okay."

  Harry looked up, and burst out laughing. Jacks face was covered with black soot. Jack wiped it off with the back of his hands.

  "Now, the Time Drive should be working. Lets go and try it." They went out. Behind them, the Time Drive began to smoke, and soon a small flame licked the interior of the casing. It began to creep dangerously close to the main power output.

***

  "Okay, Elle. We got the Time Drive working, so lets get back to the past where we can alter Time," said Jack. 

  "I shall try," replied the Elle. "I will run a check on the system first." The two women entered the cabin, and Edith looked at Jack in amazement.

  "Jack, you're changing colour! You're going black!"

  "No, it's just soot, Edith, from the engines. Harry here made me do something wrong."

  "Oh." There was a long, drawn out silence that filled the cabin.

  Then:"Ready Jack. The Time Drive will activate in 10.7 seconds," reported the Elle. Jack nodded, and sat in the copilots seat. Ernest took the steering wheel, and adjusted the thruster levers. The Elle slowed considerably, and Vargos 5 came into view.

  "Five seconds," said the Elle. The, after five seconds had elapsed, the planets surface of Vargos 5 began to change. The explosion that had occurred before pulled back together and came to a halt. The Elle of the past, both recent past and the one with the army Jack and his unit inside, both reversed into the base on the planets surface. The, Time began to move forward, and the two Elles moved out again, and then the explosion exploded. The roaring ball of flame that covered an entire half of the planets surface rolled along destroying everything in its path. Jack watched the Federation base blow sky high. Then the flames subsided, and the roaring fireball dissipated. 

  "Right, move us down to the remains of the base. Elle, do a topographical infra-black search for any entrance that leads down into a bunker below the planets surface," Jack ordered. The console panel whirred and hummed. Seconds later, the Elle printed (with its on-board printer) the location of the bunker doorway.

  "Move three degrees to the left, Ernie," said Jack, following the map of the planets surface. Ernest moved to the left. 

  "No, you fool, move the ship three degrees," Jack screamed, hitting Ernest. Ernest steered the ship to the left. Elsbeth pointed to a gaping hole on the planets surface.

  "There, there it is!" she screamed, jumping up and down. Jack nodded. 

  "There it is alright. Elle, move in." The Elle took control, and moved slowly down to land next to the hole that would lead to the bunker with the Worp mutants inside.

  When the ship had landed, Jack led the crew out. Edith wrapped her small parka around her, and Elsbeth cuddled up to Ernest for warmth. A cold wind blew across the barren and desolate landscape. Nobody would've guessed that an explosion that would've woken Kraken had just occurred. Jack and Ernest looked down into the hole. There at the bottom was, half covered by dirt and rubble, a door. Harry pulled his laser blaster rifle from the Elle, and went down to inspect the door. 

  It was solid titanium, and any attempt to blast through it would just have no effect. Only a plasma electron blaster would penetrate it.

  Suddenly, Jack noticed a plasma electron blaster sitting a few meters away from him.

  "Hey, look, it's a plasma-"

  "...Electron blaster," finished Ernest, and went across to get it. He grabbed it, picked it up, and went down to Harry. Harry began to get confused. How had the plasma blaster got there? He was sure it hadn't been there when they arrived. So, how had it-

  "Hurry up, blow open the door," yelled Jack from above, where he was standing with Elsbeth and Edith. Ernest went back up to let Harry get on with the dangerous task of totally disintegrating the door.

  He lined up the plasma blaster, and energised it. The, he pulled the trigger.

  A red beam of pure plasma energy lanced out and struck the door dead center. It disintegrated it completely, taking most of the dirt and surrounding wall behind with it. Harry stared into the darkness beyond. A series of stairs led down into the depths of the planet.

  "Well, do we go down?" asked Jack, who had come up behind him. Edith and Elsbeth shook their heads.

  "No way. I say we go back and try and destroy the Worps some other time."

  "We can't. If we don't destroy them now, they can always chase me through Time forever. They may already be on their way back here to stop us from the future to get us!" Jack grabbed the laser rifle off of Harry, and led the way down into the bunker. Not very interested in the possibility of Worps coming back to get them, the two women, and Ernest and Harry (who lifted up the plasma gun) followed him.

***

  The bunker was an incredible feat of Federation engineering ingenuity. It consisted of seven levels, each about three hundred kilometres square, all solely dedicated to the mutation experiments that were in progress. 

  It was pure coincidence that there were no humans down in the bunker. Only about seven thousand Thingoes and the five hundred Worp mutant/humans. And all on Level seven.

  Jack and Ernest watched as a small go-car arrived to take them wherever they wanted to go around the bunker. The three seater buggy stopped in front of them.

  "Please input your security number/s," asked the buggy, the little input device appearing to take their numbers.

  "Ah, get stuffed," yelled Jack, who blew the buggy's computer system away with the laser rifle. The buggy squealed a metallic squeal, and shot away to raise the alarm.

  "Quick, we have to get to an elevator. That bloody buggy will raise the alarm, and we'll have hundreds of Thingoes after us. And we don't want that," cried Jack, racing off after the buggy. Harry and Ernest glanced at each other, and followed, leaving the two women behind to contemplate their fate. 

  "Well, we could follow, and get menaced by hungry Thingoes, or wait here and wait for Worps to arrive and stop us," said Edith. Elsbeth nodded.

  "I suggest we follow. We'd have more of a chance with Jack, Ernest and Harry than we would against the Worps."

  "Well, with Jack and Harry, anyway," murmured Edith under her breath. They made their way after the three men.

PART FOUR

  The Captain of the Federation strutted around his control room of the star cruiser he controlled.

  "Sir, the Emperor wants to communicate with you!" cried the Fool, running up. The Captain had always had a fascination for Fools, who were little people who were designed specifically for beating up.

  "So?" said the Captain, engrossed in his thoughts.

  "Sir, the Emperor wants to speak to you!" yelled the Fool. The Captain stopped walking. He stared at the fool, who stared back.

  "Did you say, the Emperor wants to speak to me?"

  "Yes, and I even put the word Emperor in italics, as you can see," replied the Fool. The Captain slammed the Fool into the floor with a great left hook, and then walked out.

  He arrived a short time later in the communications room of the star cruiser, and grabbed the nearest telephone.

  "Yes?" he said into it. But all he got was a dial tone.

  "Er, sir," said a technician, coming over. "The Emperor is on the main screen."

  "The main screen? Oh shit...I mean, bloody hell. Okay, turn it on." The Captain turned to view the main communications screen. The face of the Emperor appeared on it.

  "Captain, what is the report I hear of the base on Vargos 5 being destroyed? Is this true?"

  "Er, yes sir, it is," replied the Captain. He began to sweat. The Emperor was a mutated child, who was originally an embryo in the same sort of experiment as the Worp/mutant/humans. But the machine had developed a fault, and as a result, the boy inside had began to develop, and was now as he was now. A voice translator was implanted in his throat, enabling him to communicate with the outside world.

  "Holy shit! You mean to say that the entire 3543 quintillion credits we invested on site allotment is now useless?"

  "Yes, it is, sorry," murmured the Captain. Sweat poured down his forehead.

  "Sorry?" the Emperor exploded. "Sorry? Bloody hell! This is a whole quarter of my Federation that we have wasted here. A whole quarter!"

  "Hey, that's good, you got quarter in italics too!" said the Captain.

  "Shut up, you poofter! Why I have you as my second in command is beyond me. Now, have you any idea on how the experiments are?"

  "They would've survived, sir. The base was built on top, and the power units well away from the entrance to the base. The experimental units themselves were about four hundred kilometers underground. There was no way they could have been destroyed."

  "Good. At least you haven't wiped out any possible way of reclaiming all the bases we had before the war." The Federation had been incredible powerful before the great war. The war between the Bautons and the Magellanites had all but demolished the great Federation, and soon they were fleeing across the Universe, gradually trying to get back all the systems they had controlled in the past.

  "Is that all, sir?"

  "Yes, get back to your control room, and find new ground to cover." The Emperor disappeared from the screen, and the Captain breathed a sigh of relief.

  Now, where to go?

  How about Greatos Minor? It was a great little place, where Federation troops went to mellow out. That would do him, he thought. So he strode off to the control room to get the fools to Star Drive to Greatos Minor.

***

  "Right, ready for Star Drive?"

  "Yes sir," came the reply. The Captain sat in the control seat, and called for the Star Drive to be engaged.

  "Three, two, one," came the report, and then the ship wobbled and shimmered, and then shot off into deep space. The Captain sat back with a sigh of relief. 

  The Emperor could be very demanding when he wanted to. His base had been destroyed, his experiments destroyed as well, or so it was thought. The Captain had had a bad day. 

  "Hi, Sir," called the Fool, running up.

  "What do you want you moron?" yelled the Captain.

  "I wish to report that the intelligence section has discovered the people responsible for the destruction of our base."

  "Well, who?"

  "It seems it was the Special Unit of the United Front Side. The commander was...a...er Jack Davidson. I have heard of him, sir. I am his brother."

  "What? Your brother? How the hell did he manage to get free of the Federation?"

  "We were separated at birth. He joined SAFT, while I joined you."

  "Great. Well, Fool, I want you too lure your brother to me on Greatos Minor. There we can kill him, after we interrogate him, or course."

  "Of course, sir. At once." The Fool raced off, and the Captain was left alone. Technicians raced around the control room of the ship.

  "Emerging from Star Drive in five seconds, sir," came the report. The Captain nodded.

  Five seconds later, the ship left the Star Drive Vortex and entered real space. The Captain saw out the view window of the ship the planet of Greatos Minor.

