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Dramatis Personae

Thursday Next: Ex-operative from Swindon's literary detective office of SpecOps 27 and
currently head of Jurisfiction, the policing agency that operates within fiction to safeguard the
stability of the written word.

Friday Next: Thursday's son, aged two.

Granny Next: Resident of Goliath Twilight Homes, Swvindon. Aged no and cannot die until she
has read the ten most boring classics.

Wednesday Next: Thursday's mother. Residesin Snvindon.

Landen Parke-Laine: Husband of Thursday who hasn't existed since he was eradicated in 1947
by the Goliath Corporation, eager to blackmail Miss Next.

Mycroft Next: Inventor uncle of Thursday's and last heard of living in peaceful retirement within
the backstory of the Sherlock Holmes series. Designer of Prose Portal and sarcasm early warning
device, among many other things. Husband to Pally.

Colond Next: Atime-travelling knight errant, he was eradicated by the ChronoGuard, a sort of
temporal policing agency. Despite this, he is still about and meets Thursday from time to time.

Cat, formerly known as Cheshire: The ex-Wonderland Uberlibrarian at the Great Library. And
Jurisfiction agent.

Pickwick: A pet dodo of very little brain.

Bowden Cable: Colleague of Thursday's at the Svindon Literary Detectives.

Victor Analogy: Head of Swvindon Literary Detectives.

Braxton Hicks: Overall commander of the Snindon Special Operations network.
Daphne Farquitt: Romance writer whose talent isinversely proportional to her sales.

The Goliath Corporation: Vast, unscrupulous multinational corporation keen on spiritual and
global domination.

Commander Trafford Bradshaw: Popular hero in 1920s ripping adventure stories for boys, now
out of print and notable Jurisfiction agent,

Melanie Bradshaw (Mrs): A gorilla, married to Commander Bradshaw.
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MrsTiggy-Winkle, Emperor Zhark, The Red Queen, Falstaff, Vernham Deane: All Jurisfiction
operatives, highly trained.

Yorrick Kaine: Whig politician and publishing media tycoon. Also right-wing Chancellor of
England, soon to be made dictator. Fictional, and sworn enemy of Thursday Next.

President Geor ge Formby: Octogenarian President of England and deeply opposed to Yorrick
Kaine and all that he stands for .

Wales: A socialist republic.

Lady EmmaHamilton: Consort of Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson and lush. Upset when her
husband inexplicably died at the beginning of the battle of Trafalgar. Livesin Mrs Next's spare
room.

Hamlet: A Danish prince with a propensity for prevarication.

SpecOps: Short for Special Operations, the governmental departments that deal with anything
too rigorous for the ordinary police to handle. Everything from time travel to good taste.

Bartholomew Stiggins: Commonly known as'Stig'. Neanderthal re-engineered from extinction, he
heads SoecOps 13 (Swvindon), the policing agency responsible for re-engineered species such as
mammoths, dodos, sabre-toothed tigers and chimeras.

Chimera: Any unlicensed 'non-evolved life form' created by a hobby genetic sequencer. Illegal and
destroyed without mercy.

S Zvlkx: A thirteenth-century saint whose 'Kevealments have an uncanny knack of coming true.
Superhoop: The World Croquet League final. Usually violent, always controversial .

L olaVavoom: An actress who does not feature in this novel but has to appear in the dramatis
per sonae owing to a contractual obligation.

Minotaur: Half-man, half-bull son of Pasiphaé, the Queen of Crete. Escaped from custody and
consequently a PageRunner. Wher eabouts unknown.

Thisbook has been bundled with Special Featur esinduding:
"The Making of documentary, deleted scenes from al four books, out-takes and much more. To access
all these free bonus features, log on to: www.jasperfforde.com/speciatnd.html and enter the code word
asdirected.
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I
A Cretan Minotaur in Nebraska

‘Jurisfiction isthe name given to the policing agency inside books. Working with the



intelligence-gathering capabilities of Text Grand Central, the many Prose Resource Operatives at
Jurisfiction work tirdesdy to maintain the continuity of the narrative within the pages of dl the books ever
written, a sometimes thankless task. Jurisfiction agents live mostly on their wits asthey attempt to
reconcile the author's originad wishes and readers expectations within agtrict and largely pointless set of
bureaucratic guidelineslaid down by the Council of Genres. | headed Jurisfiction for over two yearsand
was aways astounded by the variety of the work: one day | might be attempting to coax the impossibly
shy Darcy from the toilets and the next | would be thwarting the Martians latest attempt to invade
Barnaby Rudge. It was chdlenging and full of bizarre twists. But when the peculiar and downright weird
become commonplace you begin to yearn for the band.”

THURSDAY NEXT — The Jurisfiction Chronicles

The Minotaur had been causing trouble far in excess of hisliterary importance. First by escaping from the
fantasy-genre PrisonBook Sword of the Zenobians, then by leading us on amerry chase across most of
fiction and thwarting dl attempts to recagpture him. The mythological haf-man, half-bull son of Queen
Pasiphaé of Crete had been sighted within Riders of the Purple Sage only amonth after his escape. We
were dtill keen on taking him dive at this point so we had darted him with asmall dose of Sapstick.
Theoretically, we needed only to track outbresks of custard-pie-in-face routines and
walking-into-lamp-post gags within fiction to be led to the cannibalistic man-beast. It was an
experimenta ideaand, sadly, dso adismd failure. Asde from Lafeu's celebrated mention of custard in
All's Well that Ends Well and the ludicrous four-whedled chaise sequence in Pickwick Papers, little
was noticed. The Sapstick either hadn't been strong enough or had been diluted by the BookWorld's
natura aversonto visua jokes.

In any event we were still searching for him two yearslater in the Western genre, among the cattle drives
that the Minotaur found most relaxing. And it was for this reason that Commander Bradshaw and |
arrived at the top of page seventy-three of an obscure pulp from the thirties entitled Death at Double-X
Ranch.

'What do you think, old girl? asked Bradshaw, whose pith helmet and safari suit were idedly suited to
the hot Nebraskan summer. He was shorter than me by amost a head but led age-wise by four decades,
his sun-dried skin and snowy-white moustache were alegacy of hismany yearsin Colonid African
Fiction: he had been the lead character in the twenty-three 'Commander Bradshaw' novels, last published
in 1932 and last read in 1963. Many charactersin fiction define themselves by their popularity, but not
Commander Bradshaw. Having spent an adventurous and entirely fictiona life defending British East
Africaagaing ahost of unlikely foes, and killing dmost every animal it was possible to kill, he now
enjoyed his retirement and was much in demand at Jurisfiction, where his fearlessness under fire and
knowledge of the BookWorld made him one of the agency's greatest assets.

Hewas pointing at aweathered board that told us the smal township not more than haf amile ahead
hailed by the optimistic name of Providence and had a population of 2,387.

| shielded my eyes against the sun and looked around. A carpet of sage stretched dl the way to the
mountains less than five miles distant. The vegetation had a repetitive pattern that belied itsfictiond roots.
The chaotic nature of the redl world that gave us soft undulating hills and random patterns of forest and
hedges was replaced within fiction by alandscape that relied on ordered repetitions of the author'sinitia
description. In the make-believe world where | had made my home, aforest has only eight different
trees, abeach five different pebbles, a sky twelve different clouds. A hedgerow repeated itself every
eight feet, amountain range every sixth peak. It hadn't bothered me that much to begin with but after two
yearsliving ingdefiction | had begun to yearn for aworld where every tree and rock and hill and cloud
had its own unique shape and identity. And the sunsets. | missed them most of al. Eventhe



best-described ones couldn't hold acandle to areal one. | yearned to witness once again the delicate
hues of the sky as the sun dipped below the horizon. From red to orange, to pink, to blue, to navy, to
black.

Bradshaw |looked across at me and raised an eyebrow quizzically. As The Bellman' —the head of
Jdurifiction—1 shouldn't redlly be out on assgnment at al, but | was never much of adesk jockey and
capturing the Minotaur was important. He had killed one of our own, and that made it unfinished
business.

During the past week we had searched unsuccessfully through six civil war epics, three frontier stories,
twenty-eight high-quaity Westerns and ninety-seven dubioudy penned novellas before finding ourselves
within Death at Double-X Ranch, right on the outer rim of what might be described as acceptably
written prose. We had drawn ablank in every single book. No minotaur, nor even the merest whiff of
one, and believe me, they can whiff.

'A possibility? asked Bradshaw, pointing at the Providence sign.

'WElIl giveitatry,' | replied, dipping on apair of dark glasses and consulting my list of potential minotaur
hiding places. 'If we draw ablank well stop for lunch before heading off into The Oklahoma Kid.'

Bradshaw nodded, opened the breech of the hunting rifle he was carrying and dipped in a cartridge. It
was a conventional wespon but loaded with unconventional ammunition. Our position asthe policing
agency within fiction gave uslicensed access to abstract technology. One blast from the eraserhead in
Bradshaw'srifle and the Minotaur would be reduced to the building blocks of hisfictiona existence: text
and abluish mist —al that isleft when the bonds that link text to meaning are severed. Charges of cruelty
failed to have any meaning when at the last Beast Census there were over amillion amost identical
minotaurs, dl safely within the hundreds of books, graphic novels and urnsthat featured him. Ourswas
different —an escapee. A PageRunner.

Aswe walked closer the sounds of abusy Nebraskan frontier town reached our ears. A new building
was being erected and the hammering of nailsinto lumber punctuated the clop of horses hoofs, the clink
of harnesses and the rumble of cartwheels on compacted earth. The metallic ring of the blacksmith's
hammer mixed with the distant tones of achoir from the clgpboard church, and al about was the generd
conversationa hubbub of busy townsfolk. We reached the corner of Eckley's Livery Stables and peered
cautioudy down the main street.

Providence as we now saw it was happily enjoying the uninterrupted backstory, patiently awaiting the
protagonist's arrival in two pages time. Blundering into the main narrative thread and finding ourselves
included within the story was not something we cared to do, and since the Minotaur avoided the primary
gorylinefor fear of discovery wewerelikely to sumble across him only in placeslikethis. But if, for any
reason, the story did come anywhere near, | would be warned — | had a Narrative Proximity Devicein
my pocket that would sound an darm if the thread came too close. We could hide ourselves until it

passed by.

A horsetrotted past as we stepped up on to the creaky decking that ran along the front of the saloon. |
stopped Bradshaw when we got to the swing-doors just as the town drunk was thrown out into the road.
The bartender walked out after him, wiping his hands on alinen cloth.

'And don't come back till you can pay your way!" he yelled, glancing at us both suspicioudy.

| showed the barkeeper my Jurisfiction badge as Bradshaw kept a vigilant |lookout. The whole Western
genre had far too many gundingersfor its own good; there had been some confusion over the numbers
required on the order form when the genre was inaugurated. Working in Westerns could sometimes ental



up to twenty-nine gunfights an hour.

‘Jdurisfiction,’ | told him. Thisis Bradshaw, I'm Next. We're looking for the Minotaur.'
The barkeeper stared at me coldly.

‘Think you'sin the wrong genre, partner,' he said.

All characters or Generics within abook are graded A to D, one through ten. A-grades are the Gatsbys
and Jane Eyres, D-grades the grunts who make up street scenes and crowded rooms. The barkeeper
had lines so he was probably a C-2. Smart enough to get answers from but not smart enough to have
much character latitude.

'He might be using the alias Norman Johnson,' | went on, showing him aphoto. Tall, body of aman,
head of abull, likesto eat people?

‘Can't help you," he said, shaking his head dowly as he peered at the photo.

'How about any outbreaks of Slapstick? asked Bradshaw. ‘Boxing glove popping out of abox,
Sxteen-ton weights dropping on people, that sort of thing?

The barkeeper laughed. 'Ain’t seen no weights droppin” on nobody, but | heard tell the sheriff got hitin
the face with afrying pan last Toosday.'

Bradshaw and | exchanged glances.
"Where do we find the sheriff? | asked.

We followed the barkeeper's directions and walked along the wooden decking past a barber shop and
two grizzled prospectors who were talking animatedly in authentic frontier gibberish. | stopped Bradshaw
when we got to an alleyway. There was agunfight in progress. Or at least, there would have been a
gunfight had not some dispute arisen over the times allocated for their respective showdowns. Both sets
of gunmen —two dressed in light-coloured clothes, two in dark, with low-dung gunbelts decorated with
rows of shiny cartridges—were arguing over their gunfight time dots astwo identical ladyfolk looked on
anxioudly. The town mayor intervened and told them that if there was any more arguments they would
both lose their dot times and would have to come back tomorrow, so they reluctantly agreed to tossa
coin. Thewinners of the toss scampered into the main Street as everyone dutifully ran for cover. They
squared up to one another, hands hovering over their Colt .455 at twenty paces. There was aflurry of
action, two loud detonations and one of the gunmen in black hit the dirt while the victor looked on grimly,
his opponent's shot having dramatically only removed his hat. Hislady rushed up to hug him ashe
reholstered hisrevolver with aflourish.

'What aload of tripe,’ muttered Bradshaw. The real West wasn't like this!'

Death at Double-X Ranch was set in 1875 and written in 1908. Close enough to be historically
accurate, you would have thought, but no. Most Westerns tended to show a glamorised version of the
old West that hadn't redlly existed. In the real West agunfight wasararity, hitting someonewith a
short-barrelled Calt .45 at anything other than close range avirtual impossibility: 1870s gunpowder
generated a huge amount of smoke; two shotsin a crowded bar and you would be coughing —and
amog blind.

‘That's not the point,’ | replied asthe dead gundinger was dragged away. 'Legend is dways far more
readable, and don't forget we'rein pulp at present — poor proseis far more common than good prose
and it would be too much to hope that our bullish friend would be hiding out in Zane Grey or Owen



Wiger!'

We continued on past the Mg estic Hotel as a stagecoach rumbled by in acloud of dust, the driver
cracking hislong whip above the horses heads.

'Over there,' said Bradshaw, pointing at a building opposite that differentiated itself from the rest of the
clapboard town by being made of brick. It had 'Sheriff' painted above the door. We walked quickly
acrosstheroad, our non-Western garb somewhat out of place among the long dresses, bonnets and
breeches, jackets, dugters, vests, gunbelts and bootlace ties. Only permanently billeted Jurisfiction
officerstroubled to dress up, and many of the agents actively policing the Westerns are characters from
the books they patrol — so don't need to dress up anyway.

We knocked and entered. It was dark inside after the bright exterior and we blinked for few moments as
we accustomed ourselves to the gloom. On thewall to our right was a noticeboard liberaly covered with
Wanted posters — pertaining not only to Nebraska but to the BookWorld in generd; ayellowed example
offered $300 for information leading to the whereabouts of Big Martin. Below thiswas a chipped
enamelled coffee pot stting atop a cagt-iron sove, and on the wall to the left was a gun cabinet. A tabby
cat sprawled upon alarge bureau. The far wall was the barred frontage to the cells, one of which held a
drunk fast adeep and snoring loudly on abunk bed. In the middle of the room was alarge desk which
was stacked high with paperwork — circulars from the Nebraska State L egidature, afew Council of
Genres Narrative Law amendments, a campanol ogy society newdetter and a Sears/Roebuck catalogue
open at the fancy goods section. Also on the desk were apair of worn leather boots, and inside these
were apair of feet attached, in turn, to the sheriff. His clothes were predominantly black and could have
donewith agood wash. A tin star was pinned to his vest and al we could see of hisface were the ends
of alarge grey moustache that poked out from beneath his downturned Stetson. He was fast adeep, and
balanced precanoudy on the rear two legs of achair which creaked as he snored.

'Sheriff?
No answer.
'SHERIFF!'

He awoke with a start, began to get up, overbaanced and tipped over backward. He crashed heavily to
the floor and knocked againgt the bureau, which just happened to have ajug of water resting upon it. The
jug tipped over and its contents drenched the sheriff, who roared with shock. The noise upset the cat,
which awoke with acry and legpt up the curtains, which collapsed with acrash on to the cast-iron stove,
spilling the coffee and setting fire to the tinder-dry linen drapes. | ran to put it out and knocked against the
desk, didodging the |lawman's|oaded revolver, which fdl to the floor, discharging a single shot which cut
the cord of a hanging stuffed moose's head which fell upon Bradshaw. So there were the three of us, me
trying to put out thefire, the sheriff covered in water and Bradshaw walking into furniture as hetried to
get the moose's head off. It was precisaly what we were looking for: an outbreak of unconstrained and
wholly inappropriate Sapstick.

'Sheriff, I'm s0 sorry about this,' | muttered gpologeticaly, having doused the fire, de-moosed Bradshaw
and helped avery damp lawman to hisfeet. He was over six foot tal, had a westher-besten face and
deep blue eyes. | produced my badge. Thursday Next, head of Jurisfiction. Thisis my partner,
Commander Bradshaw.'

The sheriff relaxed and even managed athin smile. "Thought you was more of them Baxters,' he said,
brushing himsdf down and drying his hair with a'Cathouses of Dawson City' teacloth. ‘I'm mighty glad
you're not. Jurisfiction, hey? Ain't seen none of yous around these partsfor longer than | careto



remember —quit it, Howell.'

The drunk, Howell, had awoken and was demanding atipple 'to set him straight'.
'We're looking for the Minotaur,’ | explained, showing the sheriff the photograph.
He rubbed his stubble thoughtfully and shook his head.

'Don't recal ever seeing this critter, Missy Next.'

"We have reason to believe he passed through your office not long ago — he's been marked with
Sapstick.’

'Ah!" said the sheriff. 'l was a-wonderin’ ’bout al that. Me and Howell here have been trippin and
astumblin’' for awhilesnow —ain't we, Howdl?

'Y ou're darn tootin’,' said the drunk.

'He could bein disguise and operating under an dias,' | ventured. 'Does the name Norman Johnson mean
anything to you?

‘Can't say it does, Missy. We have twenty-six Johnsons here but dl are C-7s— not "portant 'nuff to have
fust names'’

| sketched a Stetson on to the photograph of the Minotaur, then a duster, vest and gunbelt.
'Oh!" said the sheriff with asudden look of recognition. "That Mr Johnson.'

'Y ou know where heis?

'Sure do. Had him in the cells only last week on charges of eatin’ acattle rustler.’

'What happened?

'Paid hisbail and wuz released. Ain’'t nothing in the statutes of Nebraskathat saysyou can't eat rustlers.
One moment.'

There had been ashot outside followed by severd ydlsfrom startled townsfolk. The sheriff checked his
Colt, opened the door and walked out. Alone on the street and facing him was ayoung man with an
earnest expression, hand quivering around his gun, the eegantly tooled holster of which | noticed had
been tied down —asure sign of yet another potentia gunfight.

'‘Go home, Abe!" the sheriff called out. "'Today's not agood day for dyin’.'

'Y ou killed my pappy,’ said the youth, 'and my pappy's pappy. And his pappy's pappy. And my brothers
Jethro, Hank, Hoss, Red, Peregrine, Marsh, Junior, Dizzy, Luke, Peregrine, George an' dl the others.
I'mcalin’ you out, lavman.’

'Y ou said Peregrine twice.'
'Hewuz specid.’

'Abdl Baxter,' whispered the sheriff out of the corner of his mouth, 'one of them Baxter boys. They turn
up regular as clockwork, and | kill *em same ways asregular.’

'How many have you killed? | whispered back.



'Last count, 'bout sixty. Go home, Abe, | won't tell yer again!”
The youth caught sght of Bradshaw and me and said:
‘New deputies, Sheriff? Y er gonnaneed’ em!’

