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      “In you go, Sheriff,” said the prison guard, inserting a magnetic rod into the cell door. It made a  clunk sound, and sprang open about ten centimetres. “Tea and sandwiches will be served at 15:00. Ha!”

      “I’ve just eaten, thank you,” replied Harry cheerily. “But I’ll take some Earl Grey, with lemon of course.”

      The guard hesitated, one hand on the door, the other ready to shove Harry into the cell. His expression demonstrated he was incapable of comprehending this dissident’s risible response to impending incarceration. So he played it safe.

      “Lemon? Ha! They’ll be no more lemon tea for you for a long time. Comrade Fodderstock has your number. In you go.”

      Harry was pushed through, and the door was pulled shut, followed by an electronic hum and click. He turned to look at the guard through the open grill.

      “Comrade Fodderstock? Can you hear yourself? This isn’t a revolution, anymore than Tri-Corps or Hansel & Gretel are humanitarian organisations. Have you any idea what Fodderstock intends to do? He’s selling us all out. He’s getting scared when we should all be uniting to stop Headlock. Think, man!”

      The guard did his best to look mean and uninterested, but it didn’t stop him from delivering his stock response to a situation his faculties were not equipped to handle, even if that situation required only the minimum of mental effort.

      “Ha!”

      He slid the cover across the grill, and left to the sound of echoing footsteps. Harry leaned forward to rest his forehead against the cold metal of the door. For around ten seconds he stood there, groaning slightly as the sensation dulled his aching head, if only for a moment. Then he turned around, hung his shoulders and sighed. Pressing his back against the door, he slid slowly down it, trying to give his thoughts room to breathe. But inevitably his mind succumbed to the fact that this was simply one more situation that he had no control over.
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            “Welcome Back.”

          

        

      

    

    
      Harry dropped his kitbag by the door, and hesitated. Beside him, Grace did likewise. He looked down at her. “You ready for this, kiddo?”

      “No, and I can tell you’re not either.”

      Harry chuckled. “You’re right. Maybe I should go first, test the waters.”

      Grace nodded. “Yeah, sounds like a plan, Dad.”

      “Provided you’re not going to turn tail and run.”

      Grace sneered at him. “No, I’m not going to turn tail and run. Where would I go, anyway? I know I have to apologize to Heidi, but I want to see Chisato so bad. Boy, I’ve missed her.”

      “And I’m sure the feeling’s mutual.” Harry coughed and straightened his jacket. “Wish I could say the same about Heidi.”

      Grace very gently took her father’s hand. “You’ve been in tougher scrapes. I’m sure you can handle this.”

      “You think?”

      “Sure. Or you could turn tail and run.”

      “Ha. I’m like you, sweetheart. Nowhere else to go, except the office couch.”

      “Hmm. I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning Jade’s mad for you.”

      Harry lifted his head and sighed. “Oh boy. You too?”

      “I don’t see what the problem is. She’s a babe, and smart, too. So is Jem, and Henri. You sure can pick a team, Dad.” Grace clacked her tongue. “Guess some things never change. Besides, do you really think Heidi would refuse if you asked to stay the night? Separate beds of course,” she finished with a grunt and a smirk.

      Harry slowly shook his head. “It’s not as simple as that, Grace.”

      “Sure it is. After what we’ve been through, how can she say no?”

      “Maybe I don’t want to stay. I mean, I don’t want to stay. It’s….. It’s complicated.”

      Grace groaned. “Oh brother. Well, all I can say is you must love that couch.”

      “You know, it’s at times like this when I long for a son.”

      Grace laughed and nudged him. “Ready?”

      “How do I look?”

      Grace gave him a quick once-over. “Did you have to wear that jacket? And those shoes, boy. And brush your hair, will you? You look like you lost a fight with a buzz saw. And try to smile, eh?”

      Harry was trying desperately not to laugh. “You done?”

      Grace winked at him, touched the access pad, and stepped back. “Time to get your feet wet.”
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      “Welcome back,” said Heidi, as Harry stepped through the airlock. They smiled, and embraced awkwardly, but did not kiss. Chisato came running out of the living room, followed by Angel, and Harry just had time to bend down and scoop her up before she collided with his legs.

      “Harry-san, Harry-san!” she shrieked with glee, her tiny arms wrapped around his neck.

      “Hello, my beautiful Chi Chi.”

      “Grace, Grace! Where is Grace?”

      “Right here, little one!”

      “Gracie!”

      Chisato wriggled free and scampered over to Grace’s open arms. Harry’s daughter moaned as she held her. “Oh, I missed you so much.”

      She stood up with Chisato clinging to her neck, and contrived to kiss Angel while the little girl hung on for all she was worth.

      “I have a new doll!” Chisato cried. “Come and see.”

      “Sure, sure. Lead the way.”

      “Err, Grace,” said Harry in a prompting tone, “don’t you have something to say to Heidi first?”

      “Harry, it’s okay,” Heidi told him, with a little shake of the head.