  And it was minor. It was the smallest planet in the 56th sector, and to Jack or Ernest, it would have looked like the Earth's moon. But the Captain only knew of it as a rest haven for weary travellers. So when the starship docked at the outer shield defence post, he told the guard to get the bloody hell out and let them through.

  The outpost was built to stop any ships getting through that were bigger than 50 Gigatonnes. The Federation ship was about three hundred Gigatonnes, and the guard protested wildly. 

  The Captain shot the guard, and then the Federation ship continued on its way.

  The Federation troops were relieved to be off the ship for a while. After the Captain lectured them about diplomacy, decorum, tact and kindness, the Federation troops went wild, telling the Captain to shove his diplomacy, his decorum, his tact and his kindness right up his butt.

  The Captain sank into rejected melancholy, and went to the nearest bar to get a drink. 

  "Hey, bud, where yoush from?" drawled a wasted man at the bar. He held in his hand a half full glass of vodka.

  "I am a Federation trooper," replied the Captain. He had no wish to talk to this cretin, who was too far out of it to realise who he was talking to.

  "Oh, never heard of it. Wheresh it at?"

  "I am a Federation trooper," said the Captain again, and slogged the man in the jaw. The man fell to the floor, his glass hitting the mans head, vodka hitting the Captains foot, and a woman nearby was tipped off her seat by a wayward felt-tip pen that flew from the mans pocket.

  The crowd around looked at the Captain.

  "Hi," he said weakly. The crowd turned back to whatever they were doing.

  The Captain smiled and looked down at the drunk on the floor.

***

  Jack and his unit landed at Greatos Minor just after the Federation ship did.

  "Is that a Federation ship?" asked Maxwell. Jack nodded. He pushed a button on the control console of the Elle he had swiped from the Federation base.

  A beep sounded through the cabin. 

  "We are the United Front Side Special Unit. We are here to root out any Federation scum."

  "Er, great. We need you. A Federation platoon just got here. And boy, are they creating a ruckus! You'd better do something."

  "Are you the security guard?" asked jack over the intercom. The voice sounded unsure of what to do.

  "No. He was shot by the Captain of the Federation, and is now in a critical condition in Medi-Lab."

  "Right. We will land and get them out."

  Maxwell looked across at Jack, and grinned.

  "More fighting," he muttered, and Jack grinned back. He hoisted the laser rifle in his arms, and clicked the safety off.

  "Land this thing, please," he asked the soldier driving.

  The Elle landed on the docking pad of the planetary space base. 

  "Right, everyone out. I want all the Fed's captured and brought back here for interrogation." The men all spread out to search for the Federation troops.

  Jack looked across the pad. It was windy, and to one end of the pad a row of shops and arcades waited for him.

  "I suppose I had better join in. No time for a coffee now." Jack went across to the shops.

  "Has anybody seen any Federation troops?" he yelled. People pointed and shouted in all directions. So Jack gave up hope of any assistance. He walked along the long row of shops and peered in the windows. 

  "There, get him," came a shout from behind him. He spun around and saw three Federation men standing near a gas tank carrier.

  Jack dived for cover as laser blasts thudded into the wall behind him. He waited for the laser barrage to stop, then returned fire.

  "Quick, get here," he shouted into his intercom that was strapped to his head.

  "Hello, Mr policeman," cried a Fed trooper. Jack snarled and got to his feet. Then he stepped out from the corner.

  The Federation troops were literally blown off the planet by Jacks laser rifle. He kept the trigger pulled back, and bolt after bolt of laser energy ripped through the three Fed troops.

  Then some of his unit raced up.

  "Bit late guys," he called, and grinned at them. 

***

  The Captain sat in the coffee shop still, and then left to find his Fool.

  It was a tricky business. There were hundreds of shops and arcades he could've gone into. It was then that he rounded the corner and saw Jack coming towards him, laser rifle in arms.

  "Oh God," the Captain muttered, as Jack spotted him. He pulled a laser gun from his hand, and tried to fire at Jack. But Jack shot the gun from his hands.

  Jack walked up as the Captain stood rubbing his scorched hand.

  "You are the guy in charge?" Jack cried, prodding the Captain with his gun.

  "No, does it look like it?" said the Captain, trying to bluff. But Jack wasn't fooled. 

  "Oh, well, then, I'll just kill you now and ask you again afterwards." Jack raised the rifle, but the Captain reached out and grabbed it. Jack gasped in surprise.

  "You little poonce," he snarled, and kicked out at the Captain. The Captain dodged, and lunged back, swinging the rifle back up to bear on Jack.

  Jack meanwhile had fallen over, and smashed over a shelf of paperweights.

  The paperweights were small metal bulbs, attached to a piece of rubber cord, that could be attached to a desk and stay there.

  His hand came into contact with one of the rubber cords, and he swung. The metal bulb hit the rifle from the Captains hand. The Captain was about to jump onto Jack and slam Jacks head into the floor, when Jack swung the paperweight again, and it hit the Captain in the knee.

  The Captain howled in agony as the paperweight lodged in the kneecap, shattering the bone and splitting the ligaments.

  The Captain dropped to the floor, writhing in agony. Jack looked around, and saw a heap of people watching the fight. He picked up his gun, and was then set upon by Federation troops.

  Jack blacked out.

***

  Jack came to looking down the barrel of a Federation laser blaster. He gulped, and tried to sit up.

  "Hey, boss, the guys awake!" cried the man standing guard over Jack. The Captain limped back, his face a twisted snarl as the pain of his shattered kneecap wound its way up to his cerebral cortex.

  "Hello, Jack Davidson of Special Alien Fighters Team Unit One. I am the Captain of the Federation, and I am going to make sure you suffer for what you did to my knee. We are now traveling at the speed of sound to the Emperors spaceship, where you will be punished and then killed."

  "Isn't killing me enough punishment?" asked Jack, smiling with intended malice. The Captain was not impressed. So he smiled back.

  Jack frowned.

  "So, I suppose my men are following to blow this ship out of the Galaxy?"

  "Yes, probably. Our scanners haven't yet picked them up yet-"

  "Yes they have sir," interjected a soldier, trying to get the conversation as accurate as possible.

  "Shut up. Our scanners have picked them up. So we'll wait and see what happens when they exit Star Drive near a fully armed Federation Star Ship, with enough firepower to destroy a moon."

  "Oh, they'll probably just laugh and attack anyway. They aren't stupid you know. They do know that the Star Cruiser is really just a special effects model projected onto a blue CSO wall and using an IBM 300 Gigabyte Computer the image is cast into a spacescape effect. And I know that we are just sitting inside a movie set at the moment, so nothing really horrible can happen to me, can it?"

  "Shut up," cried the Captain. He stormed out.

***

  Jack and Ernest and Harry and Edith and Elsbeth found the elevator. With a metallic sigh, the carriage went hurtling down, down, down deep into the depths of Vargos 5. It was getting hotter.

  "What are we going to do when we get there?" asked Elsbeth.

  "Blow it up," replied Jack, who stared intently at the floor level indicator. Elsbeth nodded. That just about summed it up.

  "Hey Jack, you still got the note?" asked Harry, remembering something.

  Jack felt in his pocket.

  Then he felt in his other pocket. He also wanted to feel in Ediths pockets, but refrained. 

  "NO! It's not here! I must have dropped it somewhere! But where? Where could I have dropped it?"

  "No idea! We have to find it," cried Edith. "If anyone in this Time Zone should find it here and now, the whole structure of Time Could be altered!"

  "I know."

  The lift stopped. The doors opened, and the five occupants got out. They were standing in a huge room. Disappearing into the distance were rows and rows of mutation chambers, each containing a human/Worp mutant. 

  "Holy Mary mother of God!" murmured Ernest. "Would you look at that! Each one of those is a Worp mutant."

  "Yeah, they are now because we altered the experiment and stopped the correct mutation from taking place. Over the years they developed into Worps, and now we have the power to stop them. We can change history. We can-"

  "Do diddly squat, Jack," muttered Ernest. Jack turned to his companion.

  "Huh?"

  "Jack, how can we destroy an entire race of creatures, just because they are different? If humans had been much different than what they are now, some more intelligent life form may have come back and altered our genetic structure, or wiped us out altogether. Now, think! Do we have the right to destroy a complete race of new creatures?"

  "Yes!" squealed Elsbeth. She was still remembering the first confrontation with the Worps, at Jacks apartment in the past. No, it was the future, because it hadn't happened yet! Oh no, here we go, she thought.

  "Jack, we can't just kill them all! It's not right!"

  "Ernest, we have altered Time enough already anyway. So why stop now. We have the opportunity to halt the mutation of the most evil creatures in this Galaxy. Not even I could pass up this opportunity."

  "Jack..." muttered Harry. He had noticed something.

  "Jack, look over there."

  Harry pointed over to a corner. Jack looked. There was another piece of paper. Jack went over to pick it up. he gasped.

  "Harry, it's the note! How the hell did that get here?"

  "No idea. What the hell is happening?"

  "Jack," cried Ernest. "What about those clones of us that we left on Earth? Could they have come back here to try and stop the Worps as well?"

  "Perhaps. I have got an idea," said Jack. "I think we had better pay a visit to Time Control."

  "Where?" asked Ernest.

  "Time Control. When the first Time Drive was in use, the possibilities of an adventure occurring were vast. So they set up a Time Council that would make sure that none of this would happen. Now, we haven't run into this Time Council at all, so I think it would be wise to get to then and ask what the hell is going on and in which Time Zone."

  "Good idea," said Ernest. 