And it was then that we saw that Abel Baxter wasn't done. Stepping out from the stables opposite were
four disreputable-looking characters. | frowned. They seemed somehow out of placein Death at
Double-X Ranch. For a start, none of them wore black, nor did they have tooled-leather double
gunbelts with nicke-plated revolvers. Their spursdidn't clink asthey waked and their holsterswere plain
and worn high on the hip — the weapon these men had chosen was the Winchester rifle. | noticed with a
shudder that one of the men had a button missing on hisfrayed vest and the sole on the toe of his boot
had come adrift. FHies buzzed around their unwashed and grimy faces and the sweat marks on their hats
had stained hafway to the crown. These weren't C-2 generic gunfighters from pulp, but well-described
A-ysfrom anovd of high descriptive qudity —and if they could shoot aswell asthey had been redised
by the author, we were in trouble.

The sheriff sensed it too.
'Where yo' friendsfrom, Abe?
One of the men hooked his Winchester into the crook of hisarm and answered in alow Southern drawl:

'‘Mr Johnson sent us.'

And they opened fire. No waiting, no drama, no narrative pace. Bradshaw and | had already begun to
move — squaring up in front of agunman with arifle might seem terribly macho but for surviva purposesit
was anon-darter. Sadly, the sheriff didn't redise thisuntil it wastoo late. If he had survived until page
164, as he was meant to, he would have taken adug, rolled twice in the dust after atwo-page build-up
and lived long enough to say apithy fina goodbye to his sweetheart who would have cradled himin his
bloodless dying moments. Not to be. Redigtic violent death was to make an unwelcome entry into Death
at Double-X. The heavy lead shot entered the sheriff's chest and came out the other Sde, leaving an exit
wound the Size of asaucer. He collapsed inelegantly on to hisface and lay perfectly till, onearm
sprawled outward in amanner unattainablein life and the other hooked beneath him. He didn't collapse
flat, either. He ended up bent over on hiskneeswith hisbacksidein theair.

The gunmen stopped firing as soon as there was no target — but Bradshaw, his hunting instincts aerted,
had aready drawn abead on the sheriff'skiller and fired. There was an dmighty detonation, abrief flash
and alarge cloud of smoke. The eraserhead hit home and the gunman disintegrated mid-stride into a brief
chrysanthemum of text which scattered across the main street, the meaning of the words billowing out
into a blue haze which hung near the ground for amoment or two before evaporating.

'What are you doing? | asked, annoyed at hisimpetuosty.

'Him or us, Thursday,' replied Bradshaw grimly, pulling the lever down on his Martini-Henry to reload,
‘him or us'

'Did you see how much text he was composed of 7 | replied angrily. 'He was amost a paragraph long.
Only featured characters get that kind of description —somewhere there's going to be abook one
character short!’

'But,’ replied Bradshaw in an aggrieved tone, 'l didn't know that before | shot him, now, did |7

| shook my head. Perhaps Bradshaw hadn't noticed the missing button, the swesat stains and the battered



shoes, but | had. Erasure of afeatured part meant more paperwork than | realy wanted to deal with.,
From form F36/34 (discharge of an eraserhead) and form B9/32 (replacement of featured part) to the
P13/36 (narrative damage assessment), | could be bogged down for two whole days. | had thought
bureaucracy was bad in the rea world, but here in the paper world it was everything.

'So what do we do? asked Bradshaw. 'Ask politely for them to surrender?

I'mthinking,’ | replied, pulling out my footnoterphone and pressing the button marked Cat. In fiction, the
commonest form of communication was by footnote, but way out here.. . .

‘Blagt!" | muttered again. 'No signdl.’

'Nearest repeater Sationisin The Virginian,' observed Bradshaw as he replaced the spent cartridge and
closed the breech before peering outside. "And we can't bookjump direct from pulp to classic.’

Hewasright. We had been crossing from book to book for dmost six days, and although we could
escape in an emergency, such acourse of action would give the Minotaur more than enough timeto
escape. Things weren't good, but they weren't bad either — yet.

'Hey!" | yelled from the sheriff's office. 'We want to talk!"

'Isthat afact? came aclear voice from outside. ‘Mr Johnson says he'sall donetakin’ —lessyou bein
mind to offer annesty.’

'We can talk about that!" | replied.
There was a beeping noise from my pocket.

‘Blagt,’ | mumbled, consulting the Narrative Proximity Device. 'Bradshaw, weve got a story thread
inbound from the east, two hundred and fifty yards and closing. Page seventy-four, line Six.'

Bradshaw quickly opened his copy of Death at Double-X Ranch and ran afinger dong theline:

... McNeil rode into the town of Providence, Nebraska, with fifty centsin his pocket and murder
onhismind. ..

| peered cautioudy out of the window. Sure enough, acowboy on abay horse was riding dowly into
town. Strictly spesking it didn't matter if we changed the story alittle as the novella had been read only
sixteen timesin the past ten years, but the code by which we worked wasfairly unequivoca. '‘Keep the
story asthe author intended!’ was a phrase bashed into me early on during my training. | had broken it
once and suffered the consequences— 1 didn't want to do it again.

'l need to speak to Mr Johnson,’ | yelled, keeping an eye on McNeil, who was still someway distant.

'No one speaks to Mr Johnson less Mr Johnson says so,' replied the voice, but if you'll be offerin’ an
amnesty, helll take it and promise not to eat no more people.’

'Was that a double negative? whispered Bradshaw with disdain. 'l do so hate them.'
'No deal unless| meet Mr Johnson first!" | yelled back.
‘Then thereésno dedl!' came the reply.

| looked out again and saw three more gunmen appear. The Minotaur had clearly made alot of friends
during his stay in the Western genre.



"We need back-up,’ | murmured.

Bradshaw clearly thought the same. He opened his TravelBook and pulled out something that looked a
little like aflare gun. Thiswas atextmarker, which could be used to sgnd to other Jurisfiction agents. The
TravelBook was dimensiondly ambivaent; the device was actudly larger than the book that contained it.

‘Jurisfiction know were in Western Pulp; they just don't know where. I'll send themasignd.’

Hedialled in the sort of textmark he was going to place using aknob on the back of the gun, then moved
to the door, aimed the marker into the air and fired. There was a dull thud and the projectile soared into
the sky. It exploded noisalesdy high above us and for an instant | could see the text of the pagein alight
grey againgt the blue of the sky. The words were back to front, of course, and as | looked at Bradshaw's
copy of Death at Double-X Ranch | noticed the written word 'ProVIDence' had been partialy
capitalised. Help would soon arrive—ashow of force would dedl with the gunman. The problem was,
would the Minotaur make arun for it or fight it out to the end?

'Purty fireworks don't scare us, missy,' said the voice again. "Y ou comin’ out, or do wes haveto comein
and get yer?

| looked across a Bradshaw, who was smiling.
'What?

‘Thisisal quite acaper, don't you think? said the commander, chuckling like a schoolboy who had just
been caught scrumping apples. ‘Much more fun than hunting e ephant, wrestling lions to the ground and
returning tribal knick-knacks stolen by unscrupulous foreigners:”

'l usedto think so0,' | said under my breath. Two years of assgnments like these had been enjoyable and
challenging, but not without their moments of terror, uncertainty and panic —and | had atwo-year-old
son who needed more attention than | could give him. The pressure of running Jurisfiction had been
building for along time now and | needed abreak in the real world —along one. | had fdlt it about six
months before, just after the adventure that came to be known as The Great Samuel Pepys Fiasco, but
had shrugged it off. Now the fegling was back — and stronger.

A low, deegp rumble began somewhere overhead. The windowsrattled in their frames and dust fell from
therafters. A crack opened up in the plaster and a cup vibrated off the table to break on the floor. One
of the windows shattered and a shadow fell across the street. The deep rumble grew in volume, drowned
out the Narrative Proximity Device that waswailing plaintively, then became so loud it didn't seem likea
sound at al —just avibration that shook the sheriff's office so strongly my sight blurred. Then, asthe
clock fell from the wall and smashed into pieces, | realised what was going on.

'Oh. .. NO!" I howled with annoyance as the noise waned to adull roar. Tak about using a
dedgehammer to crack anut!”

'Emperor Zhark? queried Bradshaw.
'Who e se would dare pilot a Zharkian Battle Cruiser into Western Pulp?

Welooked outside as the vast spaceship passed overhead, its vectored thrusters swivelling downward
with ahot rush of concentrated power that blew up agale of dust and debris and set the livery stableson
fire. The huge bulk of the battle cruiser hovered for amoment as the landing gear unfolded, then made a
delicate touchdown — right on top of McNeil and his horse, who were squashed to the thickness of a

hapenny.



My shoulders sagged as | watched my paperwork increase exponentially. The townsfolk ran around in
panic and horses bolted as the A-7 gunmen fired pointlesdy at the ship'sarmoured hull. Within afew
momentsthe interstellar battle cruiser had disgorged asmall army of foot-soldiers carrying the very latest
Zharkian weaponry. | groaned. It was not unusua for the emperor to go overboard a momentslikethis.
Undisputed villain of the eight 'Emperor Zhark' books, the most feared Tyrannica God-Emperor of the
known Galaxy just didn't seem to comprehend the meaning of restraint.

Inafew minutesit was dl over. The A-7s had either been killed or escaped to their own books, and the
Zharkian Marine Corps had been dispatched to find the Minotaur. | could have saved them the trouble.
Hewould belong gone. The A-7sand McNeil would have to be sourced and replaced, the whole book
regjigged to remove the twenty-sixth-century battle cruiser that had arrived uninvited into 1875 Nebraska.
It was aflagrant breach of the Anti-Cross-Genre Code that we attempted to uphold within fiction. |
wouldn't have minded so much if this had been an isolated incident, but Zhark did thistoo often to be
ignored. | could hardly control myself as the emperor descended from his starship with an odd entourage
of diensand Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, who aso worked for Jurisfiction.

'WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU'RE PLAYING AT?!?'
'Oh!" said the emperor, taken aback at my annoyance, 'l thought you'd be pleased to see us!’

"The situation was bad but not irredeemable,’ | told him, sweeping my arm in the direction of the town.
‘Now look what you've done!’

Helooked around. The confused townsfolk had started to emerge from the remains of the buildings.
Nothing so odd as this had happened in Western since an dien brain-sucker had escaped from SF and
been caught ingde Wild Horse Mesa.

"Y ou do thisto me every time! Have you no conception of stealth and subtlety?
‘Not redly,' said the emperor, looking at his hands nervoudy. 'Sorry.'

Hisalien entourage, not wanting to hang around in case they also got an earful, walked, dimed or
hovered back into Zhark's ship.

'Y ou sent atextmarker—'
'So what if we did? Can't you enter abook without destroying everything in Sight?

'Steady on, Thursday,' said Bradshaw, laying acaming hand on my arm, ‘we did ask for assistance, and
if old Zharky here wasthe closest, you can't blame him for wanting to help. After dl, when you consider
that he usually lays waste to entire galaxies, torching just the town of ProVIDence and not the whole of
Nebraskawas actualy quite an achievement . . .' Hisvoicetrailed off before he added: '. . . for him.’

'‘AHHH!" | yelled in frugtration, holding my head. ‘Sometimes | think I'm—'

| stopped. | lost my temper now and again, but rarely with my colleagues, and when that happens, things
are getting bad. When | garted thisjob it was great fun, asit still wasfor Bradshaw. But just lately the
enjoyment had waned. It was no good. I'd had enough. | needed to go home.

"Thursday? asked Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, concerned by my sudden silence. 'Are you okay?

She cametoo close and spined me with one her quills. | yelped and rubbed my arm while she jumped
back and hid ablush. Six-foot-high hedgehogs have their own brand of etiquette.



I'mfine’ | replied, dusting myself down. 'It'sjust that things have away of, well, spiralling out of
control.'

'What do you mean?

'What do | mean? What do | mean?Wadl, thismorning | wastracking amythologica beast usng atrall
of custard pie incidents across the old West, and this afternoon a battle cruiser from the twenty-sixth
century landsin ProVIDence, Nebraska. Doesn't that sound sort of crazy?

Thisisfiction,' replied Zhark in dl innocence, 'odd things are meant to happen.’

‘Not tome,' | said with findlity. 'l want to see some sort of semblance of. . . of reality inmy life’
‘Redlity? echoed Mrs Tiggy-Winkle. Y ou mean a place where hedgehogs don't talk or do washing?
‘But who'll run Jurisfiction? demanded the emperor. 'Y ou were the best we ever had!'

| shook my head, threw up my hands and walked over to where the ground was peppered with the A-7
gunman'stext. | picked up a'D' and turned it over in my hands.

'Please reconsder,’ said Commander Bradshaw, who had followed me. 'l think you'l find, old girl, that
redlity ismuch overrated.

'Not overrated enough, Bradshaw,' | replied with a shrug. 'Sometimes the top job isn't the easiest one!’

'Uneasy liesthe head that wears the crown,” murmured Bradshaw, who probably understood me better
than most. He and hiswife were the best friends | had in the BookWorld; Mrs Bradshaw and my son
were dmost inseparable.

'l knew you wouldn't stay for good,' continued Bradshaw, lowering hisvoice so the others didn't hear.
'When will you go?

| shrugged.
'Soon as | can. Tomorrow.'

| looked around at the destruction that Zhark had wrought upon Death at Double-X. Therewould bea
lot of clearing up, amountain of paperwork —and there might be the possibility of disciplinary action if
the Council of Genres got wind of what had happened.

'l suppose | should complete the paperwork on this debacle first,' | said dowly. 'Let's say three days.'

'Y ou promised to stand in for Joan of Arc while she attended a martyrs refresher course," added Mrs
Tiggy-Winkle, who had tiptoed closer.

I'd forgotten about that.
‘A week, then. I'll be off in aweek.'

Weadll stood in sllence, | pondering my return to Swindon, and al of them considering the consequences
of my departure— except Emperor Zhark, who was probably thinking about invading the Planet Thradl,
for fun.

'Y our mind is made up? asked Bradshaw. | nodded dowly. There were other reasons for me to return
to the redl world, more pressing than Zhark's gung-ho lunacy. | had a husband who didn't exist, and a



son who couldn't spend hislife cocooned inside books. | had retreated into the old Thursday, the one
who preferred the black-and-white certainties of policing fiction to the ambiguous mid-tone greys of
emotion.

'Yes, my mind'smade up,' | said, smiling. | looked at Bradshaw, the emperor and Mrs Tiggy-Winkle,
For dl their faults, 1'd enjoyed working with them. It hadn't been all bad. Whilst at Jurisfiction | had seen
and done things | wouldn't have believed. I'd watched grammasitesin flight over the pleasure domes of
Xanadu, felt the strangeness of listeners glittering on the dark stair. | had cantered bareback on unicorns
through the leafy forests of Zenobiaand played chesswith Ozymandias, the King of Kings. | had flown
with Biggies on the Western Front, locked cutlasses with Long John Silver and explored the path not
taken to walk upon England's mountains green. But despite al these moments of wonder and delight, my
heart belonged back home in Swindon and to aman named Landen Parke-Laine. He was my husband,
the father of my son, hedidn't exist, and | loved him.

2
No Place Like Home

'‘Swindon, Wessex, England, wasthe place | was born and where | lived until | 1&ft to join the literary
detectivesin London. | returned ten yearslater and married my former boyfriend, Landen Parke-Laine.
He was subsequently murdered at the age of two by the Goliath Corporation, who had decided to
blackmail me. It worked, | helped them — but | didn't get my husband back. Oddly, | kept his son, my
son, Friday — it was one of those quirky time-travel paradoxical thingsthat my father understands but |
don't. Two yearsfarther on Landen was sill dead, and unless | did something about it soon, he might
remain that way for ever.'

THURSDAY NEXT — Thursday Next, a Life in SpecOps

It was abright and clear morning in mid-July two weekslater when | found mysdlf on the corner of
Broome Manor Lane in Swindon, on the opposite side of the road to my mother's house, with atoddler
inapushchair, two dodos, the Prince of Denmark, an apprehensive heart and hair cut way too short. The
Council of Genres hadn't taken the news of my resignation very well. In fact, they refused to accept it at
al and gave meinstead unlimited leave, in the somewhat deluded hope that | might returnif actuaisng my
husband 'didn't work out'. They also suggested | might like to deal with escaped fictionaut Y orrick

Kaine, someone with whom | had crossed swords twice in the past.

Hamlet had been alate addition to my plans. Increasingly concerned over reports that he was being
misrepresented as something of a'ditherer’ in the Outland, he had requested leave to see for himsdlf. This
was unusud inthat fictional characters are rarely troubled by public perception, but Hamlet would worry
about having nothing to worry about if he had nothing to worry about, and since he wasthe indisputable
star of the Shakespeare canon and had lost the'Most Troubled Romantic Lead' crown to Heathcliff once
again at thisyear's BookWorld awards, the Council of Genres thought they should do something to
appease him. Besides, Jurisfiction had been trying to persuade him to police Elizabethan dramasince Sir
John Falstaff retired on grounds of ‘good hedth', and atrip to the Outland, it was thought, might persuade
him.

"Tisvery strange!" he murmured, staring at the sun, trees, houses and traffic in turn. 'It would take a
rhapsody of wild and whirling wordsto do justiceto all that | witness!'

"Y ou're going to have to speak English out here!’

‘All this," explained Hamlet, waving his hands at the fairly innocuous Swindon street, ‘would take millions



of words to describe correctly!”

"You'reright. It would. That's the magic of the book ImaginoTransference technology,' | told him. ‘A few
dozen words conjure up an entire picture. But in al honesty the reader does most of the work.'

‘The reader? What's it got to do with them?

'Well, each interpretation of an event, setting or character is unique to the person who readsit because
they clothe the author's description with the memory of their own experiences. Every character they read
isactualy acomplex amagam of people that they've met, read or seen before—far morered than it can
ever bejust from the text on the page. Because every reader's experiences are different, each book is
unique for each reader.’

'So," replied the Dane, thinking hard, ‘what you're saying is that the more complex and apparently
contradictory the character, the greater the possible interpretations?

'Yes. Infact, I'd argue that every time abook is read by the same person it is different again — because
the reader's experiences are changed, or they are in adifferent frame of mind.’

'Wéll, that explainswhy no one can figure me out. After four hundred years nobody's quite decided
what, exactly, my inner motivations are." He paused for amoment and sighed mournfully. 'Including me.
Y ou'd have thought | wasrdligious, wouldn't you, with al that not wanting to kill Uncle Claudius when at
prayer and suchlike?

'Of course.'

'l thought so too. So why do | usethe atheistic line there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking
makes it so? What'sthat al about?

'Y ou mean you don't know?
‘Ligten, I'm as confused as anyone.’

| stared at Hamlet and he shrugged. | had been hoping to get some answers from him regarding the
incongstencies within his play, but now | wasn't so sure.

'Perhaps,’ | said thoughtfully, ‘that'swhy we like it. To each our own Hamlet.'

'Wéll," snorted the Dane unhappily, ‘it'samystery to me. Do you think therapy would help?

'I'm not sure. Listen, we're dmost home. Remember: to anyone but family you're.. . . who are you?
'Cousin Eddie’

'‘Good. Come on.