      “No, it’s not. We talked about this, Grace. Come on.”

      She contrived to put Chisato down, but Angel’s sister was having none of it. “I’m sorry for what I did. What else can I say?”

      Harry did not hide his displeasure. “Not much I guess, but maybe say it like you mean it.”

      “Dad, that’s not fair. Please.”

      Heidi stepped forward. “Look, it’s okay, really.” She touched Grace’s arm. “You did exactly what I would have done at your age. It’s that one you should be apologising to.” She indicated Chisato.

      Grace nodded, her bottom lip trembling. “I know, I….”

      “Why don’t you go unpack, Chisato can help you.”

      “Yes!” she yelped. “And my new doll!”

      Heidi squeezed Grace’s hand, and pushed her chin in the direction of her room. Grace looked at her father, who nodded solemnly, and the pair walked off.

      Angel came forward and took Harry’s hands. “Thank goodness you’re back safe, Harry.”

      “It’s good to be… back,” he stuttered.

      She stepped up on tip toe and kissed him lightly on the cheek. “Okaerinasai,” she whispered.

      Harry smiled, in a, not quite sure what you said, kind of way “Me too,” he replied, all the same, and winked at her.

      “Well, I’ll leave you two to talk,” Angel said, draping delicate fingers over Harry’s arm as she left.

      Harry sighed, and stared for a moment in the direction of the girls. He turned to face Heidi, the moment he’d been half dreading half hoping finally upon him.

      “Well,” he began.

      Heidi jumped straight in, startling him somewhat. “Harry, I am so sorry about Grace. She…”

      “Hey, hey. It’s all right, really.” He was so relieved they had something to discuss other than their delicate relationship.

      “How can you say that? I gave you my word to protect her. I don’t know what I would have done had anything happened to her.”

      Heidi was on the verge of tears. For a moment she looked so lost and frail, yet still Harry could not compel himself to take hold of her.

      “Nothing did,” he replied, starting to hate himself. “You know I’m a firm believer in things happening for a reason. Believe it or not she saved my life, twice, and everyone else on The Pig at least once.”

      “What?”

      “It’s true. She’s a remarkable kid, if I do say so myself. But there’s so much to tell you.”

      And some things I’m not sure you want to hear.

      “I’d like to freshen up first, if that’s okay.” He laughed. “We’ve come straight from the ship. I must look terrible, and smell worse. Then I’ll tell you all you want to know.”

      “Of course. You know where to go.”

      Heidi smiled weakly, but it was her eyes that gave her away.

      She’s hurting, and so am I. But I still can’t get past it all to hug her. What is she thinking? And how well does she know Soames?

      “Thanks.”

      Harry gave her a perfunctory kiss on the cheek and walked away.
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      “I was another person. I couldn’t stop myself. It all happened so fast. Never thought I had it in me.”

      “My God.”

      Harry and Heidi were sat together on the couch. Harry had just finished his story, ending with him shooting James Tyrell.

      “But the most scary thing about it was that it felt damn good. It was like this inner man, my subconscious, or whatever, had come to my aid. I mean me, Harry Watt, whatever I am, could never be capable of killing someone like that. I know what you’re thinking, but Hackman was different. I was defending you, Chisato, Angel. Plus it was him or me. This, this was something else. It wasn’t me. The first bullet probably killed him. The other twelve were just window dressing.”

      Heidi blew out her cheeks. “Jesus, Harry. Remind me never to piss you off again.”

      They both laughed, and Heidi refilled Harry’s wine before settling back onto the couch. She’d celebrated his safe return with one glass, but was now sipping at some water, claiming one was enough these days. They were quiet for several seconds. Harry, for his part, took the moment to reflect on the past few days. Heidi’s reticence told him she was probably doing the same. The wine was helping to lighten the mood. After he had showered and changed his clothes, Harry expected to stay maybe ten minutes while he relayed all that had happened during the trip to Triton and then Belleraphon. Instead, Heidi had invited him to stay, and had opened a bottle of her favorite chardonnay, just for him, it would seem. Yet even now, an hour or so later, he still had no idea where the evening was going. Was she going to ask him to stay? Did he want to?

      Harry decided he had to put all thoughts of re-igniting their passion to one side. He wasn’t about to jump back into bed with her, even if she asked him to. This sudden realisation that he was no longer the eager lothario struck him like a slap from a wet fish, which just happened to be inside a bucket of ice, and sobered him up in a heartbeat. For he could feel the wine starting to smooth him out. He was a changed man, of that there was now no doubt.

      Because of this, he was able to assess his current relationship with the woman before him. Yes, Heidi was a beauty, but yes she was also a shrewd business woman. A shrewd business woman could spot a potential goldmine of an investment a mile off, and if Tyrell had succeeded, well, that goldmine was a bottomless one. Heidi knew Soames, and Soames knew Tyrell. It was that simple, wasn’t it?