  "So what now?" asked Harry.

  "Back to the Elle," replied Jack. He gave the note to Ernest to read. All thoughts of destroying the Worp mutants was erased from his mind. So they all went back into the lift, and made their way back up to level one.

***

  Back in the Elle, Jack was desperately trying to work out in his mind what was happening. But he thought that he had better leave it to someone with some intelligence, and so he started the Elle.

  "Where to, Jack?" asked the Elle. Jack told her to get him to the main HQ of the Time Council, on Earth in future.

  "Righto," replied the ship, and soon, with a small but repairable hitch in the Logistic Unit, the Elle blasted into the future.

***

  Cedric Hammersworth was sitting in the Time room of the HQ of the Time Council building. The Time computer sat before him, humming to itself and continually checking on all possible Time Zones for anything that wasn't supposed to be there.

  And was it ever having trouble now! The paradox's and cracks that Jack and his friends were making in the Time Continuum was incredible. Apparently, four pairs of Jacks and Ernests now existed, while only one of Harry, Edith, and Elsbeth existed.

  How the hell it was going to put everything right, it was still working out. The massive contusions in the Web of Time were almost impossible to calculate in absolute infinite detail. So far it had calculated that very time Jack and Ernest went back into time, or forward, there was a mix up in the mess. So how was the Time Police force going to sort this one out.

  Suddenly, a beep came from the computer. Cedric went over and pressed a button. There was a voice through a com-link, which said:"Cedric, five people are here to see you. They have important business. I hope you have time?"

  "Plenty of Time McCormick. Send them in."

  "Will do sir," came the reply. A few minutes later, the door at the other end of the room slid open, and Jack, Harry, Ernest, Edith and Elsbeth came through.

  "Hi," said Jack, looking around.

  "Hello. Who are you all, and what have you come to see me about?" asked Cedric politely.

  "We have come to ask you what in hells name is happening to us all?"

  "Oh, you are wondering why.....you are not the people who have been creating-"

  "Disturbances in the Time Continuum? Yes, that's us, I'm afraid," muttered Jack.

  "So you want to know what to do?"

  "Yes. You see, we wrote this note to ourselves in the past, and when we went back to give it to ourselves, we didn't, and then we did get the note but never looked at it, and we are desperately trying to track down this note and stop the Time Continuum from becoming a shambles." 

  Cedric shook his head.

  "Oh dear..." he muttered. 

  "What is it?" cried Edith. "Tell me we didn't miss anything!"

  "I'm afraid you did. Shall I explain?"

  "Please do," said Ernest.

  "I'll explain from the start. You originally wrote the note to yourselves, and delivered it back to your immediate past. But, upon failure, you created a paradox of putting it in your pocket, Jack, where-"

  "You know me?" asked Jack. Cedric nodded. 

  "From the computers data bank. Anyway, as I was saying, you put the note in Jacks pocket, and he never realised it was there. So, you went back in time to give him a piece of paper and subliminal orders from your ship to write the note in the first place. So, the past Jack has a note in his pocket, a note that he doesn't know about. Now, also in his pocket is another note. You see, when you accidentally duplicated Jack and Ernest four times over, Jack had that self same note in each pocket of his different clone. So there are now a total of 5 notes in existence. One is lost in Time, making the distortions, and the other four are in each Jacks pocket."

  "But I have no note in my pocket," said Jack, feeling into his pocket. "It fell out somewhere. And we want you to tell us where it is."

  "That will be difficult. Now, this complicates matters. Each different clone pair of Jack and Ernest has a note in his pocket, a note that could destroy the Time Continuum completely is any of those Jacks read it. If they do read it, and act upon it, then the Web of Time will collapse, and we will be cast into an infinity dimension with which Time Stands still."

  "So what do we do?"

  "I will tell you something else before you do anything. So far, you have been careful with being seen in any Time Zone. Remember that is you are spotted "now", being the present you, then this will have repercussions of the Web of Time as well. Now, the Jack and Ernest clones on Earth are creating huge temporal paradox's where they are. The computer predicts that one of the pairs will travel back to the Worp ship where the cloning took place and try and destroy the ship, before the cloning occurred. Now if that happened, you Edith and Harry and Elsbeth, would cease to exist. The clone Jack and Ernest will survive, but you standing here in this room, and the other clones around Earth, will all perish because the cloning never happened, and thus you can't get to where you are now!"

  "But if that happened, wouldn't the clones who stopped the cloning in the first place be destroyed, because they are clones."

  "No. They will survive because they have gone back before the cloning occurred, and to them, they are the original Jack and Ernest because they were cloned to be like the real original Jack and Ernest and will be the only survivors. But this will not put Time back on track. The note is still lost somewhere in Time. Only if this eventuality occurs will your lives be threatened. Now, you will never be able to destroy the Worps at their creation, because if you did this, you would create a paradox of never having any Worps to go back and destroy after you destroy them. The past will catch up."

  "Huh?" muttered Edith. She hadn't understood any of it.

  "I'll put it another way. Let us say we have a box, and we place it on a table. And you go away. Then, exactly an hour later you come back and pick up the box and leave with it. Now if you had gone back in time to pick the box up after you had left it there, when you came back to pick it up again, it wouldn't be there. This analogy can be used in the Worps case. You have already had your adventures with the Worps after you first met them after the explosion which caused their development. So if you went back and did manage to destroy them, then the cloning would not have taken place, the note would not need to be delivered, and we wouldn't have this mess we have now. But we are here and the mess is real. And somehow we have to clear it up. Now, the computer has found that you dropped the note as you were running to get away from the explosion of Vargos 5. The note in your pocket was destroyed. Now, all we have to do is stop those clones from getting anywhere. You must go and collect them all up, and take them back to the Worp ship. There you must splice all the clones back to the one person. Once you have done that, there will still exist a note, and you will have to destroy that. Or, there is a possibility of going back and getting the notes out of the pockets of the clones before they see them. Remember, that the clones have no knowledge of the notes at all, because you wrote the note after the event of cloning, and then went back in time and put it in the past Jacks pocket before the adventure began. Thus, you created the paradox that I referred to before."

  "So what do you suggest that we do?" asked Ernest.

  "Well, I suggest that you collect up all the clones, and return them to the Worp ship and then transfer them all into one of Jack and one of Ernest. Then you will be fine, and then you can return to your original Time Zone and destroy the Worps."

  "Oh. And will Time be restored?"

  "I think so. It is imperative that if you do pick up the clones, do so immediately after you drop them off around Earth. Otherwise the rifts will occur still because they have had time to interact with others."

  "Oh. And do we destroy the Worps in the past, or the future?"

  "The future, the future," said Cedric hurriedly. "If you destroy them in the past, or even change any small detail that has already happened, you could send the Time Web into convulsions that would tear it apart."

  "Wow, sounds heavy. Is that all?" asked Elsbeth, getting mighty tired of standing around doing nothing, listening to some old geezer explain Time Webs and things. It was all to confusing for her.

  "No, I don't think so," replied Cedric, but then the computer beeped. Cedric ran to the controls and looked at a monitor.

  "Oh no," he murmured. Jack heard him.

  "What?"

  "Well," said Cedric, drawing a huge breath, "that one of your clones has just boarded the Worp ship, while another is back in the past trying to destroy the Worps there!"

  Jack thought fast.

  "But he doesn't destroy them, because I gave Ernest one of the notes! That note would have been the clones note, and we have it here!" Ernest delved into his pockets and pulled out the note.

  "Yes, it's the note alright. But what if the note you dropped in the Federation base before it exploded was found by Jack and Ernest clones who took it with them, and dropped it in the Worp bunker by mistake?" asked Cedric.

  "You just told us that the note I dropped was destroyed in the explosion!" exclaimed Jack.

  "There are many possibilities. The computer only assumes the most logical ones. What if what happened was not logical. Somehow we must return and find out which note is which."

  "Time machine!" cried Edith. "We can't use the Elle. She's existing in that Time Zone enough without a buildup of unnecessary appearances."

  "True. I'll ring for a Time Machine to be sent up."

  Cedric turned back to the computer and asked for a Time Machine to be sent to the Time Room. After a few moments, a small car like object appeared, and Cedric went across to it.

  "Is that it?" said Edith in surprise. "It's not very big."

  "No, it isn't, but I think we'll all fit in. Its quite comfy inside." Cedric opened the door on the Time Machine, and ushered the small group in. 

  Once they were all inside the Time Machine, Cedric began to make coordinates and set times and adjust things like all good Sci-Fi story requires you to do.   Then he pulled a set of levers, and the Time machine disappeared.

***

  The Elle waited a minute after Jack and his friends left outside Time Control HQ. She was wondering when they would be out, when she could get back to travelling through Time and Space. 

  Just as she was thinking this, her internal emergency detector unit discovered a fire in her engine room.

  The Elle bleeped in alarm.

  "Assistance," she cried, trying to contact anyone with a size ten fire hydrant. If the fire reached her central power distribution unit, it would result in the Elle being blown across the planet. And it was getting awfully close.

  "Jack?" she cried in anguish.

***

  Cedric watched as the rainforests of Brazil came up in his view window. He gently guided the craft down onto the surface, dodging trees and watching for stray monkeys flying across the place.

  "So are we here to get those clones?" asked Jack.

  "No, we aren't, Jack," replied Cedric. "We're here to follow the clones that Elsbeth kicked them out here, so that we can see where they go and who they interact with."

  "Out here in Brazil?" exclaimed Edith. "Why the hell don't we just pick them up and get on with it?"