Mum's house was a detached property of good proportionsin the south of the town but of no great
charm other than that which my long association had conferred upon it. | had spent the first eighteen
years of my life growing up here, and everything about the old house was familiar. From thetree | had
falen out of, cracking acollar bone, to the garden path where | had learned to ride my bicycle. | hadn't
redlly noticed it before but empathy for the familiar grows stronger with age. The old house felt warmer to
me now than it ever had before.

| took a deep breath, picked up my suitcase and trundled the pushchair across the road. My pet dodo
Pickwick followed with her unruly son Alan padding grumpily &fter her.



| rang Mum's doorbell and after about aminute adightly overweight vicar with short brown hair and
spectacles answered the door.

'Isthat Doofus—? he said when he saw me, suddenly breaking into abroad grin. 'By the GSD, it is
Doofud!’

'Hi, Joffy. Long time no see’

Joffy was my brother. He was aminister of the Globa Standard Deity religion, and athough we had had
differencesin the past, they were long forgotten. | was pleased to see him, and he me.

'Whoa!' he said. 'What's that?
‘That's Friday,' | explained. 'Y our nephew.’

'Wow!" replied Joffy, undoing Friday's harness and lifting him out. 'Does his hair dways stick up like
that?

'Probably leftovers from breskfast.’

Friday stared at Joffy for amoment, took hisfingers out of his mouth, rubbed them on hisface, put them
in again and offered Joffy his polar bear, Poley.

'Kind of cute, isn't he? said Joffy, jiggling Friday up and down and letting him tug at his nose. ‘But abit,
wall, sticky. Does hetalk?

‘Not alot. Thinksagreat ded, though.'
'Like Mycroft. What happened to your head?
"Y ou mean my haircut?

'So that'swhat it was!" murmured Joffy. 'l thought you'd had your ears lowered or something. Bit, er . ..
bit extreme, isnt it?

'I had to stand in for Joan of Arc. It'sawaystricky to find areplacement.’

'l can seewhy,' exclamed Joffy, still staring increduloudy a my pudding-bowl haircut. ‘Why don't you
just have thewholelot off and start again?

"ThisisHamlet,' | said, introducing him before he began to fed awvkward, 'but he's here incognito so I'm
telling everyone hes my cousin Eddie!’

‘Joffy,' said Joffy, 'brother of Thursday.'

'Hamlet,' said Hamlet, 'Prince of Denmark.'

'Danish? said Joffy with agtart. 'l shouldn't spread that around if | wereyou.'

'Why?

'Darling!" said my mother, gppearing behind Joffy. 'Y ou're back! Goodness! Y our hair!”

It'saJoan of Arcthing,' explained Joffy, 'very fashionable right now. Martyrs are big on the catwalk,
y'’know —remember the Edith Cavdl/Tolpuddlelook in last month's Femole?



'He'staking rubbish again, isn't he?
'Yes,' said Joffy and | in unison.
'Hello, Mum," | said, giving her ahug, 'remember your grandson?”

She picked him up and remarked how much he had grown. It was unlikely in the extreme that he had
shrunk but | smiled dutifully nonetheless. | tried to visit the real world as often as| could but hadn't been
ableto manageit for at least sx months. When she had nearly fainted by hyperventilating with 'Ooohs
and 'Aaaahs and Friday had stopped looking at her dubioudy, she invited usindoors.

'Y ou stay out here,' | said to Pickwick, ‘and don't let Alan misbehave himsalf

It wastoo late. Alan, small size notwithstanding, had aready terrorised Mordeca and the other dodos
into submission. They dl shivered in fright benesth the hydrangess.

'Areyou staying for long? enquired my mother. "Y our roomisjust how you l€eft it

Thismeant just how | l€ft it when | was nineteen, but | thought it rudeto say so. | explained that I'd like
to Stay at least until 1 got an apartment sorted out, introduced Hamlet and asked whether he could stay
for afew daystoo.

'Of course! Lady Hamilton'sin the spare room and that nice Mr Bismarck isin the attic, so he can have
the boxroom.'

My mother grasped Hamlet's hand and shook it heartily.
'How are you, Mr Hamlet? Where did you say you were the prince of again?
'Denmark.’

'Ah! No visitors after seven p.m. and breakfast stops at nine am. prompt. | do expect gueststo make
their own bed and if you need washing done you can put it in the wicker basket on the landing Pleased to
meet you. I'm Mrs Next, Thursday's mother.’

'l have amother, replied Hamlet gloomily as he bowed politely and kissed my mother's hand. 'She
shares my uncle's bed.'

"They should buy another onein that case," my mother replied, practica asever. They do avery good
ded at IKEA, I'mtold. Don't useit mysalf because | don't like dl that self-assembly — I mean, what's the
point of paying for something you have to build yoursdf? But it's popular with men for exactly that same
reason. Do you like Battenberg?

'Wittenberg?
'No, no. Battenberg.'

'On the River Eder? asked Hamlet, confused over my mother's conversationd legp from self-assembly
furnitureto cake.

'No, slly, on adoily — covered with marzipan.’
Hamlet leaned closer to me.

'l think your mother may be insane—and | should know.'



'Y oull get the hang of what she'staking about,’ | said, giving him areassuring pat on thearm.

We walked through the hdl to the living room where, after managing to extract Friday's fingersfrom
Mum's beads, we managed to Sit down.

'So tell me dl your newd!' she exclamed as my eyesflicked around the room, trying to takein dl the
many potential hazards for the two-year-old.

"Where do you want me to begin? | asked, removing the vase of flowersfrom thetop of the TV before
Friday had achanceto pull them over on himsdlf. 'l had aflurry of thingsto do before | |eft. Two days
ago | wasin Camelot trying to sort out some marital strife and the day before — sweetheart, don't touch
that — | was negotiating a pay dispute with the Union of Orcs''

'‘Goodness!’ replied my mother. 'Y ou must be smply dying for a cup of tea.'

'Please. The BookWorld might be the cat's pyjamas for characterisation and explosive narrative, but you
can't get adecent cup of teafor al the bourbon in Hemingway.'

T'll doit!" said Joffy. 'C'mon, Hamlet, tell me about yoursdlf. Got agirlfriend?
'Y es— but she's bonkers!'
'In agood way or abad way?

Hamlet shrugged.
'Neither —just bonkers. But her brother — hell'steeth! Talk about sprung-loaded . . . '

Their conversation faded as they disappeared into the kitchen.
'Don't forget the Battenberg,’ my mother called after them.

| opened my suitcase and took out afew rattly toys Mrs Bradshaw had given me. Melanie had |ooked
after Friday alot as she and Commander Bradshaw had no children of their own, what with Melanie
being amountain gorilla, so she had doted on Friday. It had its upsides— he dways ate his greensand
loved fruit —but | had my suspicionsthat they climbed on the furniture when | wasn't about, and oncel
found Friday trying to ped abananawith hisfeet.

‘How'slifetreating you? | asked.

‘Better for seeing you. It's quite lonely with Mycroft and Polly away at the fourteenth annual Mad
Scientists Conference. If it wasn't for Joffy and his partner Miles popping round every day, Bismarck and
Emma, Mrs Beatty next door, Eradications Anonymous, my pand-beating class and that frightful Mrs
Daniels, I'd be completely alone. Should Friday be in that cupboard?

| turned, jJumped up, grabbed Friday by the straps of his dungarees and gently took the two crystal
wineglasses from hisinquisitive grasp. | showed him histoysand sat him down in the middle of the room.
He stayed put for about three seconds before tottering off in the direction of DH82, Mum's bone-idle
Thylacine, who was adegp on anearby chair.

DH82 yeped as Friday tugged playfully at hiswhiskers. The Thylacine then got up, yawned, and went to
find his supper dish. Friday followed. And | followed Friday.

'—inthe ear? said Joffy as| walked into the kitchen. 'Does that work?



‘Apparently,’ replied the prince, ‘'we found him stone dead in the orchard.’
| scooped up Friday, who was about to tuck into DH82's food, and took him back to the living room.
'Sorry,' | explained, 'he'sinto everything at the moment. Tell me about Swindon. Much changed?

‘Not redly. The Chrigmas lights have improved tremendoudly, there's a Skyrail line straight through the
Brune Centre and Swindon now has twenty-six different supermarkets:’

'Can the resdents est that much?

'Weregiving it our best shot.'

Joffy walked back in with Hamlet and placed atray of teathingsin front of us.

‘That small dodo of yoursisaterror. Tried to peck me when | wasn't looking.'

'Y ou probably startled him. How's Dad?

Joffy, to whom thiswas atouchy subject, decided not to join us but play with Friday instead.
'‘C'mon, young lad,' he said, 'let's get drunk and shoot some poal.’

"Y our father has been wanting to get hold of you for awhile,” said my mother as soon as Joffy and Friday
had gone. 'Asyou probably guessed he's been having trouble with Nelson again. He often comes home
amply reeking of cordite, and I'm really not keen on him hanging around with that Emma Hamilton
woman.’

My father was asort of time-travelling knight errant. He used to be a member of SO-12, the agency
charged with policing the timelines: the ChronoGuard. He resigned owing to differences over theway the
historical timeline was managed and went rogue. The ChronoGuard decided that he was too dangerous
and eradicated him by awell-timed knock at the door during the night of his conception; my aunt April
was born instead.

'So Nelson died at the Battle of Trafalgar? | asked, recalling Dad's previous problemsin the timeline.

'Yes,' shereplied, 'but I'm not sure he was meant to. That'swhy your father says he hasto work so
closdy with Emma.’

Emma, of course, was Lady EmmaHamilton, Nelson's consort. It was she who had alerted my father to
Nelson's eradication. One moment she had been married to Lord Nelson for over ten years, the next she
was abankrupt lush living in Cdais. Must have been quite ashock. My mother leaned closer.

‘Between the two of us I'm beginning to think Emmas a bit of atram— Emmal How nice of you to join
ngl

At the doorway was atal, red-faced woman wearing a brocade dress that had seen better days. Despite
the rigours of alengthy and damaging acquai ntance with the bottle, there were the remains of great
beauty and charm about her. She must have been dazzling in her youth.

'Hdllo, Lady Hamilton,' | said, getting up to shake her hand, 'how's the husband?
'Still dead.’

'Minetoo.'



'‘Bummer.

'Ah!" | exclaimed, wondering quite where Lady Hamilton picked up the word, athough on reflection she
probably knew afew worse. ThisisHamlet.'

'Emma Hamilton,' she cooed, casting an eye in the direction of the unquestionably handsome Dane and
giving him her hand, 'Lady.’

'Hamlet, he replied, kissing her proffered hand, 'Prince.’
Her eyelashes fluttered momentarily.

‘A prince? Of anywhere I'd know?

'‘Denmark, asit happens.’

'My . . . late boyfriend bombarded Copenhagen quite mercilessly in 1801. He said the Danes put up a
good fight.'

'We Daneslike atusde, Lady Hamilton,' replied the prince with agreat dedl of charm, ‘dthough I'm not
from Copenhagen mysdlf. A little town up the coast — Elsinore. We have acastle there. Not very large
Bardly sixty rooms and a garrison of under two hundred. A bit blegk in the winter.

'Haunted?
'‘Onethat | know of. What did your late boyfriend do when he wasn't bombarding Danes?

'Oh, nothing much," she said offhandedly, 'fighting the French and the Spanish, leaving body parts around
Europe—it was quite derigueur at thetime.'

There was apause asthey stared at one another. Emma started to fan herself.
'‘Goodness!' she murmured. 'All thistalk of body parts has made me quite hot!'

‘Right!" said my mother, jJumping to her feet. That'sit! I'm not having this sort of smutty innuendo in my
house!'

Hamlet and Emmalooked startled by her outburst but | managed to pull her aside and whispered:

'Mother! Don't be s0 judgementa — after dl, they're both single, and Hamlet's interest in Emmamight
take her mind off someoneese!

'Someone. . . se?

Y ou could amost hear the cogs going around in her head. After along pause she took a deep breath,
turned back to them and smiled broadly.

'My dears, why don't you have awalk in the garden? Thereis a gentle cooling breeze and the niche d'
amour intherose garden isvery atractive thistime of year.'

'A good timefor adrink, perhaps? asked Emmahopefully.
'Perhaps, replied my mother, who was obvioudy trying to keep Lady Hamilton away from the bottle.

Emmadidn't reply. She just offered her arm to Hamlet, who took it gracioudy and was going to steer her
out of the open doorsto the patio when Emma stopped him with amurmur of ‘Not the French windows



and took him out by way of the kitchen.

'As| was saying,' said my mother as she sat down, 'Emmasalovely girl. Cake?
'Plesse’

'Here," she said, handing me the knife, 'help yoursdlf'

‘Tell me,' | began, as| cut the Battenberg carefully, 'did Landen come back?

"That's your eradicated husband, isn't it? shereplied kindly. ‘No, I'm afraid he didn't." She smiled
encouragingly. Y ou should come to one of my Eradications Anonymous evenings —were meeting
tomorrow night.'

In common with my mother, | had a husband whose redlity had been scrubbed from the here and now.
Unlike my mother, whose husband il returned every now and then from the timestream, | had a
husband, Landen, who only existed in my dreams and recollections. No one el se had any memories or
knowledge of him at al. Mum knew about Landen only because I'd told her. To anyone else, Landen's
parentsincluded, | was suffering some bizarre delusion. But Friday's father was Landen, despite his
non-existence, just as my brothers and | had been born despite my father not existing. Timetravd islike
that. Full of unexplainable paradoxes.

T'll get him back,’ | mumbled.
'Who?
‘Landen.’

Joffy reappeared from the garden with Friday, who, in common with most toddlers, didn't see why adults
couldn't give aeroplaneridesal day. | gave him adice of Battenberg, which he dropped in his eagerness
to devour it. The usudly torpid DH82 opened an eye, ate the cake and was adeep again in under three
seconds.

'‘Loremipsum dolor sit amet!' Friday cried indignantly.

'Yes, it wasimpressive, wasn't it? | agreed. '‘Bet you never saw Pickwick movethat fast —even for a
marshmallow.’

'Nostrud laboris nis et commodo consequat,’ replied Friday with greet indignation. 'Excepteur sint
cupidatat non proident!

'Servesyouright,' | told him. 'Here, have a cucumber sandwich.’

'What did my grandson say? asked my mother, staring at Friday, who wastrying to et the sandwich dl
in one go and making a nauseeting spectacle of himself.

'Oh, that'sjust him jabbering away in Lorem Ipsum. He spesks nothing ese.’
‘Lorem. .. what?

‘Lorem Ipsum. It's dummy text used by the printing and typesetting industry to demonstrate layout. | don't
know where he picked it up. Comesfrom living inside books, | should imagine.’

'l see" said my mother, not seeing at al.



'How arethe cousins? | asked.

'Wilbur and Orville both run MycroTech these days," answered Joffy as he passed me acup of tea. They
made afew mistakes while Uncle Mycroft was away, but | think he's got them on a short leash now.’

Wilbur and Orville were my aunt and uncle's two sons. Despite having two of the most brilliant parents
around, they were almost solid mahogany from the neck up.

'Pass the sugar, would you? A few mistakes?
‘Quite alot actudly. Remember Mycroft's memory erasure machine?
‘Yesand no.'

'Well, they opened achain of high-street erasure centres called Mem-U-Gon. Y ou could go in and have
unpleasant memories removed.’

‘Lucrative, | should imagine!’

'Extremely lucrative—right up to the moment they made their first mistake. Which was, considering
those two, not an if but a when.'

'Dare | ask what happened?

'l think that it was the equivaent of setting avacuum cleaner to "blow" by accident. A certain Mrs
Worthing went into the Swindon branch of Mem-U-Gon to remove every single recollection of her failed
fird marriage!

'‘And—?

'Wdll, shewas accidentally uploaded with the unwanted memories of seventy-two one-night stands,
numerous drunken arguments, fifteen wasted lives and amost athousand episodes of Name That Fruit!
She was going to sue but settled instead for the name and address of one of the men whose exploits are
now lodged in her memory. Asfar as| know, they married.’

'l likeagtory with ahappy ending,’ put in my mother.

'In any event,’ continued Joffy, 'Mycroft forbade them from using it again and gave them the Chameleocar
to market. It should be in the showrooms quite soon —if Goliath haven't pinched theideafirst.’

'Ah!" | muttered, taking another bite of cake. 'And how ismy least-favourite multinational ?

Joffy rolled hiseyes.

'Up to no good as usud. They're attempting to switch to afaith-based corporate management system.’
'‘Becominga. . . religion?

'Announced only last month on the suggestion of their own corporate precog, Sister Bettina of Stroud.
They am to switch the corporate hierarchy to amulti-deity plan with their own gods, demigods, priests,
places of worship and officid prayerbook. In the new Goliath, employeeswill not be paid with anything
asungpiritud asmoney, but faith — in the form of coupons which can be exchanged for goods and
sarvices a any Goliath-owned store. Anyone holding Goliath shares will have these exchanged on
favourable termswith these "Coupons' and everyone gets to worship the Goliath upper echelons.’



'And what do the "devotees' get in return?

'Wel, awarm sense of belonging, protection from the world's evils and areward in the afterlife— oh, and
| think therésa T-shirt in it somewhere, too.'

"That sounds very Goliath-like!

'Doesnt it just? Joffy smiled. "Worshipping in the hallowed halls of consumer-land. The more you spend,
the closer to their "god" you become.’

‘Hideous!" | exclaimed. ‘I s there any good news?

'Of course! The Swindon Mallets are going to beat the Reading Whackers to win the Superhoop this
year.

'Y ou've got to bekidding!

‘Not a al. Swindon winning the 1988 Superhoop is the subject of the incompl ete seventh Revealment of
S Zvlkx. It goeslikethis There will be a home win on the playing fields of Snvindonne in nineteen
hundred and eighty-eight, and in consequence of . . . Therestismissing, but it's pretty unequivocal.

St Zvlkx was Swindon's very own saint, and no child educated here could fail to know about him,
including me. His Reved ments had been the subject of much conjecture over the years, for good reason
—they were uncannily accurate. Even so, | was sceptica —especidly if it meant the Swindon Madlets
winning the Superhoop. The city's team, despite a surprise appearance at the Superhoop finas afew
years back and the undeniable talents of team captain Roger Kapok, were probably the worst sidein the
country.

"That'sabit of along shot, isn't it? | mean, St Zvikx vanished in, what — 12927
But Joffy and my mother didn't think it very funny.

'Y es,' said Joffy, 'but we can ask him to confirmit.’

'Y ou can? How?

'According to his sixth Reveament he's due for spontaneous resurrection at ten past nine the day after
tomorrow.'

'But that's remarkable!

'Remarkable but not unprecedented,’ replied Joffy. Thirteenth-century seers have been popping up dl
over the place. Eighteen in the last six months. Zvikx will be of interest to the faithful and usat the
Friends, but the TV networks probably won't cover it. The ratings of Brother Velobius's second coming
last week didn't even come close to beating Bonzo the Wonder Hound reruns on the other channd.!

| thought about thisfor amoment in silence.

"That's enough about Swindon,' said my mother, who had anose for gossip — especialy mine. 'What's
been happening to you?

'How long have you got? What |'ve been getting up to would fill several books:

‘Then . .. let's start with why you're back.'



So | explained about the pressures of being the head of Jurisfiction, and just how annoying books could
be sometimes, and Friday, and Landen, and Y orrick Kainesfictiond roots. On hearing this Joffy

jumped.

'Kaineis. . . fictiona?

| nodded.

'Why theinterest? Last time | was here he was awashed-up ex-member of the Whig Party.’
'He's not now. Which book is he from?

| shrugged.

I wish | knew. Why?What's going on?