      But it was so difficult to think of Heidi as a single minded, manipulative oligarch. Surely such a woman would never have adopted two orphaned Japanese sisters. Harry would expect Daphne to behave as a single minded, manipulative oligarch, with some hot sex thrown in, but not Heidi.

      On a few occasions, Harry had to bite his lip to prevent himself from speaking about Soames. He was probably over-reacting, and that when he did eventually tell Heidi, she would doubtless kick Soames’ ass all the way from here to Neptune. On the other hand, he may very well be making the situation worse between them if she found out through a third party that her long time friend had been in cahoots with the colony’s enemy, and he had not told her.

      And let’s not forget Daphne. She slept with Soames and didn’t say anything. I hope that means exactly that. She had a bit of fun and thought nothing more of it.

      “So what’s the next move?” asked Heidi, after what seemed an age.

      Harry roused himself at the sound of her voice. “I’m not sure yet,” he replied, taking a sip of his wine. “I need to convene a special meeting with all my deputies and constables. For starters, I need to find out what’s happened to Gus.”

      Harry could not shake the feeling that Gus’ disappearance, the mysterious sightings and the Phobos discovery were all linked. He did not believe in coincidences, and these three events rang all the alarm bells in his head that years of Bureau and bailsman experience would not allow him to ignore. The latter two had been clanging away like Quasimodo on acid for days now, and with Gus going AWOL, that was, for Harry, stretching the limits of coincidence just a tad too far. He also knew that Heidi would have been communicating with Daphne, and possibly Sybil too, while he’d been away. He would get to them later, but right now he was hoping Heidi could shed light on current affairs.

      “According to Berkeley, there have been more sightings out at the mines,” Harry continued, “and it’s finally gotten violent. He needs me to go back out there and sort things out. Can you tell me any more? Has Gareth told you anything?”

      He studied Heidi intently at the mention of Soames’ name, but all she did was shake her head. “Fodderstock has been shooting his mouth off, rallying his troops, if you like. Everyday whilst you were gone there was some demonstration or other in the Square, with him leading the call for Berkeley’s head.”

      “I see. Nothing else? Nothing about Gus’ disappearance?” Again, a shake of the head from Heidi. “Okay.” Harry finished his wine and stood up. “Well, I guess I’d better get going. Got lots to do. I’ll say goodbye to the girls.”

      Heidi appeared confused for a second, as if she’d forgotten their estrangement. Then she nodded ever so slightly, and stood up as well, so that they were really close. For a moment their eyes lingered upon one another. Heidi reached out a hand, but almost immediately withdrew it.

      There something different about her, something I can’t quite put my finger on. She looks great, better than I can remember. I can see a longing, and a sparkle, too. But I just can’t, not at the moment.

      Instead of picking Heidi up and marching off to the bedroom, Harry leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. “Thanks for the wine. Kiss the girls for me.”

      Heidi caught herself. “I will. I will. Bye, Harry.”
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      Harry left The Hilton feeling frustrated, not to say confused. The elevator doors dinged open and he strode across the polished resin floor of the lobby with his head down, deep in thought. He’d not gained any fresh information from Heidi. She had only told him stuff that was freely available throughout the Martian press. Despite their amicable re-acquaintance, he was naturally suspicious of her actions, and felt now was the time to confront Soames and throw the son of a bitch in the brig. He hoped desperately that his suspicions were wide of the mark, that Soames was as much of a sweet talker with the women as Harry was, or certainly had been, and that Heidi was being deceived by him. At the same time however, he believed Heidi would have been as diligent with digging into Soames’ background as she was when Harry had entered her life.

      As he thought this, Harry realized he had no idea how long the two had actually known each other. ‘An old family friend.’ That was how Heidi had referred to Soames. Harry had been too busy recovering from his fight to the death with Hackman to have inquired further regarding her relationship with him.

      As Harry walked to his office through Main Street, the pedestrianized thoroughfare that separated the two halves of Central Plaza; the business and commercial areas on one side, the parklands on the other, another thought struck him. How well did Daphne really know Soames? She had said nothing about her tryst with him. Had it merely been an opportunity to bed the most eligible bachelor on the planet? But she had been surprised to discover he was gay. If Tyrell was to be believed, Soames had acted out of duty, not passion. Bastard.

      But again, he knew Daphne to be as smart as Heidi.

      And what about Sybil? How did Harry’s ex-wife fit into all of this, if indeed, she did?

      All these questions were making Harry’s head spin. He needed some time to mull things over before he met with Chief Councillor Berkeley to decide Soames’ fate. He shook his head, staring at the pseudo-asphalt, his mind weighed down by its unrelenting need for answers. Not for the last time, he asked himself why he just hadn’t come straight out here, bushwhacked Petersen, and hightailed it back to the Judge and collected his fifty grand. He could, right now, be spending that cash on cheap booze and easy women, or was that the other way round? Either way, Paradise Alley was some sixty million kilometres away, whereas Shit Creek was just around the corner.
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      Harry was seated on the infamous couch in the adjoining room to his office, contemplating all things with the help of a bottle of Henri’s Rocket Bourbon, when he heard the office door chime. He checked his timepiece and frowned. Constable Hendricks was on duty at the front desk, which was really just an old dining table left over from the refurbishment of Sam’s Place. He heard the door open, and his constable’s muffled voice. A female voice answered, muffled also, but one he thought he recognized.