  "Because they might have interacted with people who they should  interact with, so as the whole Web of Time runs smoothly. If we pick them up too soon, we may alter some future event that has a direct relationship to you guys."

  "Oh. So when can we pick them up?" asked Elsbeth.

  "As soon as they make a move to try and redirect the Time Continuum, then we pick them up."

  The Jack and Ernest clone were walking through the jungle. Behind them, the Time Machine followed, silently monitoring the Web of Time through a link with the Time Computer. 

  After a boring hour of following them, the Time Machine occupants began to get tired.

  "How about we jump ahead a few days so we can see what happens?" asked Jack. Edith was asleep on his arm.

  "We can't," replied Cedrics, tension in his voice. "What if he discovers the note now, instead of later? What if he drops the note now, instead of later? What if-"

  "It's always 'what if', isn't it? Why can't you tell? The Time Computer should know."

  "But this course of events is so long and complex that it is taking the computer a while to monitor all possible Time Lines, and as accurately as to show which could, should, will and must happen."

  It was then that the other Jack, the clone in the jungle, reached into his pocket. In surprise he pulled out a piece of paper.

  "There!" exclaimed Cedric. "Now he's discovered the note. The computer has just informed me that he will reach a small Interstellar Transmat Beam Device in a day."

  "Transmat? In the Brazilian jungle?"

  "Yes. It was discovered later that the transmat was a drug trade outpost. Using the stolen matter transmitter they imported hundreds of units of Whirl [Whirl is the most potent drug in existence in the known Universe-Ed.] through to Earth, where it was distributed to the people."

  "Oh. So what do we do now?"

  "We get to the transmat beam device and stop its function. With that failing, Jack and Ernest out there can't get to New York, back to Jacks apartment and then off with a stolen ship to the Worp ship to try and stop the cloning."

  "Let's go!" cried Jack, excitement building up. Edith woke up as he raised his voice.

  Cedric pulled the Time Drive, and soon the Time Machine was rocketing through the Time Vortex.

PART FIVE

  The Jack and Ernest in the jungle had no idea what they stumbled onto. They spent a horrid night in a Brazilian jungle, full of mosquitos, snakes, monkeys with bad tempers, and the occasional Time machine flashing past (which was very interesting to a pair of adventurers stuck in one Time Zone with no way of getting out of the jungle alive without an adroit miracle).

  The second day of stumbling randomly through the jungle resulted in them stumbling quite randomly into a small outpost in an equally small clearing.

  "What is it?" asked Ernest. Jack frowned.

  "I don't know. But that tower over there is a rather old version of the Transmat Extra 4000."

  "Huh?"

  "A transmat device Ernie old mate is a device used to send matter across vast distances almost instantly. I have a bad feeling that we have stumbled onto an illegal operation Ernie."

  "Oh dear. So what do we do? If we keep moving, we could be wander in the jungle for weeks, and eventually die of starvation!"

  "No, I think we should attempt to get into the transmat and beam ourselves out of here."

  "Where do we go?"

  "New York!" said Jack, pulling Ernest into the trees as a guard armed with a huge submachine gun from the 20th Century walked past, keen eyes searching the trees and bushes for any sign of idiots who stumbled across the transmat outpost wishing to use it for a purpose other than sending drugs and things across the Galaxy. 

 Seeing nothing, the guard moved further around the nearest building, until he was out of sight.

  "That was close," muttered Jack. "Almost too close. I hope the interior of this base is not as well armed." He stood up, and made a move towards the nearest building. Ernest gulped and followed, wishing that he was back safely in Tunisia.

  The pair made it to the door of the building. Testing the doorknob (doorknob!?), he turned and the door opened. Inside the building, it was a small warehouse arrangement filled with huge boxes.

  "What's in them?" asked Ernest. Jack went up to one of the boxes, and sniffed. 

  "That's funny!" he murmured. He tried to lift the lid, but it was nailed fast. "Ernie, I think we've stumbled onto drug runners!" he whispered fiercely.

  "Shit!" exclaimed Ernest. He turned to go back outside, but a noise from outside told them that there was someone coming. Presumably not a friend.

  "Get down," said Jack, pushing Ernest across the small space behind a box. Then he himself jumped the opposite direction so he was opposite his companion.

  "And shut up!" he hissed, just before a guard came in. A small proton blaster gun was in a holster by his side. Jack noticed that this could come in handy in the present situation.

  But how would he get it.

  He got Ernests attention away from the small fly on the wall, and pointed to the gun, as the guard moved past them and further into the building. Jack held up three fingers, and slowly counted down, and on the count of 'one', cried "NOW!", and bolted for the guard. The guard swung around and blocked a knock-out blow from Jack, and punched Jack in the face. Jack hit the ground. Ernest jumped, but missed the guard by a good three millimetres, and collapsed embarrassed on the floor. The guard reached for his gun.

  It was a miracle that saved the Universe. The small fly that Ernest had noticed before flew down and went up the guards nose.

  The guard hit his nose in agony, as the fly moved slowly up the nasal cavity. The guard blew his nose very hard, causing his eyes to almost pop out of their sockets and his hair to stand on end, and the fly flew ( as it should, don't you think?) out and landed on its back, injuring a wing and back leg. The fly buzzed furiously, and then was trodden on by the guard, who was rubbing his nose in pain.

  This was all the time Jack needed. He flipped his body over and placed his foot in the guards nose. The bone of the nose cracked, and pierced the brain. The guard only felt a small microsecond of pain, then he died.

  The body hit the floor.

  Unfortunately, the gun went off, setting fire to one of the boxes.

  "Run," Jack cried, as shouts came from nearby. He and Ernest ran in the direction of the least noise. They stumbled out onto a ramp leading up to the transmat, and they bolted up it. A man spotted them, and soon a menagerie of bullets, laser beams and spears was ascending towards them.

  "Duck!" cried Ernest. Jack though of chickens. They darted into the Transmat area, and then promptly forgot that they hadn't pushed the right coordinates on the controls. And the controls were back down on the bottom of the ramp.

  "Aha, got you now, my pretty's," yelled a man, shouldering his gun and approaching the controls to the transmat while looking up at Jack and Ernest. "Where shall I send you? How about outer space? Will that be alright?"

  "No!" answered Jack. He was desperately trying to think of an escape route. Then he saw a small laser rifle in a glass case above them, for emergencies. He reached up and grabbed it. 

  "Now we'll see about outer space," he cried, jumping onto the ramp as it began to move downwards, leaving a huge gap between Ernest and the ground. The guards began to fire at Jack, but Jack fired at a small electrical generator on a shed wall nearby, and the entire shed exploded, a roaring fireball that killed ten of the men there. Fire began to creep slowly towards the other sheds.

  Jack sniffed.

  "My God, what is that smell?" He sniffed harder, and a wave of pleasure came over him. He sniffed again, and he began to hallucinate.

  "Christ, it's Whirl!" He raced down to the controls, desperately trying to control his body, which was twitching in pleasure, and program coordinates. But the Whirl was taking hold.

  "I can't remember the coordinates..." he muttered, and punched in a random number. Then he placed the auto switch on, and began to run back to the ramp where the door to the transmat was. It was about six meters off the ground. Jack covered his nose, trying to block out the noxious fumes of the Whirl. He looked up and saw Ernest leaning out the door to try and boost him up.

  "Help," cried Jack, and looked up. Ernest was out of reach.

  It was then that a guard took aim at Jack through the smoke and fumes, and fired.

  The bullet struck the metal strut support of the transmat. It ricocheted off, and struck the nearest guard who was aiming at Jack as well.

  The other guard collapsed, firing his gun as a reflex, and the bullet hit the first guard, killing him.

  Jack jumped up, and just scraped Ernests hand, and then gripped. Ernest pulled up Jack and then shut the transmat door. There were a few tense moments, and then Jack and Ernest found themselves sitting in a smaller chamber.

  "Jack, where are we?"

***

  The Time machine appeared just as the whole base exploded, the Whirl vapourising and sending fumes up into the air. 

  "Holy Christ," cried Cedric as he struggled to dodge running men as the Time Machine landed and slammed through a burning building. Edith clung to Jack, and Elsbeth clung to Ernest, and Harry clung to the seat belt.

  "What?" cried Jack. The Time machine came to a stop opposite the ramp to the transmat.

  "We've just missed them!" exclaimed Cedric. He typed in buttons on the control pad on the dash, and looked out the window. People were swooning, smiling in ecstasy as the Whirl took control of their minds.

  "So now what?" asked Ernest. "Do we go back again?"

  "No, we have to find out where they went. I'll ask the computer." Cedric began to type on the keypad. The Time Machine sat silently waiting for its operator to do something. A minute later, the computer responded with information.

  "Right. They're on a planet called Omega Alpha. I hope nothing happens. If they come in contact with something that will make history irreversible, we could never get them." Cedric began to drive off, and soon they were moving through the Time Vortex.

***

  Jack and Ernest stood in the transmat beam on Omega Alpha, wondering what to do. Jack tried the door mechanism, and the door hissed open, revealing a black darkness beyond.

  "Shall we go out?" asked Ernest, and Jack nodded.

  "Yes, but carefully. Now we have to be very careful. If those drug guys catch us, we could be really seriously hurt. So don't do anything bad, will you."

  "You have little faith in me, don't you?" muttered Ernest. Jack nodded smiling. They moved slowly out into the corridor. The corridor was long and dark, which didn't worry Ernests too much, because he had been down a few dark and long in his time, but the fact that there was pure silence around was quite disturbing.

  "I have a very bad feeling about this," Ernest said. It was then that two men burst out of hiding further along the passage, firing machine guns towards Jack and Ernest. Jack pulled Ernest to the ground as bullets bounced all around them.