Joffy and Mum exchanged nervous glances. When my mother getsinterested in politics, it really means
things are bad.

'Something isrotten in the state of England,” murmured my mother.

'And that something isthe English Chancdllor Y orrick Kaine," added Joffy, 'but don't take our word for
it. He's appearing on Toad News Network's Evade the Question Time herein Swindon & eight tonight.
WEIl go and see him for ourselves'!’

| told them more about Jurisfiction and Joffy, in return, cheerfully reported that attendance at the Global
Standard Deity church was up since he had accepted sponsorship from the Toast Marketing Board, a
company that seemed to have doubled in size and influence snce | was here last. They had spread their
net beyond hot bread and now included jams, croissants and pastriesin their portfolio of holdings. My
mother, not to be outdone, told me she received alittle bit of ponsorship money herself from Mr
Rudyard's cakes, athough she privately admitted that the Battenberg she had served up was actudly her
own. Shethen told mein great detail about her aged friends medica operations, which | can't say | was
overjoyed to hear about, and as she drew bresth in between Mrs Stripling's appendectomy and Mr
Walsh's ‘plumbing' problems, atall and imposing figure walked into the room. Hewas dressed in afine
morning coat of elghteenth-century vintage, wore an impressive moustache that would have put
Commander Bradshaw's to shame, and had an impenousness and sense of purpose that reminded me of
Emperor Zhark. "Thursday, announced my mother in a breathlesstone, ‘thisisthe Prussian Chancellor,
Herr Otto Bismarck —your father and | are trying to sort out the Schleswig-Holstein question of 1863-4;
he's gone to fetch Bismarck's opposite number from Denmark so they cantak. Otto. . . | mean, Herr
Bismarck, thisis my daughter, Thursday.'

Bismarck clicked his heds and kissed my hand in anicily polite manner.
'Fraulein Next, the pleasureisdl mine," he intoned in aheavy German accent.

My mother's curious and usualy long-dead house guests should have surprised me, but they didn't. Not
any more. Not since Alexander the Grest turned up when | was nine. Nice enough fellow — but shocking
table manners.

'S0, how are you enjoying 1988, Herr Bismarck?

'l am especialy taken with the concept of dry cleaning,’ replied the Prussian, 'and | see big things ahead
for the gasoline engine.’ He turned back to my mother. ‘But | am most eager to speak to the Danish
prime minister. Where might he be?



'l think we're having ateensy-weensy bit of trouble locating him," replied my mother, waving the cake
knife. 'Would you care for adice of Battenberg instead?

'Ah!" replied Bismarck, his demeanour softening. He stepped ddlicately over DH82 to Sit next to my
mother. Thefinest Battenberg | have ever tasted!’

'Oh, Herr B,' flustered my mother, 'you do flatter me so!”

She made 'shooing’ motions at us out of vision of Bismarck and, obedient children that we are, we
withdrew from theliving room.

'Wel!" said Joffy as we shut the door. 'How about that? Mum's after abit of Teutonic dap and tickle!'

| raised an eyebrow and stared at him.

'l hardly think so, Joff. Dad doesn't turn up that often and intelligent male company can be hard to find.'
Joffy chuckled.

‘Just good friends, en? Okay. Here'sthe dedl: I'll bet you atenner Mum and the Iron Chancellor are
doing thewild thing by thistime next week.'

‘Done.’

We shook hands and, with Emma, Hamlet, Bismarck and my mother thus engaged, | asked Joffy to look
after Friday so | could dip out of the house to get someair.

| turned left and wandered up Marlborough Road, looking about at the changes that two years absence
had wrought. | had walked thisway to school for dmost eight years, and every wall and tree and house
was asfamiliar to me asan old friend. A new hotel had gone up on Piper's Way and afew shopsinthe
Old Town had either changed hands or been updated. It al felt very familiar, and | wondered whether
the feeling of wanting to belong somewhere would stay with me, or fade, like my fondnessfor
Caversham Heights, the book in which | had made my home these past few years.

| walked down Bath Road, took aright and found mysalf in the street where Landen and | had lived,
before he was eradicated. | had returned home one afternoon to find his mother and father in residence.
Since they hadn't known who | was and considered — not unreasonably —that | was dangeroudy insane,
| decided to play it safe today and just walk past dowly on the other side of the strest.

Nothing looked very different. A tub of withered Tickia orologica was till on the porch next to an old
pogo stick and the curtainsin the windows were certainly hismother's. | walked on, then retraced my
steps, my resolveto get him back mixed with a certain fatalism, afeding that perhaps ultimately |
wouldn't and | should prepare myself. After al, he had died when he wastwo yearsold, and | had no
memories of how it had been, only of how things might have turned out had he lived.

| shrugged my shoulders and chastised mysdlf on the morbidity of my own thoughts, then walked towards
the Goliath Twilight Homes where my gran was staying these days.

Granny Next wasin her room watching a nature documentary called Walking with Ducks when | was
shown in by the nurse. Gran was wearing a blue gingham nightie, had wispy grey hair and looked al of
her no years. She had got it into her head that she couldn't shuffle off thismorta coil until she had read
the ten most boring books, but since 'boring’ was about as impossible to quantify as 'not boring' it was
difficult to know how to help.



'Shhh!" she muttered as soon as | walked in. "This programme's fascinating!' Shewas staring a the TV
screen earnedtly. 'Just think,' she went on, by analysing the bones of the extinct duck Anas
platyrhynchos they can actudly figure out how it walked.'

| stared at the small screen, where an odd animated bird waddled strangely in abackward direction as
the narrator explained just how they had managed to deduce such athing.

'How could they know that just by looking at afew old bones? | asked doubtfully, having learned long
ago that an 'expert’ was usualy anything but.

'Scoff not, young Thursday,' replied Gran, 'apand of expert avian paaeontol ogists have even deduced
that aduck’s cal might have sounded something like this. "Quock, quock™.'

"'Quock?' Hardly seemslikely.'

'Perhaps you'reright,’ she replied, switching off the TV and tossing the remote aside. "What do experts
know?

Like me, Gran was able to jump insdefiction. | wasn't sure how either of usdid it but | wasvery glad
that she could — it was she who helped me to not forget my husband, something at onetime | wasin clear
and red danger of doing thanks to Aornis, the mnemonomorph, of course. But Gran had |eft me about a
year ago, announcing that | could fend for mysdlf and she wouldn't waste any more time labouring for me
hand and foot, which was a bit of cheek redlly, as| generdly looked after her. But no matter. She was
my gran and | loved her agrest dedl.

'‘Goodness!' | said, looking at her soft and wrinkled skin, which put me oddly in mind of ababy echidnal
had once seenin National Geographic.

'What? she asked sharply.
‘Nothing.'
‘Nothing?Y ou were thinking of how old | waslooking, weren't you?

It was hard to deny it. Every time | saw her | felt she couldn't ook any older, but the next time, with
gartling regularity, she did.

"When did you get back?
Thismorning.'
'And how are you finding things?

| brought her up to date with current events. She made 'tut-tutting’ noiseswhen | told her about Haml et
and Lady Hamilton, then even louder 'tut-tut’ noises when | mentioned my mother and Bismarck.

'Risky business, that.'

'Mum and Bismarck?

'Emmaand Hamlet.'

'Hé'sfictiond and she's historical —what could be wrong about that?

'l wasthinking,' she said dowly, raising an eyebrow, 'about what would happen if Opheliafound out.'



| hadn't thought of that, and she wasright. Hamlet could be difficult but Ophdiawasimpossible.

'| dwaysthought the reason Sir John Falstaff retired from policing Elizabethan dramawasto get avay
from Ophélias sometimes unreasonable demands,' | mused, 'such as having petting animals and agoodly
supply of mineral water and fresh sushi on hand at Elsinore whenever she wasworking. Do you think |
should ingst Hamlet return to Hamlet?

'Perhaps not right away,’ said Gran, coughing into her hanky. ‘L et him see what the real world islike.
Might do him good to redlise it needn't take five acts to make up onés mind."

She gtarted coughing again so | called the nurse, who told me | should probably leave her. | kissed her
goodbye and walked out of the rest home deep in thought, trying to work up astrategy for the next few
days. | dreaded to think what my overdraft waslike and if | wasto catch Kaine I'd be better off inside
SpecOps than outside. There were no two ways about it: | needed my old job back. I'd attempt that
tomorrow and take it from there. Kaine certainly needed dedling with, and I'd play it by ear at the TV
studios tonight. I'd probably have to find a speech therapist for Friday to try to wean him off the Lorem
Ipsum, and then, of course, there was Landen. How could | even begin to get someone returned to the
here-and-now after they were deleted from the there-and-then by a chroirupt officia from the
supposedly incorruptible ChronoGuard?

| was jolted from my thoughts as | approached Mum's house. There appeared to be someone partialy
hidden from view in the aleyway opposite. | nipped into the nearest front garden, ran between the
houses, across two back gardens, and then stood on a dustbin to peek cautiously over ahigh wall. | was
right. There was someone watching my mother's house. He was dressed too warmly for summer and
was hdf hidden in the buddleia. My foot dipped on the dustbin and | made anoise. The lurker looked
round, saw me and took flight. | jumped over thewall and gave chase. It was easier than | thought. He
waan't terribly fit and | caught up with him as hetried rather patheticaly to climb awall. Pulling the man
down, | upset hissmall duffel bag and out poured an array of battered notebooks, acamera, asmall pair
of binoculars and severa copies of the SpecOps 27 gazette, much annotated in red pen. ‘Ow, ow, ow,
get off!" he said. "You're hurting!" | twisted his arm round and he dropped to hisknees. | wasjust patting
his pockets for awespon when another man, dressed not unlike the first, came charging out from behind
an abandoned car, holding aoft atree branch. | spun, dodged the blow and, as the second man's
momentum carried him on, | pushed him hard with my foot and he dammed head first into awall and
collapsed unconscious.

Thefirst man was unarmed so | made sure his unconscious friend was aso unarmed — and wasn't going
to choke on hisblood or teeth or something.

'l know you're not SpecOps,' | observed, 'because you're both way too crap. Goliath?

Thefirst man got dowly to hisfeet. He waslooking curioudy a me, rubbing hisarm where| had twisted
it. He was alarge man but not an unkindly looking one. He had short dark hair and alarge mole on his
chin. | had broken his spectacles; he didn't look Goliath but | had been wrong before.

'I'm very pleased to meet you, Miss Next. |'ve been waiting for you for along, long time!'
'I've been away.'

‘Since January 1986. I've waited nearly two and ahaf yearsto seeyou.’

‘And why would you do athing like that?

'Because,' said the man, producing an identity badge from his pocket and handing it over, 'l am your



officidly sanctioned stalker.’

| looked at the badge. 1t was true enough, he was dlocated to me. All 100 per cent legit, and | didn't
have asay init. The whole stalker thing was licensed by SpecOps 33, the Entertainments Facilitation
Department, which had drawn up specific rules with the Amalgamated Union of Stalkers asto who was
alowed to stalk who. It helped to regulate ahistorically dark business and also graded stalkers according
to skill and perseverance. My stalker was an impressive Grade |, the sort who are permitted to stalk the
redlly big celebrities. And that made me suspicious.

‘A Grade 1?7 | queried. 'Should | be flattered? | don't suppose I'm anything above a Grade 8.

‘Not nearly that high,' agreed my stalker, 'more like a Grade 12. But I've got a hunch you're going to get
bigger. | latched on to LolaVavoom in the sixtieswhen shewas just a bit part in The Streets of
Wootton Bassett and stalked her for nineteen years, man and boy. | only gave her up to move onto
Buck Stdlion. When she heard she sent me aglasstankard with " Thank you for a great stalk, Lola"
etched onit. Have you ever met her?

'Once, Mr .. ." | looked at the pass before handing it back. '. . . de Floss. Interesting name. Any relation
to Candice?

‘The author? In my dreams;’ replied the stalker, rolling his eyes. 'But since I'd like usto be friends, do
please cdl me Millon.'

'Millonitis, then.'

And we shook hands. The man on the ground moaned and sat up, rubbing his head.
'Who's your friend?

'He's not my friend,’ said Millon, 'he'smy stalker. And apain inthe arse heistoo.'
'Wait —you're astalker and you have a stalker?

'Of course!" Millon laughed. 'Ever since | published my autobiography, A Salk on the Wild Sde, I've
become abit of aceebrity mysdf. | even have a sponsorship deal with Compass Rose™ duffel coats. It
ismy celebrity status that enables Adam hereto slalk me. Cometo think of it, he's a Grade 3 stalker so
it'spossble he'sgot a stalker of his own — haven't you heard the poem?

Before | could stop him he started to recite:

... And so the tabloids do but say,

that stalkers on other stalkersprey,

and these have smaller stalkersto stalk ’em
and so proceed, ad infinitum. . ."

'No, | hadn't heard that one,' | mused as the second stalker placed a handkerchief on hisbleeding lip.
'Miss Next, thisis Adam Gnusense. Adam, MissNext.'

He waved weakly at me, looked at the bloodied handkerchief and sighed mournfully. | felt rather
remorseful al of asudden.

'Sorry to have hit you, Mr Gnusense,' | said apologeticaly, 'l didn't know what either of you was up to.’
'Occupationd hazard, Miss Next.'



'Hey, Adam," said Millon, suddenly sounding enthusiastic, 'do you have your own stalker yet?

‘Somewhere,' said Gnusense, looking around, ‘a Grade 34 loser. The sad bastard was rummaging
through my binslast night. Passe or what!'

'Kids—tsk,' sad Millon. "It might have been de rigueur in the sixties but the modern stalker is much more
subtle. Long vigils, copious notes, timed entry and exits, telephoto lenses.’

'We livein sad times,' agreed Adam, shaking his head sadly. 'Must be off. | said I'd keep aclose eyeon
Adrian Lush for afriend.’

He stood up and shambled dowly away down the dley, ssumbling on discarded beer cans.

'Not agreat talker isold Adam,' said Millon in awhisper, 'but sticksto histarget like alimpet. You
wouldn't catch him rummaging through dustbins— unless he was giving amasterclass for afew of the
young pups, of course. Tell me, Miss Next, where have you been for the past two and ahdf years?It's
been abit dull here— after the first e ghteen months of you not showing up, 1'd reduced my stalking to
only three nightsaweek.'

'You'd never believe me!'

'Y ou'd be surprised what | can believe. Asde from staking I've just finished my first book: A Short
History of the Special Operations Network. I'm aso editor of Conspiracy Theorist magazine. In
between pieces on the very tangible link between Goliath and Y orrick Kaine and the existence of a
mysterious beast known only as"Guinzilla', we've run severa articles devoted entirely to you and that
Jane Eyre thing. Wed love to do apiece on your uncle Mycroft'swork, too. Even though we know
amogt nothing, the conspiracy network is aive with hedthy haf-truths, lies and supposition. Did heredly
build an LCD cloaking devicefor cars?

‘Sort of '
'And trandating carbon paper?
'Hecdled it rossetionery.'

'And what about the ovinator? Conspiracy Theorist devotes several pages of unsubstantiated rumours
to thisoneinvention done.’

'l don't know. Some sort of machine for cooking eggs, perhaps? Is there anything you don't know about
my family?

‘Not alot. I'm thinking of writing abiography of you. How about: Thursday Next — A Biography?
‘Thetitle? Way too imaginative.'

'So | have your permisson?

'No, but if you can put adosser together on Y orrick Kaine I'll tell you al about Aornis Hades!'
'‘Acheron'slittlesster? It'saded! Areyou surel can't write your biography? I've dready made astart.’
'Pogtive—if you find anything, knock on my door.’

'l can't. Theré's ablanket restraining order on al members of the Amalgamated Union of Stalkers. We're
not alowed within a hundred yards of your place of resdence.’



| sghed.
‘All right, just wave when | come out.’

De FHossreadily agreed to that plan and | |eft him rearranging his notebook, binoculars and cameraand
starting to make copious notes on hisfirst encounter with me. | couldn't get rid of the poor deluded fool
but astalker just might — might — bean dly.

3
Evade the Question Time

PERFIDIOUSDANES'HISTORICALLY OUR ENEMY', CLAIMSINSANE HISTORIAN

‘Quitefrankly, | wasyim-pim-pim gppalled,’ said England's leading mad history scholar yesterday. The
eighth-century Danish attack on our flibble-flobble sceptred ideisastory of invasion, subjugation,
plunder and exploitation that would remain blegp-bleep-baaaaa unequalled until we tried it ourselves
many yearslater.' The confused and barely coherent historian's work has been authenticated by another
equally feeble-minded academic, who told us yesterday: "The Danish invasion began in 786 when the
Danes set up akingdom in East Anglia. They didn't even use their own names either. They preferred to
do their brutal work cowardly hiding benegth the pseudonyms of Angles, Bruts, and Flynns.' Further
research has shown that the Danes stayed for over four hundred years and were only driven home by the
crusading help of our new close friends the French.

Articleinthe New Oppressor, the official mouthpiece of the Whig Party

'How did Kaine rise so quickly to power? | asked incredulously as Joffy and | queued patiently outside
Swindon's Toad News Network studios that evening. 'When | was here last Kaine and the Whig Party
were al but washed up after the Cardenio debacle.

Joffy looked grim and nodded towards alarge crowd of uniformed Kaine followerswho werewaiting in
slencefor their gloriousleader.

"Things haven't been good back here, Thurs. Kaine regained his seat after Samuel Pring was
assassinated. The Whigs formed an dliance with the Liberals and elected Kaine astheir leader. He has
some sort of magnetism, and the numbersthat attend hisraliesincrease dl thetime. His'British
Unification' stance has had much support — mostly among stupid people who can't be bothered to think
for themsaves!

'‘War with Wales?

'He hasn't said as such but aleopard doesn't change its spots. He won by alanddide after the previous
government collapsed over the"cash for llamas' scandal. As soon as he wasin power he proclaimed
himsalf Chancellor. His Unreform Act last year restricted the vote to people with property.

'How did he get Parliament to agree to that ? | muttered, aghast at the thought of it.

'We're not sure," said Joffy sadly. 'Sometimes Parliament does the funniest things. But he's not happy just
being Chancdllor. He's arguing that committees and accountants only dow things down and if people
really want trainsto run on time and shopping trolleysto run straight, it can only be done by one man
wielding unquestionable executive power —adictator.'

'So what's stopping him?



"The President,’ replied Joffy quietly. 'Formby hastold Kainethat if he pushesfor adictatoria eection he
will stand againgt him, and Y orrick knows full well that Formby would win — he's as popular now ashe
ever was.!

| thought for amomen.
'How old is President Formby?
"That's the problem. He was eighty-four last May.'

Wefdl slent for amoment, and shuffled with the queue up to the stage door, had our identities checked
by two ugly men from SO-6 and were then ushered in. We took our seats at the back and waited
patiently for the show to begin. It seemed hard to believe that Kaine had managed to inveigle hisway to
the top of English paliticsbut, | reflected, anything can happen to afictiona character —atrait that

Y orrick obvioudy exploited to thefull.

'See that nasty-looking man on the edge of the stage? asked Joffy.
'Yes,' | replied, following the line of Joffy's finger to astocky man with short hair and no visible neck.

'Colonel Fawsten Gayle, Kaine's head of security. Not aman to trifle with. 1t's rumoured he was expelled
from school for nailing his head to a park bench for abet.’

Standing next to Gayle was a cadaverous man with pinched features and smal round spectacles. Hewas
holding a battered red briefcase and was dressed in arumpled sports jacket and corduroy trousers.