      A moment later, Hendricks’ head appeared behind the door. Harry pretended to look busy. “There’s a Miss Doubleturkey to see you, Sheriff,” said the young policeman.

      Harry looked astounded. “Who? There’s a what?”

      “Harry, it’s me,” came Sybil’s voice from the other room.

      Harry bolted upright. “Sybil? Is that you?”

      “Yes.”

      Harry scowled at Hendricks. “That’s my ex-wife,” he hissed. “Miss D’Albuquerque.” He scrambled out of the couch, shooing Hendricks away. He looked around the room, and a desperate, intuitive need to tidy up overcame him. “What are you still doing here?” He grabbed at the bourbon, hesitated, then thrust it behind a cushion.

      “Nice to see you, too. Well, hear you at least. Are you in there or is it a recording?”

      “Sorry. I mean, it’s good to see you, too. Err, just give me a sec.” He took one look at the table, grimaced, and dove into the bathroom. He stared at himself in the mirror.

      Not a chance.

      “Can I come in, or are we going to continue this in separate rooms?”

      He took one last disgusting look at his face, sighed an ‘ah shit’ sigh, and walked back into the room. “Sure. Come on in.”

      The door opened, and Sybil walked in; slim, curvaceous, dressed in white pants and a cerise colored blouse. Her dainty feet were hidden by a pair of black sneakers.

      Oh boy. She looks good enough to eat.

      Harry instinctively took her by the shoulders and kissed her on the cheek. He wasn’t displeased when she held him by the waist and returned the gesture. He’d almost forgotten how good it felt to hold her, and boy did she smell good.

      “Can I get you anything? Drink, some food?” he asked.

      “Food? You got a deli in here? Just take the bourbon out from behind the couch or wherever you’ve got it hidden. I’ll take two fingers.”

      Harry laughed. “Yes, ma’am.” With a smile he moved the cushion and lifted up the bottle. “Erm,” he said, looking round for a glass.

      Sybil scoffed. “Give it here.” She snatched the bottle out of his hand, and Harry watched in amazement as she quaffed a couple of mouthfuls. She coughed, wiped her mouth, and handed it back. “Phew! Terrible.”

      “One of my deputies had it shipped in illegally. But I wasn’t sheriff then, I might add.”

      “Not that that would have stopped you. I’d like to meet her. Sounds like my kind of girl.”

      “Yes. Henri’s a good sort,” Harry found himself saying. There was an awkward pause before Harry invited Sybil to sit down. The couch could accommodate two people comfortably, but wasn’t quite long enough for a prostrate, homeless sheriff. However, this didn’t stop Sybil sitting close enough so that their knees touched. Harry, the scoundrel that he was, or certainly had been, resisted the urge to stroke her thigh; an act that was so natural for him, and would always lead to other things.

      He took one last furtive look at his ex-wife’s trimmed and toned figure, before clearing his throat and mind of all carnal thoughts, for the most part anyway.

      “So how are you? I mean, if I’m not being too personal. That is…. Err… Weren’t you supposed to be returning to Earth?”

      “Wow. Straight to the heart of it, eh?”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean that to sound like it did. Is everything okay with you and Herman?”

      “Everything’s just fine and dandy, thank you, which is more than could be said for you and Heidi.” Immediately Sybil apologized. “I’m sorry, Harry. That was so crass of me. Really, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. I know you didn’t mean it maliciously. It’s fine. We’ll work it out, one way or another.”

      “And Grace is still with Heidi I take it?”

      Harry nodded. “Hardly the place for a young woman now is it?” He indicated the room. “Besides, she and Chisato are inseparable. I wouldn’t have it any other way. And there’s Angel of course. All girls together.”

      “True, very true.”

      Sybil’s eyes stared at the far wall.

      Okay, she’s ready to tell me something.

      Harry took a sip from the bottle and waited.

      Sybil looked at Harry’s eyes. They were expectant. “You’re smart,” she chuckled, and took a breath. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, and I can help you. I’ve spoken with Heidi, and she’s agreed to let me move in with her.”

      Harry frowned. “And this helps me how?”

      “In case you’d forgotten, the one thing I care most about in this life is here. I’ve decided I’m not about to leave Grace alone in the middle of all this.”

      “Hey, she won’t be alone. Don’t say that.”

      “Not literally, you dumbass. I know you’ll do everything to protect her.”

      “As well as all my staff, and Manny’s top of that list don’t forget.”

      “I know, Harry. Jesus. Just shut up a minute. If I move in with Heidi, I can help keep an eye on her. You can’t be worrying about Grace all the time.”

      “She can take care of herself. You know she saved my life, right? And everyone on The Pig.”