  "Holy Jesus!" cried Ernest, covering his ears as the rattle of machine guns echoed through the passage. The only advantage they held here was that the drug men couldn't actually see them.

  "Jack reached into his holster near his hip and pulled out his laser gun. He aimed back through the passage, and began to fire. 

  "Jack, how the hell do we get out of here?" Ernest cried, grabbing Jack. Jack snarled, concentrating on killing the two men in front of them.

  Back behind them, just outside the lift door, the Time Machine appeared. It blazed a flash of light down the passage, illuminating the drug guards, and Jack and Ernest, who were still firing away at the drug guards.

  "There they are!" cried Ernest, pointing out the window at the Jack and Ernest clones. Cedric was still adjusting to the change in location. He steered the Machine towards the battle, and dodged Jack and Ernest. Edith squealed as one of the drug guards rolled across the bonnet of the Time Machine and hit his head against the window.

  "Quick, Jack and Ernest, get Jack and Ernest in here!" ordered Cedric, opening the door to allow the clones to enter.

  "Jack and Ernest, get in here," cried Jack, waving across to the clones on the ground. Jack in the passage looked up and saw his doppelganger looking at him, with a second Ernest there as well. The clone looked surprised, but got up and pulled the Ernest near him as well. The drug guards were firing away at the Time Machine, but the bullets bounced off. The clones jumped frantically into the machine as lights came on, and more armed guards emerged, with more sophisticated guns. Lasers flew through the air.

  "Quick, shut the door," cried Ernest, and Cedric did so. Then, with a squeal of tyres, the Time Machine began to reverse back down the passage. Cedric swung the wheel, and the Time Machine spun so that it was racing straight for the lift door. The lift doors opened and men came out. They dived to one side as the Time Machine raced straight through their ranks and blasted into Time Drive just before it hit the back of the lift.

***

  Two Jacks and Ernests sat in the back of the Time Machine.

  "Hello," said the original Jack, and smiled at his counterpart, who was gaping at him in shock.

  "You?" he cried, and began to dribble. The cloned Ernest was staring at his own double, and dribbling as well.

  "You're me! What the hell are you doing here?" asked the clone. The other Jack replied:"Remember how there were three other clones made of me, and Ernest? Well, these clones are creating temporal disturbances in the Web of Time."

  "I am the original Jack, and this is the original Ernest," retorted the other Jack.

  The first Jack was about to say something when Cedric interrupted.

  "Don't worry. We'll fix it all up later. Right now we have to find the other two cloned pairs. So Elsbeth, where did you take the others?"

  "The Sahara desert," she replied. Cedric nodded. The Time Machine travelled on through the vortex.

***

  Jack and Ernest clone number three sat disconsolately in the desert, waiting to die. It was a lonely business, thought Jack, looking across at Ernest who was picking his nose.

  Why, of all the creatures that existed, did he have to be the one to look after Ernest, and himself at the same time? His life had taken a rather confusing turn since he had met Ernest. All the twists and turns involved in Time Travel were taking their toll on him. He slumped down, pushing his hands into his pockets.

  "What the hell?" he muttered in surprise, pulling a piece of paper out of his pocket. "How the hell did this get here?" Ernest looked across, and saw Jack reading a note. 

  "What is it?"

  "It's a note!"

  "What does it say?"

  "It says:'Do not duplicate Jack or Ernest in the Retroimagifier, and do not land on the Worp ship.'"

  "Bit late now!"

  "I wonder how the hell this got here?"

  "Did you put it there?"

  "No. But I think that somebody must have! It's written your handwriting!"

  "Let me see that!" Ernest took the note and read it. "Your right, it is in my handwriting. And I know that I didn't write that!"

  "We have to do something about it. We must try and return in Time to find out when you wrote it, and try and repair the holes and warps in Time."

  "But-"

  "No, we must! Come on!" Jack got up and began to stride off across the desert sands. Ernest groaned, and set off after him.

***

  General Gawa moved towards the front of the Sandcrawler. He was a tall man, stern and not terribly well paid. He was in command of a highly technological craft that patrolled the Sahara desert picking up trash and travellers who had got lost.

  "Sergeant Maxwell, can we move any faster? We seem to be in the same area all the time!"

  "Sorry, sir. We are moving at full speed. If we try and go faster, then the Sandcrawler will burn out and then we will be staying in one area for a while!"

  "Oh. Any sign of anything?"

  "No, sir. None yet."

  Gawa watched Maxwells hands move over the controls. The Sandcrawler was a highly technical piece of equipment. It required years of learning before the government would even allow anyone to operate it. But Maxwell was different. Somehow he had got through the system. Rumour had it that he had once belonged to an anti Alien squad, mercenary good-guys, who were a top secret organisation that had been disbanded recently. 

  But that was only rumour. Gawa himself thought that Maxwell was a fluke who had butt-kissed his way to the top of the rank, and had become the Sandcrawlers engineer and pilot.

  Gawa had, despite his misgivings, the greatest respect for Maxwell, who had an inner knowledge and power in his eyes that showed when his temper was provoked. Maxwell had more experience in fighting than Gawa himself, who had been involved in a small and useless rearguard troop line of defence in the Great War. Maxwells hands were like well oiled machines, racing smoothly across the controls to redirect any failed power units, direct the ones that hadn't failed, and switched buttons in a generally technological way to make himself look competent.

  Maxwell had a sudden thought, and went back to a small compartment in the back of the control cabin. He opened it, and a small sand-rat jumped out, squealing in terror. 

  Gawa pulled his laser blaster from its holster and disintegrated the rat. Then he reached into the cupboard and pulled a folder from the depths.

  On the front cover was:'File 004563KXX. Operations Officer Maxwell, Verily.'

  The 'XX' on the code number denoted further information that wasn't in the file that was top-secret. Verily Maxwell was a guy who had more qualifications than Gawa knew about. He opened the file, and looked down Maxwells credentials.

Name:MAXWELL, Verily.

Birthdate: Not Available

Birthplace:N/A

Past Record: Top Secret Organisation (N/A information)



General Space Corps (2 years)



Garbage Collector (4 years)

  There was a lot of missing information. Maxwell was a mystery. Much of his life was a closely guarded secret.

  It was then that Maxwell cried out.

  "Sir, human lifeforms ahead," he yelled. Gawa moved back to the front near Maxwell, holding the file behind his back.

  "Can we get visual?"

  "Not, yet. I'll radio the Visitech boys and get things moving." Gawa nodded at Maxwells efficiency.

  A few minutes later, the image of Jack and Ernest appeared on a small monitor screen above the main controls.

  Maxwell gasped. Gawa glanced at him. Maxwell was shocked, and then a look of happiness spread over the pilots face. Gawa stared back at the screen. On it was a shabbily dressed man, in a black leather jacket, worn shirt, scuffed Rossi boots (genuine), and faded jeans that were a bit short in the leg. The second figure was a man dressed in small trousers, with thick horn rimmed glasses hanging from his front shirt pocket.

  "Who are they?" asked Gawa. "You know them?"

  "Er, no, sir. I don't." Maxwell had slipped his mask of cold officiality back again. Gawa grunted. He knew different, but knew that because of the past of the pilot, he better not ask or try and probe too deeply.

  "Right, we'll pick 'em up," ordered Gawa, and watched Maxwell radio the hold-boys to get a chute ready.

***

  Jack noticed the Sandcrawler first. It was smoothly gliding towards them, a small tube of clear Plasti-Glass descending to ground level from its flank.

  "What is it?" asked Ernest.

  "It's a Sandcrawler, Ernie. It picks up derelicts in the desert. We're saved!" jack waved towards the Sandcrawler. The big machine got closer, closer, and then it was upon then, the glass tube covering them and Ernest round himself being sucked up into the bowels of the Sandcrawler.

  "Aaaaaaaahhhhhhhh," screamed Ernest. Then, with a flash of light and a huge bang, the Time machine appeared just where he had been standing a few seconds before. The Machine slammed past the Sandcrawler. Cedric swore, and the machine half buried itself in the sand being the Sandcrawler.

  "Quick, Harry, get out and help me get the Time Machine out." Cedric and Harry got out, and began to strain at the Time Machine, half buried in the sand of the Sahara desert.

***

  Jack and Ernest stood in the central hold of the Sandcrawler. Men stood around, smiling at them.

  "Hi," said Ernest. One of the men came forward.

  "Greetings. Captain Gawa wants to speak to you. Formal reports, etc. You know the procedure."

  "Thanks," replied Jack. He and Ernest were led towards the front cabin.

  "So, Jack, what now?"

  "We meet Gawa, get out of here once we reach a city or something, and go back and stop ourselves being cloned."

  "But won't that stuff up the Time Continuum?"

  "Yes, possibly. But that won't matter much." They were ushered into the control cabin.

  Jack gasped as he saw who was there. Then, Maxwell looked at him and shook his head. Jack remembered.

  Upon Jacks retirement from SAFT, they were vowed to a code of silence. If ever the unit ever met again, no form of greeting or recognition should take place.

  Jack looked at Gawa, or who he thought was Gawa.

  "Greetings, Captain Gawa. I am Jack Davidson, and this is my mate Ernest."

  "Hello," replied Gawa. He was impressed with the scruffy mans decorum. "I hope you are alright?"

  "Yes. We had only been in the desert a few hours. We were waiting to die."

  "Ah. That is typical of desert wanderers. If they get lost, they soon wish they were dead."

  "Mmmm." Jack nodded his head. Ernest was watching Maxwell, who was smiling behind Gawas back at Jack (who was having trouble keeping a straight face as a result), but couldn't see Ernest.