'Who'sthat?
'Erngt Stricknene. Kaine's personad adviser.'

| stared at them both for awhile and noticed that, despite being barely two feet from one another, they
didn't exchange asingleword or look. Thingsin the Kaine camp were far from settled. If | could get
closel'd just grab Yorrick and jump him straight to one of Jurisfiction’'s many prison books and that
would bethat. It looked asthough | had got back home just intime.

| consulted the complimentary copy of The New Oppressor | had found on my sest.
'Why is Kaine blaming the nation's woes on the Danish? | asked.

'Because economically we'rein aserious mess after losing to Russiain the Crimean War. They didn't just
get Tunbndge Wells as war reparations but a huge chunk of cash, too. The country is near bankruptcy,
Kainewantsto stay in power, so—'

—misdirection.’
'Bingo. He blames someone e se’
‘But the Danish?

‘Shows how desperate heis, doesn't it? As a nation we've been blaming the Welsh and the French for far
too long, and with the Russans out of the frame he's come up with Denmark as public enemy number
one. He'susing the Viking raids of AD 800 and the Danish Rule of England in the eleventh century asan
excuse to whip up some misinformed xenophobia.’

‘Ludicroud



'Agreed. The papers have been full of anti-Danish propagandathis past month. All Bang & Olufsen
entertainment systems have been withdrawn owing to "safety” concerns and Lego has been banned
pending "choking hazard" investigations. Thelist of outlawed Danish watersis becoming longer by the
second. Kierkegaard's works have aready been declared illegal under the Undesirable Danish Literature
Act and will be burned. Hans Christian Andersen will be next, we're told — and after that, maybe even
Karen Blixen.

"They can pull my copy of Out of Africa from my cold dead fingers.'

'Minetoo. Y ou'd better make sure Hamlet doesn't tell anyone where hel's from. Shhh. | think something's
happening.”

Something was happening. The floor manager had walked out on to the set and was explaining to us
exactly what we should do. After a protracted series of technical checks, the host of the show walked on
to applause from the audience. Thiswas Tudor Webastow of The Owl, who had made a career out of
being just inquisitive enough to be consdered aredigtic politicd foil for the press but not so inquidtive
that he would be found in the Thames wearing concrete overshoes.

He sat down at the middle of atable with two empty chairs either sde of him and sorted his notes.
Unusudly for Evade the Question Time the show had two speakersinstead of four, but tonight was
gpecid: Yorrick Kaine would be facing his political opposition, Mr Redmond van de Poste, of the
Commonsense Party. Mr Webastow cleared histhroat and began.

'‘Good evening and welcome to Evade the Question Time, the nation's premier topica tak show.
Tonight, asevery night, apand of distinguished public figures generaly evade answering the audience's
guestions and instead tow the party line!’

There was applause at this, and Webastow continued:

"The show tonight comes from Swindon in Wessex. Sometimes called the third capital of England or the
"Venice onthe M4", the Swindon of today isafinancid and manufacturing powerhousg, itscitizensa
cross-section of professionals and artistswho are politicaly indicative of the country asawhole. I'd dso
liketo mention at this point that Evade the Question Time is brought to you by Neat-Fit® Exhaust
Systems, the tailpipe of choice!

He paused for amoment and shuffled his papers.

'We are honoured to have with us tonight two very different speakers from opposite ends of the palitical
spectrum. Firgt | would like to introduce a man who was paliticaly dead two years ago but has managed
to pull himself up to the second-highest palitical office in the nation with a devoted following of many
millions, not al of whom are deranged. Ladies and gentlemen, Chancellor Y orrick Kaing!'

There was amixed reception as Kaine walked on to the stage, and he grinned and nodded his head for
the benefit of the crowd. | leaned forward in my seat. He didn't appear to have aged at al in the two
yearssince| had last seen him, which iswhat | would expect from afictioneer. Still looking to bein his
late twenties with black hair swept neetly to the sde, he might have been amae mode from aknitting
pattern. | knew he wasn't. I'd checked.

"Thank you very much,’ said Kaine, sitting at the table and clasping his handsin front of him. 'May | say
that | ways regard Swindon as a home away from home.’

Therewas abrief twitter of delight from the front of the audience, mostly little old ladieswho looked
upon Kaine asthe son they never had. Webastow went on:



'And opposing him we are aso honoured to welcome Mr Redmond van de Poste of the opposition
Commonsense Party.'

There was notably less applause as van de Poste walked in. He was older than Kaine by amost thirty
years, looked tired and gaunt, wore round horn-rimmed spectacles and had a high-domed forehead that
shone when it caught the light. He looked about furtively before Sitting down stiffly. | guessed the reason.
He was wearing a heavy flak vest beneath his suit — and with good reason. The last three Commonsense
leaders had dl met with mysterious degths. The previous incumbent had been Mrs Fay Bentoss, who had
died after being hit by acar. Not so unusud, you might think —except she had been in her front room
when it happened.

"Thank you, gentlemen, and welcome. Thefirst question comes from Miss Pupkin.'
A smal woman stood up and said shyly:

'Hello. A Terrible Thing was done by Somebody thisweek, and I'd like to ask the pandl if they condemn
this'

'A very good question,’ responded Webastow. 'Mr Kaine, perhaps you'd like to art the bal rolling?

"Thank you, Tudor. Yes, | condemn utterly and completely the Terrible Thing in the strongest possible
terms. Wein the Whig Party are appdled by the way in which Terrible Things are donein this great
nation of ourswith no retribution againgt the Somebody who did them. | would dso like to point out that
the current spate of Terrible Things being undertaken in our towns and citiesis a burden we inherited
from the Commonsense Party, and | would like to point out that in real termsthe occurrence of Terrible
Things has dropped by over twenty-eight per cent since we took office.'

There was applause at this. Webastow then asked van de Poste for his comments.

'Wdll,' saild Redmond with asigh, ‘quite clearly my learned friend has got his facts mixed up. According
to theway we massage the figures, Terrible Things are actudly on theincrease. But I'd like to stop
playing party politics for amoment and state for the record that although thisis of course agreat persona
tragedy for thoseinvolved, condemning out of hand these acts does not alow usto understand why they
occur and more needs to be done to get to the root cause of—'

'Y et again,' interrupted Kaine, 'yet again we see the Commonsense Party shying away from its
responghilities and failing to act toughly on unspecified difficulties. | hope al the unnamed people who
have suffered unclearly defined problemswill understand—

'l did say we condemned the Terrible Thing,' put in van de Poste, ‘and | might add that we have been
conducting astudy into the entire range of Terrible Thingsal the way from Just Annoying to
Outrageoudy Awful and will act on these findings—if we gain power.’

"Trust the Commonsensers to do things by half measures!’ scoffed Kaine, who obvioudy enjoyed these
sorts of discussons. '‘By going only so far as"Outrageoudy Awful" Mr van de Posteis sdlling hisown
nation short. We in the Whig Party have been looking at the Terrible Things problem and propose a
zero-tolerance attitude to offences aslow as Mildly Ingppropnate. Only in thisway can the Somebodies
who commit Terrible Things be stopped before they move on to acts that are Obscendly Perverse!

There was another smattering of applause, presumably as the audience tried to figure out whether 'Just
Annoying was worse than 'Mildly Ingppropriate.

‘Succinctly put," announced Webastow. ‘At the end of thefirst round | will award three pointsto Mr



Kanefor an excdlent nonspecific condemnation, plus one bonus point for blaming the previous
government, and another for successfully mutating the question to promote the party line. Mr van de
Poste gets apoint for afirm rebuttal, but only two points for his condemnation as hetried to inject an
impartial and intelligent observation. So a the end of thefirgt round, it's Kaine leading with five points,
and van de Poste on three!'

There was more applause as the numbers came up on the score-board.

'On to the next stage of the show, which we call the "not answering the question” round. We have a
guestion from Miss|ves!'

A middle-aged woman put up her hand and asked:

'Doesthe pand think that sugar should be added to rhubarb pie or the sweetness deficit made up by an
additive, such as custard?

"Thank you, Miss Ives. Mr van de Poste, would you care to not answer this question first?

'Wéll," said Redmond, eyeing the audience for any possible ns, 'this question goes straight to the
heart of government, and I'd likefirst to point out that the Commonsense Party, when we were in power,
tried more ways of doing things than any other party in living memory, and in consegquence came closer to
the right way of doing something, evenif wedidn't know it a thetime.'

There was applause and Joffy and | exchanged looks.
'Doesit get any better? | whispered.
'Wait until they get on to Denmark.'

' utterly refute, began Kaine, 'theimplication that we aren't doing things the right way. To demonstrate
thisI'd like to wander completely off the point and talk about the Hedlth Service Overhaul that we will
launch next year. We want to replace the outdated "preventatlve' style of hedthcare this country has
relentlesdy pursued with a"wait until it getsredly bad" system which will target those most in need of
medica trestment —the sick. Y early hedlth screeningsfor al citizenswill end and will bereplaced by a
"tertiary” diagnostic regime which will save money and resources:’

Again, there was applause.

'Okay, announced Webastow, 'lI'm going to give van de Poste three points for successfully not answering
that question at dl, but five pointsto Kaine, who not only ignored the question but instead used it asa
platform for hisown politica agenda. So with Sx rounds till to go, we have Kaine with ten points, and
van de Poste with six. Next question please.’

A young man with dyed red hair Stting in our row put his hand up.

'l would like to suggest that the Danish are not our enemy, and thisis nothing more than acynicad move
by the Whigs to blame someone e'se for our own economic troubles!’

'Ah!" said Webstow. 'The controversia Danish question. I'm going to let Mr van de Poste avoid this
question firgt.'

Van de Poste looked unwell al of a sudden and glanced nervoudy towards where Stricknene and Gayle
wereglaring a him.



'l think," he began dowly, 'that if the Danish are as Mr Kaine describes, | will offer my support to his
policies!

He dabbed his forehead with ahandkerchief as 'Y orrick began:

'When | cameto power England was anation in the grip of economic decline and socid ills. No one
redised it a thetimeand | took it upon mysdlf to demonstrate by any meansin my power the depthsto
which this great nation had falen. With the support of my followers, | have managed to demonstrate
reasonably clearly that things aren't as good as we thought they were, and what we imagined was peace
and coexistence with our neighbours was actudly afool's paradise of delusion and parancia. Anyone
whothinks. ..

| leaned over to Joffy.
'Do people believe this garbage?

'I'm afraid so. | think he's working on the "peoplewill far more readily believe abig liethan asmall one'
principle. Still surprises me, though.’

... whoever disturbs thismission,’ rattled on Kaine, 'is an enemy of the people, whether they be Danish
or Welsh sympathisers esger to overthrow our nation, or ill-informed lunatics who do not deserve the
vote, or avoice.’

There was applause but afew boos, too. | saw Colonel Gayle make notes on a scrap of paper of who
was shouting them, counting out the seat numbers as he did 0.

‘But why the Danish? continued the man with the red hair. They have anotorioudy fair system of
parliament, an impeccable record of human rights and a deserved reputation for upstanding charitable
worksin Third World nations— | think these arelies, Mr Kaine!'

There were gasps and intakes of breath but afew head-noddings, too. Even, | think, from van de Poste.

'For the moment at least,' began Kaine in aconciliatory tone, 'everyoneis permitted an opinion, and |
thank our friend for his candour. However, | would like to bring the audience's attention to an unrelated
yet emotive issue that will turn the discussion away from the embarrassng shortcomings of my
adminigtration and back into the arena of populist politics. Namely: the disgraceful record of puppy and
kitten death when the Commonsense Party werein power.'

At the mention of puppies and kittens dying there were cries of darm from the e der members of the
audience. Confident that he had turned the discussion, Kaine went on:

'Asthings stand at the moment, over one thousand unwanted puppies and kittens are destroyed each
year by lethd injection which isfredy available to veterinariansin Denmark. As committed humanitarians,
the Whig Party has dways condemned unwanted pet extermination.’

'Mr van de Poste? asked Webastow. 'How do you react to Mr Kaine's diversionary tactics regarding
kitten death?

‘Clearly,’ began van de Poste, 'kitten and puppy death is regrettable, but we in the Commonsense Party
must bring it to everyone's attention that unwanted pets have to be destroyed in this manner. If people
were more responsible with their pets, then this sort of thing wouldn't happen.”

"Typica of the Commonsense approach!" barked Kaine. 'Blaming the population as though they were
feeble-minded foolswith little persond responsbility! Wein the Whig Party would never condone such



an accusation, and are appalled by Mr van de Poste's outburst. | will personally pledge to you now that |
will make the puppy home deficit problem my primary concern when | am made dictator.’

Therewereloud cheersat thisand | shook my head sadly.

'Wdll,' said Webastow happily, 'l think I will give Mr Kaineafull five pointsfor his masterful
misdirection, plus abonus two points for obscuring the Danish issue rather than facing up to it. Mr van de
Pogte, I'm sorry that | can only offer you asingle point. Not only did you tacitly agree with Mr Kaine's
outrageous foreign policy, but you answered the unwanted pet problem with an honest reply. So at the
end of round three Kaineis galloping ahead with seventeen points, and van de Poste bringing up the rear
with seven. Our next question comes from Mr Wedgwood.'

'Yes,' said avery old manin thethird row, 'l should like to know if the pandl supportsthe Goliath
Corporation's change to afaith-based corporate management system.’

And s0 it dragged on for nearly an hour, Kaine making outrageous claims and most of the audiencefailing
to notice or, even worse, care. | was extremely glad when the programme drew to a close with Kaine
leading thirty-eight pointsto van de Poste's sixteen, and we filed out of the door.

'What now? asked Joffy.

| took my Jurisfiction TravelBook from my pocket and opened it at the page that offered a paragraph of
The Sword of the Zenobians, one of the many unpublished works Jurisfiction used asaprison. All | had
to do was grab Kaine's hand and read.

'I'm going to take Kaine back to the BookWorld with me. He's far too dangerousto leave out here!

'| agree,’ said Joffy, leading me round to where two large limousines were waiting for the Chancellor.
'Hell want to meet his"adoring” public so you should have achance!’

We found the crowd waiting for him and pushed our way to the front. Most of the TV audience had
turned up to see Kaine but not for the same purpose as me. There was excited chatter asKaine
appeared. He smiled serendly and walked down the line, shook hands and was presented with flowers
and babiesto kiss. Close by his side was Colonel Gayle with aphalanx of guards who stared into the
crowd to make sure no onetried anything. Behind them al | could see was Stricknene il clingingonto
thered briefcase. | partidly hid mysdf behind an enthusiastic Kaine acolyte waving aWhig Party flag so
Kaine didn't see me. We had crossed swords once before and he knew what | was capable of, much as
| knew what he was capable of —the last time we met he had tried to have us dl eaten by the Glatisant, a
sort of hell-beast from the depths of mankind's most depraved imagination. If he could conjure up
fictiona beastsat will, | would have to be careful.

But then, asthe small group moved closer, | sarted to fed acuriousimpulse not to trap Kaine but to join
inwith the infectious enthusiasm. The atmosphere was dectric, and being swept dong with the crowd
was something that just suddenly seemed right. Joffy had fallen under the spdll dready and waswaving
and whistling his support. | fought down a strong urge to stop what | was doing and perhaps give Y orrick
the benefit of the doubt. He and his entourage were now upon us. His hand came out towards the crowd.
| eadied mysdlf, glanced at the opening lines of Zenobians and waited for the right moment. | would
haveto hold ontight as | read our way into the BookWorld but that didn't bother me as1'd done it many
times before. What did worry me was the fact that my resolve was softening fast. Before the Kaine
magnetism could take me over any further | took a deep breath, grabbed the outstretched hand and
muttered quickly:

'It was a time of peace within the land of the Zenobians . . .’



It didn't take long for meto jump into the BookWorld. Within afew moments the bustling night-time
crowd in the car park of the Toad News Network's studios had vanished from view to be replaced by a
warm verdant valley where herds of unicorns grazed peacefully under the summer sun. Grammeasites
wheded in the blue skies, riding the thermal s that rose from the warm grasdand.

'Sol" | said, turning to Kaine and receiving something of a shock. Beside mewasnot Y orrick but a
middle-aged man holding aWhig Party flag and staring at the crystal-clear waters babbling through agap
intherocks. | must have grabbed the wrong hand.

"Where am |7 asked the man, who was understandably confused.
It'sanear death experience,’ | told him hastily, ‘what do you think?
'It's beautiful!’

'‘Good. Don't get too fond of it, I'm taking you back.'

| grasped him again, muttered the password under my breath and jumped out of fiction, something | had
alot lesstrouble with. We arrived behind some dusthins just as Kaine and his entourage were driving off.
| ran up to Joffy, who was gtill waving goodbye, and told him to snap out of it.

'Sorry," he said, shaking his head. "What happened to you?
'Don't ask. C'mon, let's go home.’

We left the scene as a very excited and confused middle-aged man tried to tell anyone who would listen
about his 'near death’ experience.

| went to bed past midnight, my head spinning from my experience of Kaine'samost hypnotic hold on
the populace. Still, I wasn't out of idess. | could try to grab him again and, failing that, use the eraserhead
| had smuggled out of the BookWorld. Destroying him didn't bother me. 1'd be no more guilty of murder
than an author with a delete key. But while Formby opposed him Kaine would not become dictator, so |
had a bit of timeto work up astrategy. | could observe, and plan. 'Time spent doing renaissance,’ Mrs
Malaprop used to tell me, ‘is never wasted.'

4
A Town Like Swvindon

FORMBY DENIESKAINE

President-for-life George Formby vetoed Chancellor Kaine's attempts to make himself dictator of
England yesterday during one of the most heated exchanges this nation has ever seen. Kaine's Ultimate
Executive Power Bill, dready passed by Parliament, requires only the presidential signature to become
law. President Formby, speaking from the presidental palacein Wigan, told reporters: 'Eeee, | wouldn't
havea***** |ikethat run agrocer's, let doneacountry!" Chancellor Kaine. angered by the President's
remark, declared Formby 'too old to have a say in this nation's future, "out of touch’ and 'a poor singer’,
the last of which he wasforced to retract after a public outcry.’

Artidein The Toad, 13 July 1988

It wasthe morning following Evade the Question Time and | had dept badly, waking up before Friday,
which was unusud. | stared at the celling and thought about Kaine. 1'd have to follow him to his next



public engagement before he discovered that | had returned. | was just thinking about why Joffy and |
had nearly been sucked into the whole Y orrick circus when Friday awoke and blinked at meina
breakfast sort of way. | dressed quickly and took him downgtairs.

'Welcome to Swindon Breakfast with Toad' announced the TV presenter aswe walked in, ‘with
mysdf, Warwick Fridge, and the lovely Leigh Onzolent—'

‘Hello—'

‘—bringing you two hours of news and views, fun and competitionsto see you into the day. Breakfast
with Toad is sponsored by Arkwright's Doorknobs, the finest door furniturein Wessex.'

Warwick turned to Leigh, who waslooking way too glamorous for eight in the morning. She smiled and
continued:

"Thismorning welll be speaking to croquet captain Roger Kapok about Swindon's chancesin Superhoop
'88, and a'so to aman who claimsto have seen unicornsin anear death experience. Network Toad's
resident dodo whisperer will be on hand for your pet's psychiatric problems and our Othello
backwards-reading competition reaches the quarter-finas. Later on we talk to Mr Joffy Next about
tomorrow's potential resurrection with St Zvlkx, but firgt, the news. The CEO of Goliath has announced
contrition targets to be attainable within—'

'Morning, daughter,' said my mother, who had just walked into the kitchen, 'l never thought of you asan
ealy riser.’