      “I’ve heard. Heidi told me. That kid caused a lot of trouble here whilst you were gone. Me and Heidi have settled our differences now, but we had a pretty heated exchange about it.”

      “I’m sure you did. Look, are you sure about this? It seems to me you’ve overlooked one thing.”

      “I have?”

      “Yes. You. I’ve not only got Grace to worry about, now I’ve got you.” Sybil looked genuinely surprised. “You look genuinely surprised,” said Harry with a wicked grin.

      “I am. I have to say you’re full of surprises, Harry. But you’re forgetting about Herman. It’s his turn to be my knight in shining armor. Oops, sorry. That didn’t come out the way it was supposed to.”

      “It’s okay, really.” Harry smiled warmly for her.

      Sybil paused, and just for a moment she looked at him with the eyes of the woman he once loved. “I’m sorry about you and Heidi, really I am.”

      Harry continued to smile. “Shit happens. Has she said anything to you?”

      “Like what?”

      Harry snorted. “Evidently not.’

      “She’s been very withdrawn these last few days. She was very upset about Grace sneaking off. I should have stayed with her.”

      “That’s a discussion for another day. We are back safe, that’s all that matters.”

      “She has picked up since you got back. You should talk to her again.”

      “That’s not possible, I’m afraid. I can’t explain right now.”

      Sybil frowned and shook her head. Her posture mirrored her expression. “What happened up there?”

      “Like I said, I can’t explain right now.”

      “Even to me?”

      “Even to you. Sorry.” There was an awkward silence. Sybil looked wistful. This time Harry didn’t wait for her to speak. “What else do you need to tell me?”

      “Ha! Damn Bureau.”

      “It doesn’t take a super sleuth to guess this one. What about Earth? What about Herman?”

      Sybil sighed. “Give me that.” She took the bourbon and swallowed another mouthful. “You’re not going to believe this, but he’s coming here.”

      “You’re right. I don’t believe it. How’s he managed that?”

      “He’s pulled a few strings with his flying buddies in the Space Corps. They’ve just taken possession of a new ship and are planning some manoeuvres out here. They have agreed to drop him off here first.”

      “Just like that, eh? When?”

      “About a week.”

      “So you’ll be getting married here?”

      “Try to sound happy for me.”

      “I am. It’s just…. Well, you were dead keen to get out of here, which is still a good idea by the way. Not for the reasons you’re thinking. It’s going to get really bad up here soon.”

      “And you don’t want me in the firing line, right? That’s very noble of you.”

      “Sounds to me that Herman is the noble one, the true romantic. Like you said; ‘Knight in shining armor rescues stranded damsel and gets hitched in the process.’ Great story. I guess our predicament must be news somewhere in the System. Congratulations.”

      Sybil pulled a face. “You used to be smart, Harry. But I guess I should cut you some slack. I mean, you do have a lot going on at the moment.”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “The ship. It’s military. Herman swore me to secrecy but I think you should know.”

      “Know what?”

      “They only left Earth Station four days ago.”

      “So?” Then the light came on. “Damn! A week?”

      “There you go. You are paying attention.”

      “It’s got its own StrateLine drive?”

      Sybil smirked and nodded.

      Harry was in shock for a second, rigid in both stature and mind. Then he took hold of Sybil and kissed her passionately on the lips. They parted. The look on Sybil’s face was one of utter astonishment.

      “What the….?”

      Harry kissed her again. “That’s the best news I've heard since I got here,” he said, beaming from ear to ear.
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      Harry couldn’t believe his luck. His ex-wife’s new partner could very well be the key to the whole success of defeating Headlock. He’d already been discussing plans with Manny to use The Teepee to intercept The Infinity Wing and stall it somehow. Now with Herman’s ship as well, hopefully full with his squaddie chums all armed to the teeth, they could have a real chance of winning this war. He just had to find some way of persuading them to stay and help.

      But he could do it. He was Harry Watt, after all, fearless bounty hunter, a man with a cast iron will to right wrongs and win the day! What a great plan. Perfect. What could possibly go wrong?
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      “Hardwick wants to see you and Manny,” said Jemima one morning. She was sharing the desk duty with Constables Hendricks and Lawson. She wrapped her fingers on the door jamb as she spoke. Harry sighed and fell back in his chair. This was something he just didn’t need right now.

      “Did he happen to say what it was about?”

      “No. He sent one of his minions over here.” Jem, dressed in her cream colored, skin-tight one-piece with gold piping, came further into the room, and folded her arms and stood before him, legs slightly apart. “Harry, as much as I love you and admire you, we are going to have to address this secretary business. You’re going to have to hire one. That, or give me and the boys extra pay. We’ve got too much to do.”

      “I know. Sorry, Jem. I appreciate what you three are doing. But trying to get extra resources out of Berkeley at the moment is not easy.”

      “You fingered Soames and you need to tell him. That should give us all the resources we need.”

      “I know. I’m seeing him later today, alone. That’s when I’m going to hit him with it.”