  "Mr Davidson, sir, I hope you are alright," said Maxwell. Gawa turned to stare at his pilot. 

  "You know this man?"

  "Er, no, sir. I don't. I was just wondering how Mr Davidson was after his ordeal."

  "I would hardly call a few hours in the searing desert heat an ordeal, Sergeant Maxwell. Please return to your duties."

  Jack watched with a smile as Maxwell went back to his control desk.

  "Now, gentlemen, it is my pleasure to welcome you aboard this ship. I hope that in the next two months, you will enjoy your stay here. We have the catering rooms down on G Deck. You will stay there until we return to Cairo and refuel."

  "Two months?" exclaimed Ernest.

  Before Gawa could reply, Maxwell swung around, a look of amazement and disbelief on his face.

  "Sir," he cried. "Sir, the radar has picked up another object. It has metallic value, with eight people inside. It wasn't there just a few minutes ago."

  "Well, turn around and pick it up," ordered Gawa. What was happening. Two pick-ups in the same general area? Something was wrong.

  "Punch up a visual, Sergeant," continued Gawa. Maxwell took a second to flick the switch, and an image of the Time Machine appeared on the screen. Cedric and Harry were struggling to unearth it.

  "It's Harry!" cried Jack, staring in amazement at the screen.

  "Who's that other fellow?" asked Ernest.

  "I have no idea...."

  "You know them?" asked Gawa. He was losing control rapidly.

  "That big man, Captain, is my mate Harry!" Gawa stared at the huge man who was straining to get the strange car like object out of the sand. The Sandcrawler was racing towards it, about to engulf the occupants and drag them up into the Sandcrawlers main hold.

  "Pick up in five seconds," said Maxwell. He watched as the car, Harry and the other man were sucked up into the hold through a bigger glass tube. Gawa turned to go, but Jack pulled on his arm.

  "Er, Captain, can Ernest and I come as well?" Gawa paused, and then nodded.

  Jack and Ernest followed Gawa out and down to the hold, where Jack, Ernest, Jack, Ernest, Harry, Cedric, Edith and Elsbeth. Gawa stared in incredulity at the three sets of Jack and Ernest as they stood in the hold looking at each other. The strange man, who introduced himself as Cedric, told the second set of Jack and Ernests' clones to get into the car.

  "What?" asked Gawa. "What the hell, if I may ask, is going on?"

  "Listen, sir," said the original Jack he had picked up from the desert. "These are my friends. I must go with them."

  "What? You can't! I must have proof that I stopped and picked something up."

  "Sorry, but I must take these two men with me."

  "But you have two very good other copies of them. Why do you need a third batch?"

  "Captain....you are a Captain, aren't you?, the Web of Time is in great danger, and I must collect all of these clones from the Earth and take them back to the Worp ship on which they were cloned, and combine them back into one person, and then the Web of Time will be saved."

  "Huh?"

  "Listen Captain, it is imperative that I take these two people with me."

  "Very well, but I must have them returned when their usefulness is over."

  "I will try, Captain." Cedric saluted, and then ushered each Jack, each Ernest, Harry, Edith and Elsbeth into the Time Machine. "Now, stand back, please," Cedric ordered, and climbed in.

  Gawa and his men went over and stood under a protective cover, where they could see the Time Machine. The Time Machine began to move. It slowly moved across the hold, until it was as far away as possible to Gawa and his men. Then it turned to face them.

  "What is he doing? Is he mad?" cried Gawa as the Time machine began to race towards him. Just as it seemed the Time Machine would strike, it vanished, Time Winds swirling around the bodies of Gawa and his men. 

  "Holy Mary mother of......." murmured Gawa. Then he clamped down his overdriven mind and went back to see how Maxwell was going.

PART SIX

   Jack and Ernest were climbing up a sharp mountain scree in Tibet.

  "Where are we, anyway?" asked Ernest. Jack shook his head.

  "I think I head Elsbeth say Tibet, but don't quote me on that."

  Ernest sighed. He was cold, wet and tired, while Jack was still climbing with the born spirit of professional adventurer. There was a small rocky outcrop up above that led to a mountain trail, obviously made by the Tibetan Sherpas.

  "Jack, can we stop for a minute?" asked Ernest. His feet were tired, and so were his hands, legs, arms, eyes, ears, teeth hairs...........was he ever tired!

  They reached the outcrop and sat down, jack adjusting himself while Ernest adjusted his glasses. Ernest yawned.

  "Jack, we've been going nonstop since Elsbeth and I returned back after you sent us that message. Can we stop here a while?"

  "Sure. I hope that you can keep warm. We could die of exposure out here, you know."

  Ernests heart dropped.

  "God, we need a miracle."

  "We could make our way along that Sherpa trail and get to a village."

  "Good idea. But lets rest first. I'm stuffed."

  Jack nodded, and they lay down to rest. Ernest rolled onto his side to stare across through the swirling snow towards the other mountains, wishing for a miracle. He wanted so much to be back in Tunisia with nobody to annoy him, and no horrid adventures to embark on.

  "Hey, Ernie, look at this!" said Jack. Ernest rolled back to look at Jack. Jack held a piece of paper in his hand.

  "What is it?" asked Ernest.

  "It's a note, Ernie. What the hell did you put a note in my pocket for?"

  "I didn't put a note anywhere!" exclaimed Ernest, looking at the note. "But it's in my handwriting! How the hell? I didn't write it, Jack. I have never seen this note, or this piece of paper in my entire life!" Jack nodded.

  "Well, It says it doesn't want us to go on board the Worp ship...."

  "What?"

  "I think that someone doesn't want us to go back to the Worp ship. That was where those other clones were made. Now, I think our future selves have come back to try and warn us of the danger of trying to return to the Worp ship to try and prevent the cloning in the first place."

  "So, what do we do?"

  "Nothing. I suppose we just sit here."

  "Oh."

  Silence, except for the wind. Ernest rapped his thin shirt around himself. He had been dressed in the shirt after leaving Jack before jack had sent a message to him and they had begun this stupid adventure. Now he wished dearly that he got jumper he owned out of the Elle, before he had been dumped off the ship.

  Speaking of the Elle..........

***

  The Elle was now fearing the worst. The fire had taken hold of her engine systems, and was blazing merrily. Soon it would reach the power cabling critical to controlling the power output in the ship, and then there would be a huge explosion.

  A man was walking past. He went into the Elle when he saw the smoke coming out. 

  "Help," cried the Elle pitifully, and the man made his way back through the ship.

  "Holy smoke," cried the man, trying to find a fire extinguisher.

  "No, I don't have a fire extinguisher!" cried the Elle. It was then that the power cable burned. 

  In the split microsecond of time between the Elle existing and then not existing, the flame burned through the power cable, severing the power output from the vital power control system. The power of the Elle escaped in a roaring ball of fury that soon engulfed the ship, sending shards of shrapnel flying across Time HQ docking bay.

  The roaring fireball that consumed the Elle destroyed the man inside, and the last thought of Jacks ship was "Jack, help me!", before the entire ship disintegrated completely, leaving a blackened superstructure sitting on the ground. The Elle was dead.

***

  Cedric looked back at the three Jacks and Ernests, and wondered if there was enough room for another pair.

  "One more pair," cried Edith, "Thank goodness."

  Cedric watched as the Time Machine landed in real space, haring along a small, thin, rocky outcrop on the side of a mountain. Two men, whom Cedric recognised as Jack and Ernest copy four, were lying on the outcrop.

  "Holy shit!!!!!!" screamed Cedric, and this caused all the other occupants of the Time Machine to scream as well.

  The Jack and Ernest on the outcrop screamed as well, creating a universal Jack and Ernest great scream......which was later released on CD.

  The Time Machine screeched to a halt half hanging off the edge of the outcrop, and Jack and Ernest #4 went across. 

  "What the hell is it?" asked Ernest. Jack shook his head in amazement. "No idea."

  "Get in," cried another jack, reaching out and pulling the 4th Jack and Ernest into the craft. The door shut, and there was only the sound of the wind. Then the Time Machine plummeted off the edge.

  Inside, four Jacks, four Ernests, one Harry, one Edith, one Elsbeth and one Cedric cried out in horror as the edge of the precipice approached, threatening to smash them all to pieces.

  "Get us out of here!" screamed the second Jack. Here, Cedric had to agree. If he didn't do something, they would all be paste on the side of a mountain, and they would have to use spatulas to scrape them off......so he pulled the Time Drive levers on the controls.

***

  The Time Machine landed back on Time Control HQ, in the Time Room. The door hissed open, and Cedric emerged, followed by the four Jacks and Ernests, and Edith, Harry and Elsbeth.

  "So, now what?" asked Edith.

  "Well, you can return to your ship, and go to the Worp ship just after you left it before, and recombine all these Jacks and Ernests back together."

  "What about the note?" asked Elsbeth.

  "Well, you each have a note here now?"

  "Yes, I have," replied one of the Jacks. He pulled out his note. The other Jacks did the same.

  "Now, give them to me," Edith commanded, holding out her hand. Four notes made their way to Ediths hand, which she then screwed up, and dropped them into a bin. 

  "At last!" she muttered. Elsbeth was happy as well. But one of the Jacks wasn't satisfied.

  "What about the notes we give to myself in the past? That even is still occurring."

  "Ah yes," replied Cedric. "But we have halted the notes here, at their source of trouble."