'l wasn't until Junior turned up,’ | replied, pointing at Friday, who was eyeing the porridge pot
expectantly, 'but if there's one thing he knows how to do, it's eat.’

It'swhat you did best when you were his age. Oh," added my mother absently, '| haveto give you
something, by theway.’

She hurried from the room and returned with asheeth of officia-looking papers.
'Mr Hicksleft them for you.'

Braxton Hicks was my old boss back a Swindon SpecOps. | had |eft abruptly, and from thelook of his
opening letter it didn't look asif he was very happy about it. | had been demoted to 'Literary Detective
Researcher', and the letter demanded my gun and badge back. The second |etter was an outstanding
warrant of arrest relating to atrumped-up charge of possession of asmall amount of illegaly owned
bootleg cheese.

'Ischeese il overpriced? | asked my mother.

‘Criminal!" she muttered. 'Over five hundred per cent duty. And it's not just cheese, either. They've
extended the duty to cover dl dairy products—even yogurt.'

| Sghed. | would probably have to go into SpecOps and explain mysdlf. | could beg forgiveness, go to
the stressperts and plead post-traumatic stress disorder or Xplkqulkiccasia or something and ask for my
old job back. Perhapsif | wereto get handy with anineiron it might swing things with my golf-mad boss.
Outside SpecOps was not agood placeto beif | wanted to hunt Y orrick Kaine or |obby the
ChronoGuard for my husband back; it would help to have accessto al the SpecOps and police
databases.

| looked through the papers. | had apparently been found guilty of the cheese transgression and fined



£5,000 plus costs.

'Did you pay this? | asked my mother, showing her the court demand.

‘Yes.
‘Then | should pay you back.'

'No need,’ shereplied, adding before | could thank her: 'l paid it out of your overdraft —whichisquite
big, now.’

'How . . . thoughtful of you.'

'Don't mention it. Bacon and eggs?
'Plesse’

‘Coming up. Would you get the milk?

| went to the front door to fetch the milk and as | bent down to pick it up there was a whang-thop noise
asahbullet zipped past my ear and thudded into the door frame next to me. | was about to dam the door
and grab my automatic when an unaccountable stillness took hold, like a sudden becaming. Above mea
pigeon hung frozen in the air, itswingtip feathers splayed as it reached the bottom of a downstroke. A
motorcyclist on the road was balancing, impossibly till, and passers-by were now as stiff and unmoving
as statues— even Pickwick had stopped in mid-waddle. Time, for the moment at least, had frozen. |
knew only one person who had aface that could stop the clock like this— my father. The question was—
where was he?

| looked up and down the road. Nothing. Since | was about to be nated | thought it might help to
know who was doing the assassinating, so | walked down the garden path and across the road to the
aley where de Hoss had hidden himsdlf so badly the previous day. It was herethat | found my father
looking at asmall and very pretty blonde woman no more than five foot high who was time-frozen
hafway through the process of disassembling a sniper'srifle. She was probably in her late twenties and
her hair was pulled back into a ponytail held tight with aflower hair tie. | noted with a certain detached
amusement that there was alucky gonk attached to the trigger guard and that the stock was covered with
pink fur. Dad looked younger than me but he was instantly recognisable. The odd nature of the time

bus ness tended to make operativeslive nonlinear lives—every time | met him hewas a different age.

'Hello, Dad.'

'Y ou were correct,’ he said, comparing the woman's frozen features with those on a series of
photographs, ‘it'san nal right.

'Never mind that for the moment!" | cried happily. 'How are you? | haven't seen you for years!
He turned and stared at me.

'My dear girl, we spoke only afew hours ago!'

‘Nowedidn't.’

'Wedid, actudly.'

'‘Wedid not.'



He stared at me for amoment and looked at hiswatch, shook it and listened to it, then shook it again.
'Here,' | said, handing him the chronograph | was wearing, ‘take mine!'

'Very nice—thank you. Ah! | stand corrected. Three hours from now. It's an easy mistake to make. Did
you have any thoughts about that matter we discussed?

'No, Dad,' | said in an exasperated tone, 'it hasn't happened yet, remember?

'You're dways so linear," he muttered, returning to comparing the pictures with the assassin. 'l think you
ought to try and expand your horizons a bit —bingo!'

He had found a picture that matched my n and read the label on the back.

'Expensve hit-woman working in the Wiltshire—Oxford area. Looks petite and bijou but isas deadly as
the best of them. She trades under the name the Windowmaker.' He paused. 'Should be Widowmaker ,
shouldntit?

‘But | heard the Windowmaker was lethal,' | pointed out. ‘A contract with her and you're deader than
corduroy.’

'l heard that too," replied my father thoughtfully. 'Sixty-seven victims, sixty-eight if she wasthe onethat
did Samud Pring. She must have meant to miss. It'sthe only explanation. In any event, her red nameis
Cindy Stoker.'

This was unexpected. Cindy was married to Spike Stoker, an operative over at SO-17 whom | had
worked with a couple of times. | had even given him advice on how best to tell Cindy that he hunted
down werewolvesfor aliving — not the choicest professon for apotentia husband.

'Cindy ismy assassin? Cindy isthe Windowmaker?
"Y ou know her?
'Of her. Wifeof agood friend.'

'Wdll, don't get too chummy. Shetriesand failsto kill you three times. The second time with abomb
under your car on Monday, then next Friday at e even in the morning — but she fails and you, ultimately,
choosefor her to die. | shouldn't redlly betelling you this, but as we discussed, we've got bigger fish to

fry.
'What bigger fish to fry?

'Sweetpea,’ he said, giving me his stern ‘father knows best’ voice, ‘I'm really not going to go through it all
again. Now | haveto get back to work — there's a TimePhoon brewing in the Dark Agesand if we don't
sort it out welll be picking anachronisms out of thetimelinefor acentury.’

'Wait — you're working at the ChronoGuard?

'I'vetold you all about thisalready! Do try and keep up —you're going to need al your wits about you
over the next week. Now, get back to the house and I'll start the world up again.’

Hewasn't in avery chatty mood, but since | would be seeing him later and would find out then what we
had just discussed, there didn't ssem alot of point in talking anyway, so | bade him goodbye, and as|
walked up the garden path time returned to normal with a snap. The pigeon flew on, the traffic continued
to move and everything carried on asusua. Time had stopped so completely that everything my father



and | had talked about occupied notime at dl. Still, at least this meant | wouldn't have to be constantly
looking over my shoulder as| knew when she would try to get rid of me. Mind you, | wasn't looking
forward to her death a my hands. Spike would be severdly pissed off.

| returned to the kitchen, where Mum was still hard at work cooking my bacon and eggs. To her and
Friday | had been gone | ess than twenty seconds.

'What was that noise when you were at the door, Thursday?

'Probably a car backfiring.'

'Funny,’ she said, 'l could have sworn it was a high-velocity bullet striking wood. Two eggs or one?
‘Two, please’

1 picked up the newspaper, which was running afive-page expose revealing that 'Danish pastries were
actually brought to Denmark by displaced Viennese bakers in the sixteenth century. 'In what other ways,'
thundered the article, 'have the dishonest Danes made fools of us? | shook my head sadly and turned to
another page.

Mum said she could look after Friday until teatime, something | got her to promise before she had fully
redised theimplications of nappy changing and saw just how bad his manners were a breskfast. He
ydled, 'Ut enimad veniam!', which might have meant: 'Look how far | can throw my porridge!' asa
spoonful of oatmed flew across the kitchen, much to the delight of DH82, who had learned pretty
quickly that hanging around messy toddlers at mealtimes was an extremely productive pastime.

Hamlet came down to breakfast, followed, after a prudent gap, by Emma. They bade each other good
morning in such an obviousway that only their serious demeanour kept me from laughing out loud.

'Did you deep well, Lady Hamilton? asked Hamlt.
'l did, thank you. My room faces east for the morning light, you know.'

'Ah!" replied Hamlet. 'Mine doesn't. | believe it was once the boxroom. It has pretty pink wallpaper and
abedsidelight shaped like Twestie-pie. Not that | noticed much, of course, being fast adegp —on my
own.'

'Of course!
'Let me show you something,’ said Mum after breakfast.

| followed her down to Mycroft's workshop. Alan had kept Mum's dodos trapped in the potting shed dll
night and even now threatened to peck anyone who so much aslooked at him ‘in afunny way'.

'Pickwick!" | said sternly. ‘Are you going to let your son bully those dodos?

Pickwick looked the other way and pretended to have an itchy foot. To be honest she couldn't control
Alan any morethan | could. Only haf an hour previoudly he had chased the postman out of the garden
with an angry plink-plink-plink noise, something even the postman had to admit ‘was afirst'.

Mum opened the side door to the large workshop and we entered. Thiswas where my Uncle Mycroft
diddl hisinventing. It was here that he had demonstrated, among many other things, trandating carbon
paper, asarcasm early warning device, Nextian geometry and, most important to me, the Prose Portal —
the method by which | first entered fiction. Mother was aways nervous in Mycroft's [ab. Many years ago



he had devel oped some four-dimensiond paper, the idea being that you could print on the same sheet of
paper again and again, isolating the different over-printingsin marginaly different time zonesthat could be
read by the use of tempora spectacles. By going to the nanosecond level, amillion sheets of text or
pictures could be stored on one sheet of paper in asingle second. Brilliant — but the paper looked
identica to astandard sheet of A4, and it had been along, contentious family argument that my mother
used the irreplaceable prototype to line the compost bucket. It was no wonder she was careful near his
inventions.

'What did you want to show me?

She smiled and led meto the end of the workshop. There, next to my stuff, which she had rescued from
my apartment, was the unmistakabl e shape of my Porsche 356 Speedster hidden beneath a dustshest.

'I've run the engine every month and kept it MOTed for you. | even took it for a spin acouple of times.”

She pulled the sheet off with aflourish. The car il looked dightly shabby after our various encounters,
but just theway | liked it. | gently touched the bullet holes that had been made by Hades all those years
ago, and the bent front wing where | had did it into the River Severn. | opened the garage doors.

"Thanks, Mum. Sure you're dl right with the boy Friday?

'Until four this afternoon. But you have to promise me something.'

'What's that?

‘That you'll come to my Eradications Anonymous group thisevening.'

‘Mum—!'

[t will do you good. Y ou might enjoy it. Might meet someone. Might make you forget Linden.'
‘Landen. Hisname's Landen. And | don't need or want to forget him.’

"Then the group will support you. Besides, you might learn something. Oh, and would you take Haml et
with you? Mr Bismarck has abeein his bonnet about Danes because of that whole silly
Schleswig-Holgtein thingummy.'

| narrowed my eyes. Could Joffy beright?

'What about Emma? Do you want me to take her, too?
‘No. Why?

'Er, no reason.’

| picked up Friday and gave him akiss.

'‘Be good, Friday. Y ou're staying with Nanafor the day.’

Friday looked at me, looked at Mum, stuck hisfinger up hisnose and said: 'Sunt in culpa qui officiaid
est laborum?

| ruffled his hair and he showed me abogey he had found. | declined the present, wiped his hand with a
hanky, then went to look for Hamlet. | found him in the front garden demonstrating athrust-and-parry
sword fight to Emmaand Pickwick. Even Alan had |eft off bullying the other dodos and waswatching in



dlence. | called out to Hamlet and he came running.

'Sorry,' said the prince as | opened the garage doors, just demonstrating how that damn fool Laertes gets
his comeuppance.’

| showed him how to get into the Porsche, dropped in mysdlf, started the engine and drove off down the
hill towardsthe Brunel Centre.

"Y ou seem to be getting on very well with Emma’

'Who? asked Hamlet, unconvincingly vague.

‘Lady Hamilton.'

'Oh, her. Nicegirl. We have alot in common.’

‘Such as—?

'Well,' said Hamlet, thinking hard, 'we both have agood friend called Horatio.'

We motored on down past the magic roundabout and | pointed out the new stadium with itsfour
floodlighting towers standing tall among the low housing.

‘That's our croquet stadium,’ | said, 'thirty thousand seats. Home of the Swindon Mallets croquet team.'
'Croquet isanationa sport out here?

'Ohyes,' | replied, knowing athing or two about it Snce | used to play mysdlf. ‘It hasevolved alot since
the early days. For adart the teams are bigger —ten aside in World Croquet League. The players have
to get their bals through the hoopsin the quickest possible time, so it can be quite rough. A stray ball can
pack awallop and aflailing mallet is potentidly letha. The WCL insist on body armour and perspex
barriersfor the spectators.”

| turned |eft into Manchester Road and parked behind a Griffin-6 Lowrider.
'What now?
'Haircut. Y ou don't think I'm going to spend the next few weeks looking like Joan of Arc, do you?

'Ah!" said Hamlet. 'Y ou hadn't mentioned it for awhile so I'd stopped noticing. If it'sal right with you, I'll
just stay here and write aletter to Horatio. Does "pirate’ have one"t" or two?

'‘One.’

| walked into Mum's hairdresser. The stylistslooked a my hair with a sort of shocked numbness until
Lady Volescamper, who aong with her increasingly eccentric mayora husband constituted Swindon's
most visible aristocracy, suddenly pointed at me and said in astrident tone that could shatter glass:

‘That'sthe style | want. Something new. Something retro — something to cause a sensation at the
Swindon Manson House Ball!'

Mrs Barnet, who was both the chief stylist and officia gossip laureate of Swindon, kept her 1ook of
horror to hersalf and then said diplomaticaly:

'Of course. And may | say that Her Grace's boldness matches her sense of style!”



Lady Volescamper returned to her Femole magazine, appearing not to recognise me, which wasjust as
well —thelast time | went to Vole Towers ahell beast from the darkest depths of the human imagination
trashed the entrance lobby.

'Hello, Thursday,’ said Mrs Barnet, wrapping a sheet around me with an expert flourish, 'haven't seen you
forawhile!

'I've been away.'
'In prison?
'No —just away.'

'Ah. How would you like it? 1 have it on good authority that the "Joan of Arc" look is set to be quite
popular this summer.’

"Y ou know I'm not afashion person, Gladys. Just get rid of the dopey haircut, would you?
'‘As madame wishes." She hummed to hersdf for amoment, then asked: ‘Been on holiday this year?

| got back to the car ahalf-hour later to find Hamlet talking to atraffic warden, who seemed so
engrossed in whatever he wastelling her that she wasn't writing me aticket.

'And that,’ said Hamlet as soon as| came within earshot, making athrusting motion with his hand, 'was

when | cried: "A rat, arat!" and killed the unseen old man. Hello, Thursday — goodness, that's short, isn't
it?

'It's better than it was. C'mon, I've got to go and get my job back.’

‘Job? asked Hamlet as we drove off, leaving a very indignant traffic warden, who wanted to know what
happened next.

'Y es. Out here you need money to live.'
I'vegot lots said Hamlet generoudy. 'Y ou should have some of mine!'

‘Somehow | don't think fictiona kroner from an unspecified century will cut the mustard down &t the First
Goliath —and put the skull away. They aren't generaly considered afashion accessory hereinthe
Outland.’

‘They're dl the rage where | come from.'
'Wéll, not here. Put it in this Tesco's bag.'
'STOP!"

| screeched to a hdlt.

'What?

‘That, over there. It's me!'

Before | could say anything Hamlet had jumped out of the car and run acrosstheroad to a
coin-operated machine on the comer of the street. | parked the Speedster and walked over to join him.
He was gtaring with ddlight at the smple box, the top haf of which was glazed; ingde was a suitably



attired mannequin visble from the waist up.

'It's called aWill-Speak machine,' | said, passing him acarrier bag. 'Here— put the skull in the bag like |
asked.'

'What doesit do?

'Officidly it's called a Shakespeare Soliloquy Vending Automaton,' | explained. "Y ou put in two shillings
and get ashort snippet from Shakespeare.”

‘Of me?
'Yes,' | said, 'of you.'

For it was, of course, a Hamlet Will-Spesk machine, and the mannequin Hamlet sat looking blankly out
at the flesh-and-blood Hamlet standing next to me.

'Can we hear abit? asked Hamlet excitedly.
'If you want. Here!'

| dug out acoin and placed it in the machine. There was awhirring and clicking as the dummy cameto
life

"To be, or not to be,’ began the mannequin in ahollow metdlic voice. The machine had been built in the
thirties and was now pretty much worn out. "That is the question: Whether ’tis nobler in the mind—'

Hamlet was fascinated, like a child listening to atape recording of their own voice for thefirgt time.
'Isthat really me? he asked.

"The words are yours— but actorsdo it alot better.’

'—or to take arms against a sea of troubles—'

‘Actors?

'Yes. Actors, playing Hamlet.'

He looked confused.

'—That flesh isheir to—'

'l don't understand.’

'Well," | began, looking around to check that no one was listening, 'you know that you are Hamlet, from
Shakespeare's Hamlet?

'Yes?

'—To die, to leep; To Seep: perchance to dream—

'Well, that'saplay, and out herein the Outland, people act out that play.’
'With me?



'Of you. Pretending to be you.'
'But I'm thereal me?

'—Who would fardels bear—'
'In amanner of spesking.’

'Ahhh," he said after afew moments of deep thought, 'l see. Like the whole Murder of Gonzago thing. |
wondered how it &l worked. Can we go and see me some time?

'l ... suppose,’ | answered uneasily. ‘Do you redly want to?
'—from whose bourn No traveller returns—'

'Of course. I've heard that some peoplein the Outland think | am adithering twit unable to make up his
mind rather than adynamic leader of men, and these "play" things you describe will proveit to me one
way or the other.’

| tried to think of the moviein which he prevaricatesthe least.

'We could get the Zeffirelli verson out on video for you to look at.’
'Who plays me?

'Mél Gibson.'

‘—Thus conscience doth make cowards of us all—'

Hamlet stared at me, mouth open.

‘But that's incredible!" he said ecstatically. 'I'm Md's biggest fan!' He thought for amoment. 'So. . .
Horatio must be played by Danny Glover, yes?

'—sicklied o'er with the pale cast of thought—'
'No, no. Ligten: the Lethal Weapon seriesisnothing like Hamlet.'

'Wdll,' replied the prince reflectively, 'in that | think you might be mistaken. The Martin Riggs character
begins with sdlf-doubt and contemplates suicide over the loss of aloved one, but eventudly turnsinto a
decisive man of action and killsal the bad guys.' He paused for amoment. 'Same asthe Mad Max
seies, redly. Is Opheliaplayed by Patsy Kensit?

'No," | replied, trying to be patient, 'Helena Bonham Carter.'

He perked up when he heard this.

"This gets better and better! When | tell Ophelia, shell flip —if she hasn't dready.’

'Perhaps,’ | said thoughtfully, 'you'd better see the Olivier version instead. Come on, we've work to do.'

'—their currents turn awry, And lose the name of action.'

The Will-Speak Hamlet stopped clicking and whirring and sat sllent once more, waiting for the next
florin.



5
Ham(let) and Cheese

'‘SEVEN WONDERS OF SWINDON' NAMING BUREAUCRACY UNVEILED

After five years of careful consderation, Swindon City Council has unveiled the naming procedure for the
city's much-vaunted 'Seven Wonders tourism plan. The twenty-seven-point procedure is the most costly
and complicated piece of bureaucracy the city has ever devised and might even beincluded is one of the
wondersitsaf. The plan will be undertaken by the Swindon Specid Committee for Wonderswhich will
consider applications prepared by the Seven Wonders Working Party from MX separate name selection
subcommittees. Once chosen, the Wonders will be further scrutinized by eight different oversight
committees, before being adopted. The byzantine and needlesdy expensive system is dready tipped to
win the coveted 'Red Tape award from Bureaucracy Today.