      “Finally plucked up the courage, eh?”

      “Jem.”

      “Well all I can say is it’s about time. I mean, what more could you give someone than a traitor to the cause, hmm?”

      “I know. But things are pretty tight at the moment.”

      “Use that charm of yours,” Jemima suggested, turning on her heels, and causing her blonde hair to fan out. Harry caught sight of a perfect behind. “It’s worked well with my family.”
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      Harry and Manny arrived at Wainwright Manor an hour or so later, and were met at the huge gothic styled door by Hanson the butler.

      “Hi, Brad,” said Harry, cheerfully, for he could see Hanson did not look happy. “What’s up?”

      “Hey, Harry, nice to see you again. Come in. His lordship awaits you in his chambers.”

      “Oh dear. That bad, eh?”

      “You don’t know the half of it, bud. Come in. You must be Manny.”

      Hanson bowed slightly but refused Manny’s hand with a minuscule shake of the head. His eyes went left, right, then up, indicating they were being watched. “Gotta keep up the pretence of etiquette, sorry guys.”

      “We understand,” said Harry.

      “If you’ll follow me.”

      Hanson led them down the long corridor, past the parlour where Harry and Daphne had been reunited, and down towards the huge, floor to ceiling window framing the glorious, dune swept, Martian landscape.

      “You’ve got no idea what he wants to see us about?” asked Manny, evidently not as impressed as Harry during his first visit.

      “None, sir. I’m just the butler.”

      “We both know that’s not true, Brad,” said Harry.

      Hanson paused at a particularly grotesque painting, one depicting human and equine sacrifice to some bearded, pot bellied figure sat on a gilded throne. The figure was being fanned by naked men on either side, whilst a third dangled a bunch of grapes over his mouth. Hanson pointed so that his arm partially covered his mouth. “It has something to do with the Bender Drive.”

      Harry looked at the painting. “What? This does?” he asked, horrified.

      All manner of nightmarish images flashed through Harry’s mind, as the Bender Drive ripped open the gateway to Hades, spewing out all the hosts of Hell, and dragging all the witless, human souls down to the underworld, to endure unrelenting torment and eternal damnation.

      Manny looked at it, and couldn’t stop his own eyebrows from lifting several feet. “What the f…?”

      “Don’t be an ass, both of you. That’s as much as I know. Nod your heads, guys, act like you’re interested in this shit.”

      They duly obliged.

      “I like this guy,” Manny whispered to Harry.

      “Now, if you’re quite finished admiring this representation, gentlemen, his lordship is this way.”

      They proceeded to walk to the right of the absurdly large double staircase, their footsteps clip-clopping off the speckled granite floor, before arriving at another set of doors.

      “In here, gentlemen,” Hanson said, pushing open one of the doors. He followed them in and announced them. “My lord, my lady, Sheriff Watt and Deputy O’Hanlon to see you.”

      Hanson was able to sneak in a wink before the sound of creaking leather made them look towards the vacant fireplace. From behind a shiny red leather chaise long set before it, a head appeared. Hardwick turned round to face them, beaming like the mad genius he was, his curly grey hair shooting off in all directions like an exploding mattress. He held a bone china teacup in one hand and a kitten in the other.

      Harry couldn’t hide his expression of disinterest.

      Where are the naked guys with the fans and grapes?

      “Ah, Sheriff! And err….”

      “My lead deputy, Manny O’Hanlon,” Harry informed him.

      “Err…” Hardwick closed his eyes and wagged the tea cup at Hanson.

      “Hanson, my lord,” said Hanson, trying not to choke on the dust from his grinding teeth.

      “Of course. I know that. Three more teas as quick as you like. And another saucer of milk for my little Smittykins.” Hardwick held the kitten up to his cheek and rubbed it gently back and forth.

      “Yes, my lord.” Hanson bowed and grimaced out of sight. “I’ll give him bloody Smittykins,” he added under his breath.

      Both Harry and Manny stifled a laugh.

      “Come, gentlemen, sit.”

      “Where’s Daph… I mean where is Miss Wainwright?” asked Harry looking around the ridiculously palatial room.

      “Powdering her nose. Won’t be long. But this talk is for us men, not the women.”

      Oh dear. Did he really just say that?

      “I need to speak to her, when we’re done here.”

      “What about?”

      “It’s confidential. A police matter. Sorry.”

      “Pfftt! Confidential my arse. It’s about that bloody charlatan, Petersen, isn’t it?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “The corpulent crackpot that thinks he’s found liquid water. Why the very idea is absurd. What a buffoon!”

      Harry bit his tongue, but Manny’s was off and running. “He’s the finest hydrologist of his generation, possibly ever. The last thing he is, is a buffoon. You, on the other hand, are….”

      Harry jabbed him in the ribs. Manny turned, lips drawn, baring his pearly whites.

      “We can discuss Petersen later,” said Harry, desperate to calm things down. “Why are we here, Professor?”