  "No, Cedric," exclaimed Elsbeth. "We delivered a note to Jack in the past past past past, because he had to read it and stop the cloning. But he didn't read it, and went on anyway, and got cloned, where we stopped it, here, but Jack still writes a note to himself in the past, and delivers it to himself. That still occurs, and we have to stop it, because soon there are going to be hundreds of notes floating around the Universe!"

  Cedric gasped in dismay.

  "Come on," cried one of the Jacks. "Lets get back to the Elle. He raced out the door, and the others (except Cedric) followed.

***

  The group found nothing but black char marks on the cement where the Elle had once stood. But now she was gone.

  "Where is she?" cried all the Jacks at once.

  "Jack....all of you," cried Edith. "The Elle is gone. We have to get back to the past, stop that note getting delivered again, and then return to the Worp ship and destroy it! We can't moon around here waiting for the Elle to return, depending on whether it will or not." She turned and ran back to the Time Room. The others followed.

***

  Cedric was staring at the bin with the notes in it. here were the four reasons that Time was in so much trouble. Suddenly, the 11 people raced back into the room.

  "Cedric, we need the Time Machine. The Elle is gone!" cried Edith. Cedric nodded, he was totally bewildered. The eleven Time travellers got into the Time Machine and promptly vanished.

***

  "Now, Jack....which of you is the Jack that we didn't pick up?"

  "Me," said a Jack.

  "Right. Jack, you must go back into the house and stop the Jack that returned there after from placing the note there."

  "What Jack?" cried Jack. "We only did it once!" Everyone was totally confused.

  "I have a theory. I believe that later on, another Jack, one of the future Jacks, went back to deliver a message to the past past past past Jack, to get him to go back and stop the entire adventure in the first place. Now, if that Jack achieved that idea, then we could be history any minute," Edith reasoned.

  "I say we try it," said Harry. He was getting sick of the entire adventure and just wanted to settle down.

  "Lets go," said Jack, pulling the Time Drive levers after setting the coordinates.

***

  The Time Machine blasted into existence down the road to Jacks apartment. There was a Jack walking towards the apartment, having not yet noticed the Time Machine roaring towards him.

  "Christ, get the hell out of here!" screamed Jack. 

  The Jack at the wheel gave a sharp turn, almost tipping the Time Machine, and darting down a side street. Sliding the Machine to a stop, the Jack at the wheel said:"Wait here. I'll go punch him out, and then we can take him as well, and combine him with the rest of us."

  "Won't that change Time?" asked Harry.

  "No, because the outcome will be the same. One of me. And of Ernest."

  "We can't do that!" cried Edith, her mind working at a hundred miles an hour. "If you do that, then your future self, assuming that the Jack around the corner is your future selfs...self, what does it matter, but if we take him back and combine him, then when you get to that point in Time, you will go back and be reinstated as the "original" Jack. And that will keep occurring, and from the moment you get kidnapped in the future, you will never exist."

  "So what will happen then?"

  "Well, your personality will double up. Say we have a box. Now, we send that box back, and place it inside itself. The, we wait. And when it reaches the same time again, in its future, it will again be kidnapped, and be placed inside itself, creating three of his personalities in one body. And so on, through Time until the whole Web of Time is destroyed."

  "Phew, that really does make a difference. So what do we do with the fellow? It was your idea to come back here, remember?" said Elsbeth.

  Edith paused. Everyone hung on her words.

  "I say we go back to the Worp ship, get you eight back together, and blow the god damn thing up. This story is so close to becoming overlength anyway. Why don't we finish it now?"

  "Because we could disturb the Time Continuum even more. What if the Worp ship isn't destroyed when we do it. Suppose that the natural course of history is that they do capture Jack again, and that something horrid happens to us?"

  "Ridiculous. That can't happen," cried Jack. But Ernest, all of them, stared at the single Jack in dismay.

  "Jack, don't you understand? If we blow up the Worp ship now, then we could be altering the future."

  "Future? FUTURE? After what we have all been through, do you think I give a rats fat ring about the future? The future can take care of itself as far as I'm concerned. Now lets get the Worps ship blown up, and then we can all retire in semi-poverty."

  Edith had been pressing buttons in the meantime. She reached across and pulled the Time Drive.

***

  It was funny, but if you look back over the length of this epic adventure, it seems to have been a while since Jack and Ernest and Elsbeth had been to the Worp ship. But in reality, it was only a matter of hours. After Star Driving and Time Driving across half the Universe, the Time Machine, not the Elle, emerged from the Time vortex near the Worp ship.

  "So, here we are at last," murmured Elsbeth, recalling the last time she had been on this ship. Edith and Harry had never seen it before, and they stared in amazement at the huge conglomeration of parts and things that made up the Worp ship.

  "My God, it's huge," muttered Edith. Harry nodded to himself. The Time machine went closer to the Worp ship.

  "How long is it since we were last here?" asked one of the Jacks.

  "Story wise of plot wise?"

  "Plot wise. Have we just missed ourselves going in, or out, or what?"

  "I think that we left the Worp ship a few minutes ago," reported Edith, at the controls. "Apparently the Time computer has foretold that we have to destroy the Worp ship now, before they take over Earth and enslave or destroy the human race!"

  "Oh, well, hadn't we better get on that ship?" asked one of the Ernests. Elsbeth agreed.

  "Yes, lets get this adventure over with."

  Edith steered the Time Machine closer to the Worp ship, and as Jack expected, Worp ships moved out to intercept them.

  "Let them take us," whispered Jack, one of them (Edith didn't know what the hell was going on), touching Ediths shoulder before Edith could activate a defense mechanism. 

  Edith watched as the Worps ships approached.

  Tractor beams latched onto the Time machine as it hung in space. Slowly, the Time Machine and its occupants were pulled into the waiting Worp ship. 

  As the landing bay door slid shut, the Time Machine touched the floor, and sat silently, waiting for something to happen.

  Edith opened the door of the Time Machine, and stepped out, looking around her for any sign of a Worp. She was followed by the Jacks and Ernests and harry and Elsbeth.

  "Where to?" she asked.

  "That way," cried the Jacks, pointing in unison to a doorway that would lead towards the control room of the huge ship; as well as taking them to the Retroimagifier, which would be good as well.

  Suddenly, behind them, a door opened and a horde of evil Worps made their way out, snarling and snivelling in anger. Teeth dripped with slimy saliva, the deadly anaesthetic solution excreted from their glands under their bony tongue boiling in the fluid sacs, waiting to be injected into the victim.

  "RUN!" cried Ernest, so he and the rest of the group bolted for the door, leaving the Worps to run after them. However, surprise was not on their side, this time, and the more agile Worps were soon catching up to them.

  "Jack, shoot them, can't you?" screamed Edith. The four jacks looked at each other as they bolted down a huge corridor. They all reached for their guns, and began to fire back towards the Worps. But the laser had no effect on the Worps tough shell-like hides.

  "Quick, through here!" cried Elsbeth, beginning to enjoy herself. They all darted into a side corridor and waited until the Worps ran past.

  Then they all proceeded to chase after the Worps, who assumed that the group would be going to the main control chamber.

  "Remember flying the Elle down these corridors?" asked a Jack to the others.

  "Yes, wasn't it fun?"

  "I wonder where the Elle is now?" asked Ernest. But nobody heard him.

  They reached the control chamber. There were no Worps anywhere.

  "Lordy, they have a huge ship hanging in space, and there are about twenty on it in total. Pitiful, don't you think?"

  A voice that Jack found familiar came from behind him. They all spun around, and jack saw the hated figure of the Captain of the Federation standing in the shadows.

  "You?!" the Jacks exclaimed.

  "Yes, Jacks. It is I, the Captain of the Federation."

  "I thought we killed you?" cried a Jack. [See "The First Great Space Chase-Ed.] The Captain laughed.

  "No, I didn't. When the missile I launched missed you and came back at me, I punched a button by accident on the controls of the Thingoe ship I was in. It was, in fact, a primitive Star Drive system. Just as the missile hit my back flank, I hit Star Drive and escaped, leaving the missile to destroy nothing but empty space."

  "So why are you here?"

  "Well, I acquired a Time Drive on my ship and came back in Time after learning what had happened to you, and met you here. Now I plan to destroy you, and when the Worps conquer Earth, I will assume full command, and create a new Federation, more powerful that the last one."

  "The Worps won't want that!" exclaimed a Jack.

  "No, they won't. But what will you be worrying about? You will be dead."

  "Then, kill us all."

  "No, I will wait until you have coalesced back to one form. Then, I will destroy my last living bloodline."

  "What?" cried all the Jacks.

  "You, Jack, are really my long lost brother."

  "Brother?" exclaimed the Jacks in unison. There was an astonished silence.

  "Yes, Jack. After birth, we were separated, and You went to live far from me. You joined SAFT, and I joined the Federation. It's a pity that you have to die now, jack, seeing as how you would have made a great character for more Great Space Chases, but your time has come. Please, all of you, step into the Retroimagifier."

  "All of us?" cried Elsbeth. 

  "Yes, all of you."

  "What are you going to do?"

  "I am going to turn you all into a blob of ectoplasm."

  "But ectoplasm is the stuff ghosts are made of. And we aren't....." Edith trailed off.

  "Aren't dead yet?" said the Captain, laughing evilly. "No, but you soon will be. When I turn on the machine to change Jack and Ernest to one of their personas, it will also combine the bodies of Edith, Harry and Elsbeth back into those persona's as well. So there will just be a huge combined mess on the floor." The Captain laughed. Jack jumped him. Another Jack did the same. The Captain was lost under a jumble of Jacks.

  "Ernest, get into the Retroimagifier," cried Edith, as she dragged Elsbeth over to the controls to turn all the Ernests back to one.