Artidein Swvindon Globe News, 12 June 1988

| droveto the car park above the Brunel Centre and bought a pay-and-display ticket, noting how they
had dmost tripled in price since | was herelast. | looked in my purse. | had fifteen pounds, three shillings
and an old Skyrail ticket.

'Short of cash? asked Hamlet as we waked down the stairsto the street-level concourse.

‘Let'sjust say I'm very "receipt rich" at present. Money had never been aproblem in the BookWorld. All
the details of life were taken care of by something called 'Narrative Assumption’. A reader would
assume you had gone shopping, or goneto thetoilet, or brushed your hair, so awriter never needed to
outlineit —which wasjust aswell, redly. I'd forgotten al about the real-world trividities, but | was
actudly quite enjoying them, in amind-dulling sort of way.

‘It says here,' said Hamlet, who had been reading the newspaper, ‘that Denmark invaded England and
put hundreds of innocent English citizensto death without trid!"

It wasthe Vikingsin 786, Hamlet. | hardly think that warrants the headline: "Bloodthirsty Danes Go on
Rampage’. Besides, at the time they were no more Danish than we were English.’

'So we're not the historical enemies of England?
‘Not at all.'
'And eating rollmop herrings won't lead to erectile dysfunction?

'No. And keep your voice down. All these people are redl, not D-7 generic crowd types. Out here, you
only exisginaplay.’

'Okay," he said, stopping at an electronics shop and staring a the TV's. 'Who's she?
'LolaVavoom. An actress!

'Really? Has she ever played Ophelia?

'Many times!

'Was she better than Helena Bonham Carter?



'‘Both good —just different.’

'Different? What do you mean?

"They both brought different thingsto therole!’

Hamlet laughed.

'l think you're confusing the matter, Thursday. Opheliaisjust Ophdia’
‘Not out here. Ligten, I'm just going to see how bad my overdraft is!'

'How you Outlanders complicate matters!" he murmured. 'If we were in abook right now you'd be
accosted by a solicitor who tells you awedlthy aunt has died and left you lots of money —and then we'd
just start the next chapter with you in London making your way to Kaine's office disguised asacleaning
woman.’

'Excuse me—!" said a suited gentleman who looked suspicioudy like asolicitor. ‘But are you Thursday
Next?

| glanced nervoudy at Hamlet.
'Perhaps.’

‘Allow meto introduce mysdlf. My nameis Mr Wentworth of Wentworth, Wentworth and Wentworth,
Solicitors. I'm the second Wentworth, if you're interested.’

'‘And?

'And . .. | wonder if | could have your autograph? | followed your Jane Eyre escapade with agreat deal
of interest.’

| bresthed asigh of relief and signed his autograph book. Mr Wentworth thanked me and hurried off.
"Y ou had me worried for amoment there,' said Hamlet. 'l thought | was meant to be the fictitious one.”
| smiled. "Y ou are, and don't you forget it.'

"Twenty-two thousand pounds? | said to the cashier. 'Are you sure?

The cashier looked a me with unblinking eyes, then a Hamlet, who was standing over me a bit
inddlicately.

‘Quite sure. Twenty-two thousand, three hundred and eight pounds and four shillings three pence
hapenny — overdrawn,’ she added, in case | had missed it. 'Y our landlord sued you for dodo-related
tenancy violations and won five thousand pounds. Since you weren't here we upped your credit limit
when he demanded payment. Then we raised the limit again to pay for the additiona interest.’

'How very thoughtful of you.'
"Thank you. Goliath First Nationa Friendly awaysam to please’

'Areyou sure you wouldn't rather go with the "wedlthy aunt” scenario? asked Hamlet, being no help at
dl.

'No. Shhh!'



'We haven't had asingle deposit from you for nearly two and ahaf years," continued the bank clerk.
'I've been away.'

'Prison?

'No. So therest of my overdraft is—?

'Interest on the money we lent you, interest on the interest we lent you, letters asking for money that we
know you haven't got, letters asking for an address that we knew wouldn't reach you, |etters asking
whether you got the | etters we knew you hadn't received, further |etters asking for a response because
we have an odd sense of humour —you know how it al adds up! Can we expect a cheque in the near
future?

‘Not redly. Um —any chance of raisng my credit limit?
The cashier arched an eyebrow.

'l can get you an appointment to see the manager. Do you have an address to which we can send
expendve |etters demanding money?

| gave them Muni's address and made an appointment to see the manager. We walked past the statue of
Brund and the Booktastic shop, which | noted was still open, despite severd closing-down sdles—one
of which | had witnessed with Miss Havisham.

Miss Havisham. How | had missed her guidance in my first few months heading Jurisfiction. With her |
might have avoided that whole stupid sock episodein Lake Wobegon Days.

'Okay, | give up, said Hamlet quite suddenly. 'How doesit al turn out?
'How does what dl turn out?
He spread hisarms out wide.

'All this. Y ou, your husband, Miss Hamilton, the small dodo, that Superhoop thing and the big company
—what'sit caled again?

'Goliath?

‘Right. How doesit dl turn out?

I haven't the dightest idea. Out here our lives are pretty much an unknown quantity.’
Hamlet seemed shocked by the concept.

'How do you live here not knowing what the future might bring?

"That's part of the fun. The pleasure of anticipation.'

"Thereisno pleasurein anticipation,’ said Hamlet glumly. 'Except perhaps,’ he added, 'in killing that old
fool Polonius!

'My point exactly,' | replied. 'Where you come from events are preordained and everything that happens
to you has some sort of relevance farther on in the story..'

'It's clear you haven't read Hamlet for a— LOOK OUT!"



Hamlet pushed me out of the way asasmall steamroller — of the size that works on sidewalks and paths
—bore rapidly down on us and crashed past into the window of the shop we had been standing outside.
Theroller stopped amongst alarge display of eectrica goods, the rear whedls till rotating.

'Areyou okay? asked Hamlet, helping meto my feet.

'I'm fine—thanksto you.'

'‘Goodness!’ said aworkman, running up to us and turning avaveto shut off theroller. ‘Areyou dl right?
‘Not hurt in the least. What happened?

'l don't know," replied the workman, scratching his head. ‘Are you sure you're okay?

‘Redly, I'mfine’

We walked off as acrowd began to gather. The owner of the shop didn't look that upset; doubtless he
was thinking about what else he could charge to insurance.

"You see? | said to Hamlet aswe walked away.
'What?

Thisis exactly what | mean. A lot happensin the real world for no good reason. If thiswere fiction, this
little incident would have relevance thirty or so chapters from now; asit isit means nothing — after al, not
every incident in life hasameaning.’

"Tell thet to the scholars who study me," Hamlet snorted disdainfully, then thought for amoment before
adding: 'If the red world were abook, it would never find a publisher. Over-long, detailed to the point of
digtraction —and ultimately without amgjor resolution.’

'Perhaps,' | said thoughtfully, 'that's exactly what we like about it.'

We reached the SpecOps building. It was of a sensible Germanic design, built during the occupation, and
it was herethat |, dong with Bowden Cable and Victor Anaogy, dedlt with Acheron Hades plot to
kidnap Jane Eyre out of Jane Eyre. Hades had failed and died in the attempt. | wondered how many of
the old gang would till be around. | had sudden doubts and decided to think for amoment before going
in. Perhaps| should have aplan of action instead of charging in Zhark-like.

'Fancy acoffee, Hamlet?
'Please’

Wewaked into the Cafe Goliathe opposite. The same one, in fact, that | had last seen Landen walking
towards an hour before he was eradicated.

'Hey!" said the man behind the counter, who seemed somehow familiar. 'We don't servethat kind in
herel’

'What kind?
"The Danish kind.'

Goliath were obvioudy working with Kaine on this particular nonsense.



'He's not Danish. He's my cousin Eddie from Wolverhampton.’
‘Redly? Then why ishe dressed like Hamlet?

| thought quickly.

‘Because. . . he'sinsane. Ian't that right, Cousin Eddie?

'Y es,' said Hamlet, to whom felgning madness was not much of a problem. "When thewind is southerly |
know a hawk from a handsaw.’

'See?
'Wdll, that'sdl right, then.'

| started as | redlised why he seemed familiar. It was Mr Cheese, one of the Goliath corporate bullies
that Brik Schitt-Hawse had employed. He and his partner Mr Chalk had made my life difficult beforel
left. He didn't have his goatee any more but it was definitely him. Undercover? | doubted it —his name
was on his Cafe Goliathe badge with, | noted, two gold stars— one for washing up and the other for latte
frothing. But he didn't show any sign of recognising me.

'What will you have, Ham— | mean, Cousin Eddie?
'What is there?

'Espresso, Maocha, Latte, White Mocha, Hot Chocolate, Decaff, Recaff, Nocaff, Somecaff, Extracaff,
Goliachmo™ . . . what's the matter?

Hamlet had started to tremble, alook of pain and hopel essness on hisface as he stared wild-eyed at the
huge choicelaid out in front of him.

"To espresso or to latte, that isthe question,” he muttered, hisfree will evaporating rapidly. | had asked
Hamlet for something he couldn't easily supply: adecison. "Whether ’tistastier on the pa ette to choose
white mochaover plain,’ he continued in arapid garble, 'or to take a cup to go. Or amug to stay, or
extracream, or have nothing, and by opposing the endless choice, end one's heartache—'

'‘Cousin Eddie!" | said sharply. 'Cut it out!'

"To froth, to sprinkle, perchance to drink, and in that—'

'HEll have amochawith extra cream, please.’

Hamlet stopped abruptly once the burden of decision was taken from him.

'Sorry," he said, rubbing histemples, 'l don't know what came over me. All of asudden | had this
overwheming desireto talk for avery long time without actudly doing anything. Isthat norma?

'Not for me. I'll have alatte, Mr Cheese,' | said, watching his reaction carefully.

He il didn't seem to recognise me. He rang up the cost and then started making the coffees.
'Do you remember me?

He narrowed his eyes and stared a me carefully for amoment or two.

‘No.'



‘Thursday Next?

Hisface broke into abroad grin and he put out alarge hand for me to shake, welcoming me asan old
workmate rather than a past nemesis. | fatered, then shook hishand dowly.

'Miss Next! Where have you been? Prison?

‘Away.

'Ah! But youre wdl|?

'I'mokay,' | said suspicioudly, retrieving my hand. 'How are you?

'Not bad!" He laughed, looking at me sideways for amoment and narrowing his eyes. 'Y ou've changed.
What isit?

'‘Almost no hair?

‘That'sit. We werelooking for you everywhere. Y ou spent dmost eighteen monthsin the Goliath "top ten
most wanted" although you never made it to the number-one dot.’

'I'm devastated.'

'No one has ever spent ten months on theligt,' carried on Cheese with a sort of dreamy nostalgic ook,
'the next longest was three weeks. We looked everywhere for you!'

'But you gave up?

'‘Goodness me no,’ replied Cheese. 'Perseverance iswhat Goliath do best. There was a restructuring of
corporate policy and we were reallocated.'

Y ou mean fired.'

'No oneisever fired from Goliath,' said Cheese in a shocked tone. 'Cots to coffins. Y ou've heard the
adverts!

'S0, just moved on from bullying and terrifying and into lattes and mochas?

'Haven't you heard? said Cheese, frothing up some milk. '‘Goliath has moved its corporate image avay
from the "overbearing bully" and more towards "peace, love and understanding'”.’

'| heard something abouit it last night,' | replied, 'but you'll forgive meif I'm not convinced.'

'Forgiveiswhat Goliath do best, Miss Next. Faith isadifficult commodity to imbue— and that'swhy
violent and ruthless bullies like me have to be reallocated. Our corporate seer Sister Bettinaforesaw a
necessity for usto change to afaith-based corporate management system, but the rules concerning new
religions are quite strict — we have to make changes to the corporation that are meaningful and genuine.
That'swhy the old Goliath Interna Security Serviceis now known as Goliath Is Serioudy Sorry —you
see, we even kept the old initias so we didn't have to divert money away from good causes to buy new
headed notepaper.’

'Or have to change it back when this charade has been played out.'

'Y ou know,' said Cheese, waving afinger at me, 'you aways were just that teensy-weensy bit cynical.
Y ou should learn to be more trusting.’



"Trugting. Right. And you think the public will believe thistouchy-fedy
good-Lord-we're-sorry-forgive-us-please crap after four decades of rampant exploitation?

'‘Rampant exploitation? echoed Cheesein adismayed tone. 'l don't think so. "Proactive greater
goodification" was more what we had in mind —and it'sfive decades, not four. Are you sure your cousin
Eddieisn't Danish?

'Definitely not.'

| thought about Brik Schitt-Hawse, the odious Goliath agent swho had my husband eradicated in the first
place.

"What about Schitt-Hawse? Where does he work these days?

'l think he moved into some post in Goliathopolis. | redlly don't movein those circles any more. Mind
you, we should all get together for areunion and have adrink! What do you think?

'l think I'd rather have my husband back,' | replied darkly.

'Oh!" said Cheese, suddenly remembering just what particular unpleasantness he and Goliath had doneto
me, then adding dowly: "Y ou mugt hate ud!'

‘Just alot.'

'We can't have that. Repent iswhat Goliath do best. Have you applied for a Goliath Unfair Treatment
Reveral?

| stared at him and raised an eyebrow.

'Wdll," he began, 'Goaliath have been alowing disgruntled citizensto gpply to have reversed any unfair or
unduly harsh measures taken against them — sort of abig apology, redly. If Goliath isto becomethe
opiate of the masses, we must first atone for our sins. Welike to right any wrongs, and then have agood
strong hug to show weredly meanit.’

'Hence your demotion to coffee shop attendant.’
'Exactly so!
'How do | apply?

'Weve opened an Apologarium in Goliathopolis; you can take the free shuttle from the Tarbuck
Graviport. They'll tel you whét to do.’

"Harmonious peace, eh?

'Peace iswhat Goliath do best, Miss Next. Just fill out aform and see one of our trained apologigts. I'm
sure they can get your husband back in ajiffy!"

| took the mocha-with-extra-cream and latte and sat by the window, staring at the SpecOps building in
slence. Hamlet sensed my disquiet and busied himsdf with alist of things he wanted to tell Opheliabut
didn't think he would be able to, then another list of things he should tell her, but wouldn't. Then alist of
al the different lists he had written about Ophdlia, and finally aletter of appreciation to Sir John Gielgud.

'I'm going to sort out afew things,' | said after awhile. 'Don't move from here and don't tell anyone who
you redly are. Understand?



ves!
'Who are you?

'Hamlet, Princeof . . . just kidding. I'm your cousin Eddie.’
'‘Good. And you have cream on your nose.'

6
SoecOps

"The Specia Operations Network was the agency that looked after areastoo specialised to be
undertaken by the regular police. There were over thirty SpecOps divisons. SO-1 policed usdl, SO-12
were the ChronoGuard and SO-13 dealt with re-engineered species. SO-17 were the "Vampire and
Werewolf Disposa Operations' and SO-32 the Horticultural Enforcement Agency. | had beenin
SO-27, the Literary Detectives. Ten years authenticating Milton and tracking down forged
Shakespeareana. After my work actudly within fictionit dl seemed abit tame. At Jurisfiction | could
catch ahorse asit bolted —in the Literary Detectivesit was like wandering around avery largefield
armed with only a hdter and a photograph of acarrot.’

THURSDAY NEXT — Private Journals

| pushed open the door to the station and walked in. The building was shared with Swindon's regular
force and seemed dightly shabbier than | remembered. The walls were the same dismal shade of green
and | could smell the faint aroma of boiled cabbage from the canteen on the second floor. In truth, my
stay herein late'85 had not actually been that long —most of my SpecOps career had been undertaken
in London.

| walked over to the main desk, expecting to see Sergeant Ross. He had been replaced by someone who
seemed too young to be a police officer, much less adesk sergeant.

'I'm here to get my old job back,’ | announced.
'Which was?

‘Literary Detective.

He chuckled. Unkindly, | thought.

"Y ou'll need to see the commander,’ he replied without taking his gaze from the book he was scribbling
in. 'Name?

"Thursday Next.'

A hush descended dowly on the room, beginning with those closest to me and moving outwards with my
whispered name like ripplesin apool. Within afew moments| was being stared at in silence by at least
two dozen assorted police and SpecOps officers, a couple of Gaskedll impersonators and an ersatz
Colendge. | gave an embarrassed smile and looked from blank face to blank face, trying to figure out
whether to run, or to fight, or what. My heart begt faster as ayoung officer quite close to me reached into
his breast pocket and pulled out . . . anotebook.

'Please, hesaid, ‘| wonder if | might have your autograph?



'‘Wel, of course!'

| bresthed asigh of relief, and pretty soon | was having my back dapped and being congratulated on the
whole Jane Eyre adventure. 1'd forgotten the celebrity thing but aso noticed that there were officersin
the room who were interested in me for another reason — SO-1, probably.

'l need to see Bowden Cable,' | said to the desk sergeant, redlising that if anyone could help, it was my
old partner. He smiled, picked up a phone, announced me and wrote out a visitor's pass, then told meto
go to interview suite sixteen on the third floor. | thanked my new-found acquaintances, made my way to
the elevators and ascended to the third floor. When the lift doors rattled open | walked with ahurried
step towards room sixteen. Halfway there | was accosted by Bowden, who did hisarmin mineand
Seered meinto an empty office.

'‘Bowden!" | said happily. 'How are you?

He hadn't changed much in the past two years. Fastidioudy neet, he was wearing the usua pingtripe suit
but without ajacket, so he must have been in ahurry to meet me.

'I'm good, Thursday, real good. But where the hell have you been?
'I've been—'

'Y ou can tell melater. Thank the GSD | got to you first! We don't have alot of time. Goodness! What
have you doneto your hair?

‘Wdl, Joan of—'
"You cantdl melater. Ever heard of Yorrick Kane?
'Of course! I'm hereto—'

'No timefor explanations. He's not fond of you at al. He has a persona adviser named Ernst Stncknene
who calsus every day to ak if you've returned. But this morning — he didn't call "

'S0?

'So he knows you're back. Why is the Chancellor interested in you, anyway?

'Because he'sfictiona and | want to take him back to the BookWorld where he belongs.'
'‘Coming from anyone but you I'd laugh. Isthet redly true?

'Astrue as I'm standing here!’

'Wdll, your lifeisin danger, that'sall | know. Ever heard of the assassin known as the—'
'Windowmaker?

'How did you know?

'I have my sources. Any ideawho took out the contract?

'Wdll, they've killed sixty-seven people—sixty-eight if they did Samuel Pring —and they definitely did the
number on Gordon DuffRolecks, whose degth really only benefited—'

'Kane'



'Exactly. You need to take particular care. More than that, we need you back as afull serving member of
the Literary Detectives. We've got one or two problems that need ironing out in our department.’

'So what do we do?

'Well, youre AWOL at best and a cheese smuggler at worst. So we've concocted a cover story of such
bizarre complexity and outrageous daring that it can only betrue. Hereit is. inaparale universeruled
entirdy by lobstersyou—'

But at that moment the door opened and afamiliar figurewaked in. | say familiar but he was not exactly
welcome. It was Commander Braxton Hicks, head of SpecOps herein Swindon.

| could amost hear Bowden's heart fall —mine too.