      “A couple of things. First, I need to know how the Bender Drive performed. Up to my expectations, I presume.”

      “I sent you my report, Professor,” said Harry, trying not to sound bored.

      “I know, I know. But I need to hear it from you. Well?” Hardwick leaned forward, his eyes gleaming with excitement and expectation.

      “Oh, I see. Well, what can I say? Erm…”

      “It scared the crap out of all of us,” said Manny. “Travelling at super-luminous speeds will do that. You’re a genius; a pain in the arse, but a genius, nonetheless.”

      “Ha! Wonderful! Wonderful! I admire your candor, Houlihan.”

      At that moment the door opened and in walked Daphne, or rather she made an entrance, as simply walking into a place full of men would never do for a woman like Daphne. This time, however, instead of the stunning purple gown and enough jewellery to buy Venus Station, she was dressed in a seamless, one-piece, navy blue cat-suit that she’d been poured into, with matching training shoes on her feet. Her long black hair lay plaited over one shoulder.

      “Oh, hello, boys. Apologies for seeing me like this. I’ve just finished my morning jog. Hope I’m not too hot and sweaty.”

      Harry bit his tongue again.

      Don’t go there.

      “Hey, Harry,” she said matter-of-factly. “And hello, Manny. Been a while.”

      “Indeed it has, Daphne. You look great, may I say.”

      “You may.”

      “How are you?”

      “Can’t complain.” She opened her arms to indicate what they were standing in.

      She allowed them both to kiss a hand before joining her soon-to-be-husband-again on the couch. Harry and Manny watched her swinging hips and sensational rounded buttocks with admiring eyes, as any heterosexual male with a heartbeat would.

      “Come and sit, gentlemen,” Hardwick repeated, somewhat peeved, it had to be said, that his soon-to-be-wife-again had re-joined him so soon.

      Harry and Manny did so, and sat side by side in a couple of chairs that would not have been out of place in some freakish Alice In Wonderland theme park. They were so cavernous their voices echoed when they spoke, and both were lost to sight from each other.

      Hardwick used the hand holding the kitten to press a button on the arm of the sofa, and the whole thing began rotating with a soft hum through one hundred and eighty degrees. He screwed his face up as he rubbed noses with the tiny feline, causing it to emit a pathetic ‘meow.’ Harry, Manny and Daphne waited in silence as this charade played out. The chaise finally stopped with a ‘clunk’, and Hardwick tilted sideways momentarily, but didn’t spill his tea or the kitten.

      “There. That’s better. Now, gentlemen, I’ve asked you both here today because I’m ready to name the murderer. Barhahahahah!” Silence absolute. “Sorry, couldn’t resist.”

      Harry saw Manny cross his legs, the only indication, thanks to the gargantuan nests they were cocooned in, that his friend was not a fan of the professor’s humor; or indeed anything to do with the professor, period.

      “Anyway, the reason I have summoned you here is to do with the Bender Drive. I have been doing some calculations, and I have come to the unmistakable conclusion that if you use it again you will destroy the universe.”

      Harry and Manny waited for the punch line, or certainly the obscene laughter. It didn’t come, which could only mean one thing.

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?” said Manny, and he edged forward in his chair, so that Harry could see his face. He did the same, and the two of them exchanged perplexing looks.

      “Indeed I am, Deputy Holliman.”

      “It’s O’Hanlon,” corrected Harry on his friend’s behalf.

      But Manny was too worked up to notice or even care. “And you found this out when?” he asked, much more calmly than the situation demanded.

      “Two days ago, just prior to your arrival.”

      “And, just supposing, in the meantime, we had decided to push on and intercept The Infinity Wing as planned. What then?” Again, moderate, controlled speech, but Manny was now primed and ready to go off.

      “I’m pretty sure we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Thought I’d made that clear.”

      “Listen, you….” Manny snapped, rising from his chair.

      Harry grabbed his wrist, and conveyed, with a nod and a desperate stare, to sit down. Manny did so, eventually, and rubbed a hand over his chin.

      Lucky for this nut job we’re not armed.

      Harry decided this was the moment for some sheriff diplomacy. “What my deputy is trying to say is that we really should have been informed as soon as we landed.”

      Manny’s assertion came in the sound of a muffled grunt.

      “Well that’s as maybe,” remarked Hardwick dismissively.

      Manny jumped forward again. “That’s as maybe? Are you… Is he serious?” He twisted in his chair to look at Harry, and hooked a thumb at Hardwick.

      Harry had been in many scrapes with his Irish friend in the past. Back in the day, the Houlihan and Holliman remarks would have been enough to inflict a flat nose and a bruised kidney. But Manny was, at the moment, displaying remarkable restraint.

      The professor, on the other hand, appeared totally oblivious to the fact that someone in the room was behaving like an impeccable twat, while a notable other was seriously contemplating murder, or bodily harm, certainly. He slurped up the remains of his tea before smiling at them.

      “So what’s happened?” asked Harry. “Why can’t we use the drive?”