  The four Ernests shook each others hands, and stepped into the Retroimagifier.

  Edith pressed a button, and instantly there was one Ernest standing there. Ernest went over and began to plough into the Captain.

  "Jack, get off, and get into the Retroimagifier," yelled Ernest. The four Jacks nodded, and went across to the Retroimagifier.

  Ernest pulled the Captain, who was moaning groggily, to his feet and shook him roughly. Harry came over, and together they took the Captain towards the Retroimagifier.

  The four Jacks turned to each other.

  "Well, it's been nice knowing you all," said one. the others agreed in kind. Then, they signalled Edith to flick the switch, and then there was only one Jack standing there. He smiled, and stepped off the podium to make way for the Captain.

  "What can we do to him?" asked Harry, pushing the Captain onto the Retroimagifier.

  "Well, I planned to change him into something harmless," said Ernest. Jack looked worried.

  "But he's my brother," he said, looking with pity on the sad and desperate form of the Captain.

  "He's evil, Jack. He must be either totally destroyed, or changed into something peaceful," said Ernest, taking Jack aside.

  Jack had tears in his eyes.

  "I didn't know he was my brother," he moaned pathetically. Ernest placed a consoling arm around his friends shoulder.

  "Jack, it's your decision. You have to make a choice between letting your brother live, or kill him."

  Jack was wracked with sobs. From a distance, Edith, Elsbeth and Harry all understood what was happening.

  "But I can't kill him, Ernie. He's my brother, for Christs sake."

  "Jack, listen. Even though he is your brother, and you are his, he was willing to kill you. Now, if we let him go, he could kill you later in the future, which would not be at all nice. Or we could kill him now and save the trouble. You have your choice."

  "What about making him less harmful?"

  "A risky operation. A radical change in the minds thinking could totally destroy him, or he could become a vegetable. There is a 99% chance your brother will be driven insane by the conflict inside his head. One half would be telling him to be good, and the other will be telling him to be bad. That sort of inner struggle will be chaotic for him!"

  Jack was silent as he listened to his friend. His brother was evil, no doubt about it, and if allowed to live, would try and kill Jack sometime in the future. But, with the Captain safely out of the way, the Universe could be assured of a peaceful existence.

  "Ernie, I have never had to make a conscious decision like this before, help me!"

  "Jack, if I give you a wrong decision, you will blame me for the death of your brother. And I don't want that." Jack shook with sobs. He was torn with indecision.

  "Your conflict will be the death of you, brother!" mocked the Captain, realising what was going on. "Any minute the Worps will return, and you will be killed yourself. So, what is your choice?"

  "I'd rather kill somebody I knew wasn't related to me, brother," said Jack, his voice catching on the last word. "But you are not my brother."

  "Yes I am," replied the Captain. "And I always will be. You have no courage to kill me, Jack. And because you don't, you will not allow any of your friends to kill me either. I could walk out of here a free man, you realise. That is the problem with the side of good. The good guys always are torn with indecision, and grief, but the bad guys are just plain and simple. Bad. And they don't give a flying fart about what anyone says. So, Jack, brother, it gives me greatest pleasure to do this!" The captain raised a concealed laser blaster, and aimed at Jack. There was a tense second, during which Jack pulled his laser blaster from his pocket and blasted his brother, the Captain of the Federation, down to the floor.

  The Captain collapsed, his own weapon useless, and his chest smoking.

  "Good shot, brother," he hissed, knowing how he could deeply upset Jack with the right words. "You shoot well."

  Jack bared his teeth. Then he hardened his heart.

  "Brother, you know something? In all my travelling around the Universe, even with Edith, I have never, never, met someone who could be so callous and uncaring as you! You are not fit to be my brother! I hate you, you mad, crazy piece of idiosyncratic bazooka shrapnel! Everywhere I go, evil lurks, waiting to become involved with me, and even Ernest, who isn't bad, seems to have been tagged along with me. I feel sorry of Edith for ever liking me, me of all people. I am the biggest chauvinist ever! And Elsbeth, who liked me before Ernest came back on the scene. When this happened, I wanted to rip Ernest into little pieces. But I couldn't. I had kicked Edith from my ship when I thought she was pregnant, but she wasn't really, and I had hated her too. But this hate was different. When I hated them, it was a small jealous resentment, knowing that they were better off than I was, I who was in a military organisation at seventeen, seventeen for Christs sake. Perhaps I was just trying to get back at the world? I don't know.

  "Then there's the hate I have for your sort of bad. That is just pure loathing. You are conceited, and ruthless, and you just don't give a shit what you do to get what you want. How many people died in the Great War? Half of them innocents caught in the battles between the Federation and SAFT, I'll bet. So, don't you patronise me, you slimy scumbucket. I have met some utter wankers in my day, but you take the cake. My shame at finding you my brother was intense. But now I have a resolution to my shame, and that is only one thing.

  "I am going to shoot you," said Jack. He pulled his gun up in line with the Captains head, and prepared to fire.

  "You won't fire, brother," hissed the Captain. "You don't have the guts." 

  "Don't I just? Well, `brother', I'll see you in hell...." Jack trailed off, and squeezed the trigger.

  The Captain, who was in agony on the floor, saw a bright flash of light, and then everything went black.

  Edith buried her head in Harrys shoulder, and Elsbeth clung to Ernest as Jack blasted the Captains head all over the floor of the control room of the Worp ship.

  The stench of burning flesh hung in the room.

  "Right," said Jack, looking up and smiling at his friends. "Lets get out of here."

  Edith noticed something she had not seen in Jack before. She saw in his eyes a huge loneliness, a black hole in his past. He was now just a weary traveller, nearing his middle age, and not young and sprightly any more. He looked pathetic, his life drained from him in the single laser blast that had killed his brother. Now he had been ripped form his pedestal of adventurer extraordinare, and was a lowly man who had always got the dregs and drabs of life. Even his SAFT career had ended in tragedy.

  "Jack, I'm sorry," she muttered, hugging him. Jack whispered into her ear.

  "Thanks. But it had to be done." Edith was shocked. Apparently, he had almost enjoyed what he had just done. But then she realised. It was just a block, a shield of emotion that was reflecting their most intimate thoughts. One day, she thought to herself as they made their way out of the Worp ship, she would sit down with Jack and have a nice long conversation with him, and get him to open up. Then he would be truly ready, and free of guilt and sorrow.

  Ernest went to a computer terminal.

  "Jack, can you blow this ship up?"

  "Just reverse the electron flow in the diagonal neutron intensifier regulator."

  "Huh?"

  "Hit it!" Jack cried. Ernest looked around. Lying on the floor was a Worp gun. He picked it up and began to fire at the controls. Soon the room was ablaze with light.

  "Quick, back to the Time Machine. I don't give this bucket of bolts much time before she blows. And the nuclear accelerator of an engine will create a huge explosion, so we have to be long gone before the bloody thing does go up."

  Harry and Edith and Elsbeth began to run for the door. Their way was blocked by Worps.

  "Shit," muttered Edith, which was an unladylike thing to do. So she turned, grabbed the lasergun from Ernest, turned and fired the ungainly weapon into the throng of Worps. 

  "Suck this you mothers," she exclaimed, and soon a way was cleared to run through.

  "Come on Ernest,' cried jack, who was pulling Ernest toward the door. But Ernest wanted to fiddle with the computers to get them to overload; Jack was a spoilsport!

  Together, Jack and Ernest followed their friends back to the Time Machine. The last of the great adventurers to walk the Earth, or any other planet for that matter, were running for their lives. After a hurdy gurdy of adventures across the Universe, the Worps were about to be vapourised.

  Jack knew that the Worps were not very populous. Their numbers were low, and they needed to colonise a planet and regenerate again, so they could reach out and destroy planets with ease.

  The Time Machine came in sight. The other three were already getting in. Suddenly, Jack and Ernests way were barred by a loose Worp. 

  The thing snarled menacingly. jack stopped, and stared down the oozing throat of the horrid monster. The, with a single fluid movement, he raised the Worps laser rifle that he had grabbed from Edith and blew the monsters head off.

***

  The flames of the control room were damaging the systems. Ironically, the same way that the Elle had been destroyed was now about to repeat itself, on the Worp ship.

  The flames inched closer to a link, and when that link severed, it triggered a power outflow of gigantic proportions, that sent shockwaves through the infrastructure.

  Then, the control room exploded. The fireball ripped through the ship, sending Worps to a worst place than the present Universe.

  Jack and Ernest stumbled into the Time Machine, and Edith pulled the Time Drive levers, just as the fireball ripped into the landing bay, and just licked the outer shell of the Time Machine.

  Then, with a final gut wrenching sight, the Worp ship gave up, and exploded, sending shafts of flame reaching yearningly out into space. And in the Time Vortex, the Web of Time began to repair.

***

  There was a golden sunrise on Techtos Seven. Mr Gregsonville opened his door and was met by a fist. The fist connected with Mr Gregsonvilles face, and he slumped to the floor. 

  "Bugger your rent, mate," Ediths voice said, penetrating Gregsonvilles ears and subconscious.

  Then the blackness descended.

  Everything was perfect. The evil of the Worps was defeated. The Federation was gone, and the Scavengers. And the trouble with the Time Web. All over.

  At last, the Universe was at peace.

***

  And in the infinite blackness of the Time Vortex, the Elle sat silently, enjoying the moment with her master. The Elle was safe from the onslaught of trouble Jack had always seemed to get her in. 

  "I love you, Jack," said the spirit, hovering in the darkness.

  And the adventure was over.