      Hardwick looked bored, but his ego prevented him from not answering. “It’s been activated and deactivated in this sector of the galaxy. Never mind the Solar System, the fields are so vast we are talking interstellar here, I’m pretty certain of that.”

      “So?”

      “It’s like I said beforehand, why you cannot have two of them in this section of space/time. The fields are still over-lapping, so another ripple on top of those would be catastrophic.”

      “Hang on a minute,” said Harry, splaying out his hands. He was now starting to get as riled as Manny. “Before, you said that two fields over-lapping from two engines would be catastrophic. We now have that, but from the one engine. Are you saying we could have destroyed ourselves when we switched on the drive on Triton?”

      “Erm… Yes.”

      “The Saints preserve us,” uttered Manny. He put his head in his hands.

      “But you insisted that would only happen with two engines,” Harry pressed on. “Now you’re saying you only need one?”

      “Erm… Yes.”

      “Well, you were wrong about the first event, so you could be wrong about this one.”

      “Absolutely not. No, not this time. Besides, I wasn’t wrong the first time, just inaccurate.”

      Harry looked like his scalp had just been pulled back over his neck. “Just in……” He couldn’t finished  the words.

      “Unbelievable,” breathed Manny.

      The two exchanged exasperated looks. Manny appeared ready to chop Hardwick into tiny bits.

      “Okay,” said Harry after a pause. “How long before the fields dissipate and we can use the drive again?”

      Hardwick shrugged. “Indeterminate.”

      “Just give us an answer,” growled Manny.

      “Well, provided the drive isn’t used in this sector at all, and there are no anomalous events, like a supernova or an undiscovered pulsar, I would say, approximately, round about, in the region of, in the manor of…. six months.”

      “What!” exclaimed both Harry and Manny.

      Even Daphne lowered her head and rubbed at her temples.

      “Any time sooner and we are looking at a catastrophic event. Ah, here’s the tea.”

      Hanson strode in pushing an elegant, silver plated drinks trolley, on top of which was an equally bright and shiny silver plated tea set. Daphne did the honors, and poured them each a measure of black tea. Neither Harry or Manny were in the mood for refreshments. Manny had hung his head, and simply held up a hand when Daphne asked him how many lumps.

      Sugar, or on Hardwick’s head?

      There was also an exquisite selection of miniature sandwiches, the ones with the crust cut off, and about the size of a postage stamp. Hardwick tucked in like he hadn’t eaten in days, offering tidbits to Smittykins. The little kitten sniffed before deciding not to bother. Daphne slid elegantly back into her chair, smiling understandably at them. The soft tinkling of her spoon as she stirred her tea, was in stark contrast to the Piltdown theatrics of Hardwick, as he wolfed down sandwich after sandwich.
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      Harry and Manny emerged from the house, and walked back along the cinder path to the gatehouse without saying a word. They had left soon after the sandwiches arrived in order to prevent Harry from arresting Manny for grievous bodily harm. It had taken a mighty effort of will on his own part not to have taken a swing at the insufferable Hardwick himself.

      He had managed a minute alone with Daphne, who told him she had received no word from Petersen. He thanked her, and wanted to say more, something  along the lines of, ‘what the hell do you see in that guy?’ But he’d resisted. Daphne had her reasons for wanting to re-marry that opinionated, intolerable, windbag, but it was no longer his role to question. There was also the small matter of her relationship with Gareth Soames, but that too, could wait. They parted with a promise to keep in touch, and to the noise from the drawing room of Hardwick demanding more tea from the unfortunate Hanson.

      For a few seconds, Harry and Manny stood in silence, waiting for their ride back into Central.

      “Do you want to start or shall I?” Manny said at last.

      “Go right ahead, but you’re going to say exactly what I was going to say, I’m sure.”

      “We’re fucked.”

      Harry laughed. “Okay. Not quite how I would have phrased it, but pretty close.”

      “If we weren’t before we certainly are now.”

      Harry fought for something to say that would hopefully inject a modicum of hope to the discussion. “We’ve still got Herman and his flying buddies.”

      Manny gasped, and then punched the air. “Yes, absolutely,” he cried, his sarcasm biting into Harry as sure as a Martian winter. “What wonderful news that is. Half a dozen flyboys to go with the dope heads I’m training. Always assuming, that is, that they decide to stop and help the cause.”

      Harry sighed. “You’re right. We don’t stand a chance, never did.”

      “Hey, I didn’t say that. Can’t I play the dour git for a minute? Besides, you’re supposed to be the optimist.” Manny took a deep breath. “No. This only makes me more determined to beat that gobshite.”

      “I could give myself up, find Gus and give ourselves up.”

      Manny turned and looked at his friend. “Fuck you, Harry. If you think we’ve gone through all this just so you can be a selfish sonofabitch and give up, boy… I thought you knew me. This is not just about you and bloody Petersen. Like it or not, your… Shit. Our actions are responsible for this mess. I should have told you to go straight to Mars, but I was
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