Hicks till had ajob because of mebut | didn't expect that to count for much. He was a company man, a
bean counter —more fond of his precious budget than anything else. He had never given me any quarter
and | didn't expect any now.

'Ah, found you!" said the commander in asenoustone. 'Miss Next. They told meyou'd arrived. Been
giving usthe run-around, haven't you?

'She's been—' began Bowden.

'I'm sure Miss Next can explain for herself, hmm?

'Yes, ar.'

'‘Good. Close the door behind you, en?

Bowden gave asickly smile and dunk out of theinterview room.

Braxton sat, opened my file and stroked his large moustache thoughtfully.

‘Absent without leave for over two years, demoted elghteen months ago, non-return of SpecOps
wegpon, badge and ruler, pencil, eight pensand adictionary.'

'l can explan—'

"Then there isthe question of theillegd cheese we found under a Hispano-Suiza at your picnic two and a
half years ago. | have sworn affidavits from everyone present that you were alone, met them up there and
the cheesewasyours.'

'Y es, but—'

'And the traffic police said they saw you aiding and abetting aknown serid dangerous driver on the
A419 north of Swindon.'

‘That's—'

‘But what'sworse wasthat you lied to me systematicaly from the moment you came under my command.
Y ou said you would learn to play golf and you never so much as picked up a putter.’

lBut_l

'l have proof of your lies, too. | personally visited every single golf club and not one of them had ever let



someone of your description play golf there— not even on the practice ranges. How do you explain that,
eh?

'Wel—'

'Y ou vanish from sight two and ahdf years ago. Not aword. Had to demote you. Star employee.
Newspapers had afield day. Upset my swing for weeks.

I'm sorry if it upset your golf, ar.’
'Y ou're rather in the soup, young lady.'

He stared at me in exactly the sort of way my English teacher used to at school, and | had that sudden
and dangeroudy overpowering urgeto laugh out loud. Luckily, | didn't.

'What have you got to say for yoursalf?
'l canexplain, if youll let me!
'My girl, I've been trying to get you to tell mefor five—'

The door opened again and in walked Colonel Flanker of SO-1 with another officer. Hanker ran Interna
Affairs, the SpecOps police. About as welcome as worms and another old béte noire of mine. If Hicks
was bad, Flanker was worse. Braxton only wanted me to undergo some sort of disciplinary nonsense—
Flanker would want to lock me up for good, after | had led them to my father.

'So!" he said as soon as he saw me. 'It'strue. Thank you, Braxton, my prisoner. Officer Jodrell, cuff her.'

Jodrell walked over to me, took one of my wrists and placed it behind my back. There didn't seemto be
much point in running; | could see at least three other SO-1 agents hovering near the door. | thought of
Friday. If only Bowden had got to me afew minutes earlier—!

‘Just aminute, Mr Flanker,' said Braxton, closing my file. 'What do you think you're doing?

'Arresting Miss Next on charges of being AWOL, derdliction of duty and illegal possession of bootleg
cheese —for starters.’

'She was on assignment for SO-23," said Braxton, staring at him evenly, 'undercover for the Cheese
Squad.’

| couldn't believe my ears. Braxton lying? For me?
"The Cheese Squad? echoed FHanker with some surprise.

'Y es,' replied Braxton, who once started clearly found the subterfuge and reckless use of his authority
somewhat exciting. 'She's been in degp cover in Wales for two years on a clandestine espionage
operation monitoring illegal cheese factones. The cheese with her fingerprints on was part of anillega
cross-border shipment that she helped seize!’

'Redlly? said Flanker, his confidence rattled.

'On my word. She's not under arrest, she's being debriefed. It ssemsthat the operation was under the
control of Joe Martlet. Full detailswill be available from him.’

'Y ou know aswell as| do that Joe was shot dead by the cheese mafia two weeks ago.’



It was atragedy,’ admitted Braxton. 'Fine man, Martlet — one of the best. Could play athree under par
with ease and never swore when he drove into the rough and hence Miss Next's reappearance,’ he
added without a pause. 1'd never seen anyone lie so well before. Not even me. Not even Friday when |
found he'd raided the cookie jar with Pickwick's help.

'Isthistrue? asked Flanker. 'Two years undercover in Wales?

" Ydy, ond dydy hi ddimwedi bwrw glaw pob dydd!" | replied in my best Welsh.

Hanker narrowed his eyes and stared at me for amoment without speaking.

'l wasjust reassigning her to the Literary Detectives when you walked in the door,’ added Braxton.
Flanker looked at Braxton, then at me, then at Braxton again. He nodded at Jodrell, who released me.
'Very wel. But | want afull report on my desk Tuesday.'

'Y ou can have it Friday, Mr Hanker. I'm avery busy man.’

Flanker glared at me for amoment, then addressed Braxton: 'Since Miss Next is back with the Literary
Detectives perhaps you would be good enough to appoint her as SO-14 Danish Book Seizure Liaison
Officer. My boys are pretty good at the seizure stuff but to be honest none of them cantell aMark Twain
fromaSamud Clemens!’

'I'm not sure | want—' | began.

'l think you should be happy to assist me, Miss Next, don't you? A chance to make amends for past
transgressons, yes?

Braxton answered for me.
'I'm sure Miss Next would be happy to assist in any way she can, Mr Flanker.'
Flanker gavearare amile.

'Good. I'll havethe divisona head of SO-14 get in touch with you.' He turned to Braxton. ‘But I'll il
need that report on Tuesday.'

'You'll get it,’ replied Braxton, 'on Friday.'

Flanker glared at us both and without another word strode from the room, hisminions at his heels. When
the door closed | breathed asigh of relief.

'Sr, [—'

'l don't want to hear anything more about it,' replied Braxton sharply, gathering up his papers. 'l retirein
two months time and wanted to do something that made my whole pen-pushing, play-it-safe, shiny-arse
career actualy beworthit. | don't know what's going to happen to the LiteraTec divison with al this
insane Danish book-burning stuff, but what | do know isthat people like you need to stay iniit. Lead
them on amerry goose-chase, young lady — | can keep Flanker wrapped up in red tape pretty much for
ever.

‘Braxton,' | said, giving him a spontaneous hug, 'you're adarling!”

‘Nonsense!' he said gruffly, and atad embarrassed. 'But | do expect alittle something in return.’



'And that iS?
'Wéll," he said dowly, his eyes dropping to the ground, 'l wonder if you and | might—"
‘Might what?

'Might . . . play golf on Sunday. A few holes.' His eyes gleamed. 'Just for you to get the taste. Believe
me, as soon as you grasp the handle of agolf club you'll be hooked for ever! Mrs Hicks need never
know. How about it?

T'll betherea nine,' | told him, laughing.
'Youll bealong timewaiting—1 get there a eleven.’
‘Elevenitis'

| shook his hand and walked out of the door a free woman. Sometimes help arrives from the last place
yOU expect it.

7
The Literary Detectives

GOLIATH CORPORATION PUBLISH BROAD DENIAL

The Goliath Corporation yesterday attempted to head off annoying and time-wasting speculation by
issuing the broadest denid to date. ‘Quite smply, we deny everything,' said Mr Toedee, the Goliath head
PR operative, 'including any story that you might have heard now or in the future." Goliath's shock tactics
reflected the growing unease with Goliath's unaccountability, especially over its advanced weapons
divison. 'It'svery smple,' continued Mr Toedee, 'until we have been devated to afaith when everything
can be denied using the "Goliath work in mysterious ways' excuse, we expressy deny possessing, or any
involvement with, the Ovinator, anti-smote technology, " Speed-grow" tomatoes or Diatrymas running
wild inthe New Forest. In fact, we don't know what any of thesethingsare.’ To criesof 'What isan
Ovinator? and 'Tomatoes?, Mr Toedee declared the press conference over, blessed everyone and
departed.

Artidein The Toad on Sunday. 3 July 1988

| found Bowden fretting in the LiteraTec office and related what had happened.
'Well, well," hesaid at lagt, 'l think old Braxton's got a crush.'

'Oh, stop it!'

The office we were Sitting in resembled alarge library in a country house somewhere. It was two storeys
high, with shelves crammed full of books covering every square inch of wall space. A spird daircaseled
to acatwak which ran around the wall, enabling access to the upper galeries. It was neat and methodical
— but somehow less busy than | remembered.

'Where is everyone?

'When you were here last we had a staff of eight. Now it'sonly Victor, me and Mam. All the rest were
reassgned or laid off.’



'All SpecOps departments?
Bowden laughed.

'Of course not! The bully boysat SO-14 are dive and well and answer to Y orrick Kaine's every order.
SO-1 haven't seen many cuts, either—'

"Thursday, ‘what addightful surprise!’

It was Victor Analogy, my old boss here at the Swindon LiteraTecs. He was an ederly gentleman with
large mutton-chop sideburns, dressed in aneat tweed suit and bow tie. He had taken off his jacket owing
to the summer heat but still managed to cut a very dashing figure, despite his advanced age.

'Victor, you're looking very wdl!'

'And you, dear girl. What devilry have you been up to since last we met?
It'salong story.’

"The best sort. Let me guess. insde fiction”?

'Inone!

'What'sit like?

'It'squite good, redly. Confusing at times and subject to moments of extreme imaginative overload, but
varied and the weather's generaly pretty good. Can wetdk safely in here?

Victor nodded and we sat down. | told them about Jurisfiction, the Council of Genres and everything else
that had happened to me during my tenure as Bellman. | even told them loosely about my involvement in
The Solution of Edwin Drood, which amused them both no end.

'I've dways wondered about that,” mused Victor thoughtfully. '‘But you're sure about Y orrick Kaine being
fictiond?

| told him that | was.

He stood up and walked to the window.

'Y ou'll have ahard time getting close,’ said Victor thoughtfully. 'Does he know you're back?
'Definitely, said Bowden.

"Then you could be threatening his position as absolute ruler of England almost as much as President
Formby. | should keep on your toes, my girl. Isthere anything we can do to help?

| thought for amoment.

‘Thereis, actudly. We can't find which book Y orrick Kaine has escaped from. He could beusing afadse
name and we should contact any readers who might recognise the Chancellor's somewhat crazed antics
from an obscure character they might have encountered somewhere. We a Jurisfiction have been going
through the Great Library at our end but we've still drawn ablank — every character in fiction has been
accounted for.'

'WEell do what we can, Thursday —when can you rejoin us?



'l don't know," | answered dowly, I have to get my husband back. Remember | told you he was
eradicated by the Chrono-Guard?

'Y es, Lindane, wasn't it?

‘Landen. If it wasn't for him I'd probably stay ingdefiction.'

Wedl fdl slent for amoment.

'So," | said cheerfully, ‘what's been happening in the world of the LiteraTecs?
Victor frowned.

'We don't hold with the book-burning lark of Kain€'s. Y ou heard about the order to start incinerating
Danish literature?

| nodded.

'Kierkegaard's works are being rounded up as we speak. | told Braxton that if we were asked to do any
of itwedresign.’

'‘Oh—ah.’
'I'm not sure | like the way you said that,' said Bowden.
| winced.

'l agreed to be the SO-14 Danish Book Seizure Liaison Officer for Flanker — sorry. | didn't have much
of achoice'

'| seethat as good news,’ put in Bowden. Y ou can have them searching in places where they won't find
any Danish books. Just be careful. Flanker has been suspicious ever since we said we were too busy to
find out who was planning to smuggle copies of The Concept of Dread to Waesfor safe-keeping.'

Bowden laughed and lowered hisvoice.

It wasn't an excuse.' He chuckled. "We actualy were too busy — gathering copies of banned books
ready for transportation to Wales!'

Victor grimaced.
'l redlly don't want to hear this, Bowden. If you get caught welll al befor the high jump!'

‘Some things are worth going to jail for, Victor,' replied Bowden in an even tone. 'AsLiteralTecswe
swore to uphold and defend the written word — not indulge a crazed politician's worst paranoic fantasies!’

‘Just be careful.’

'Of course,’ replied Bowden, ‘it might come to nothing if we can't find away to get the books out of
England —the Welsh border shouldn't be a problem since Waes aligned itself with Denmark. | don't
suppose you have any ideas how to get across the English border post?

'I'mnot sure,' | replied. 'How many copies of banned books do you want to smuggle anyway?

'‘About four truckloads.'



| whistled. Things—like cheese, for instance —were usudly smuggled in to England. | didn't know how
I'd get banned books out.

'l giveit ashot. What elseisgoing on?

'Usud stuff,' replied Bowden. 'Faked Milton, Jonson, Swift . . . Montague and Capulet street gangs. . .
someone discovered afirgt draft of The Mill on the Floss entitled The Sploshing of the Weirs. Also,
the Daphne Farquitt Speciaist Bookshop went up in smoke.”

'Insurance scam?
'No — probably anti-Farquitt protesters again.'

Farquitt had penned her first bodice-ripping novel in 1932 and had been writing pretty much the same
oneover and over again ever since. Loved by many and hated by avitriolic minority, Farquitt was
England's|eading romantic novdigt.

"There's dso been ahuge increase in the use of performance-enhancing drugs by novelists,' added Victor.
'Last year's Booker speed-writing winner was stripped of his award when he tested positive for
Cartlandromin. And only last week Handley Paige only narrowly missed atwo-year writing ban for failing
arandom dope test.'

‘Sometimes | wonder if we don't have too many rules,” murmured Victor pensively, and we dl three sat in
sllence, nodding thoughtfully for amoment.

Bowden broke the silence. He produced a piece of stained paper wrapped in a cellophane evidence bag
and passed it acrossto me.

'What do you make of this?

| read it, not recognising the words but recognising the style. It was a sonnet by Shakespeare—and a
pretty good one, too.

‘Shakespeare— but it's not Elizabethan; the mention of Basil Brush would seem to indicate that — but it
feels like his. What did the Verse Metre Anayser say about it?

‘Ninety-one per cent probability of Will asthe author,' replied Victor.
'Where did you get it?

'Off the body of a down-and-out by the name of Shaxtper killed on Tuesday evening. We think someone
has been cloning Shakespeares.'

'Cloning Shakespeares? Are you sure? Couldn't it just be a ChronoGuard "temporal kidnap" sort of
thing?

‘No. Blood analysistdls usthey were dl vaccinated at birth against rubella, mumps and so forth.’

'Wait — you've got more than one?

"Three,' said Bowden. There's been something of a spate recently.’

"When can you come back to work, Thursday? asked Victor solemnly. 'Asyou can see, we need you.'

| paused for amoment.



'I'm going to need aweek to get my lifeinto gear fir, Sr. There are afew pressing mattersthat | haveto
attend to."

'What, may | ask,' said Victor, 'is more important than M ontague and Capul et street gangs, cloned
Shakespeares, smuggling Kierkegaard out of the country and authors using banned substances?

'Finding rdiable childcare!

'‘Goodness!’ said Victor. 'Congratulations! Y ou must bring the little squawker in sometime. Mustn't she,
Bowden?

'‘Absolutdly.

'Bit of aproblem, that, murmured Victor. 'Can't have you dashing around the place only to have to get
home at five to make Junior'stea. Perhapswed better handle all this on our own.’

'No," | said with an assertiveness that made them both jump. ‘No, I'm coming back to work. | just need
to sort afew things out. Does SpecOps have a creche?

‘No.'

'Ah. Wdll, | suspect | shdl think of something. If | get my husband back there won't be aproblem. I'll call
you tomorrow.'

There was a pause.

'Well, we have to respect that, | suppose,' said Victor solemnly. "We're just glad that you're back. Aren't
we, Bowden?

'Yes,' replied my ex-partner, ‘very glad indeed.

8
Time Waits for No Man

'SpecOps-12 are the ChronoGuard, the governmental department dealing with temporal stability. Itis
their job to maintain the integrity of the Standard History Eventline (SHE) and police the timestream
againg any unauthorised changes or usage. Their most brilliant work is never noticed, as changesin the
past lways seem to have been that way. It isnot unusud in any one ChronoGuard work shift for history
to flex dramatically before settling back down to the SHE. Planet-destroying cataclysms generaly happen
twice aweek but are carefully re-routed by skilled ChronoGuard operatives. The citizenry never noticea
thing—whichisjust aswel, redly.’

COLONEL NEXT QT. CG (nonexst) — ( Upstream/Downstream (unpublished)

| wasn't done with SpecOps yet. | till needed to figure out what my father had told me at our first
meeting. Finding atimetraveller can be fraught with difficulties, but sncel passed the ChronoGuard
office almost exactly three hours after our last meeting, it seemed the obvious place to look.

| knocked at their door and, hearing no answer, walked in. When | was last working at SpecOpswe
rarely heard anything from the mildly eccentric members of thetime-travelling dite, but when you work in
the time business, you don't waste it by nattering —it's much too precious. My father always argued that
time wasfar and away the most valuable commodity we had and that tempord profligacy should bea



crimina offence—which kind of makeswatching Celebrity Kidney Swap or reading Daphne Farquitt
novelsacrime sraight away.

The room was empty and, from appearances, had been so for anumber of years. At least, that's what it
looked likewhen | first peered in —a second later some painters were decorating it for the first time, the
second after that it was derdlict, then full, then empty again. It continued like thisas| watched, the room
jumping to various different stagesin its history but never lingering for more than afew secondsin any
one particular time. The ChronoGuard operatives were merely smears of light that moved and whirled
about, momentarily visible to me asthey jumped from past to future and future to past. If | had been a
trained member of the ChronoGuard perhaps | could have made more sense of it, but | wasn't, and
couldnt.

There was one piece of furniture that remained unchanged whilst al about raced, moved and blurredin a
never-ending jumble. It was asmal table with an old candlestick telephone uponit. | stepped into the
room and lifted the receiver.

'Hello?

'Hello,’ said a pre-recorded voice, 'you're through to the Swindon ChronoGuard. To assist with your
enquiry we have anumber of choices. If you have been the victim of tempord flexation, did one. If you
wish to report atempora anomaly, did two. If you fed you might have beeninvolvedinatimecrime. . .

It gave me severa more choices, but nothing that told me how to contact my father. Findly, a the end of
thelong lig, it gave me the option for meeting an operative, so | didled that. In an ingtant the blurred
movement in the room stopped and everything fdll into place — but with furniture and fittings more suited
to the sixties. There was an agent Sitting at the desk, atall and undeniably handsome man in the blue
uniform of the ChronoGuard, emblazoned at the shoulder with the pips of acaptain. As he himself had
predicted, it was my father, three hours later and three hours younger. At first, he didn't recognise me.

'Hello," hesaid, ‘can | help you?

'It'sme, Thursday.'

‘Thursday? he echoed, eyes wide open as he stood up. 'My daughter Thursday?
| nodded and he moved closer.

'My goodness!' he exclaimed, scrutinising me with greeat interest. 'How wonderful to see you again! How
long'sit been? Six centuries?

"Two years, | told him, not wanting to confuse a confusing matter even further by mentioning our
conversation thismorning, 'out why are you working for the ChronoGuard again? | thought you went
rogue?

'Ah!" he said, beckoning me closer and lowering hisvoice. There was a change of adminigtration and
they said they would look very closdy a my grievancesif I'd come and work for them at the Historical
Preservation Corps. | had to take demotion and | won't be reactualised until the paperwork is done, but
it'sworking out quite well otherwise. Isyour husband still eradicated?

'I'm afraid so. Any chance. .. ?
Hewinced.
'I'd love to, Sweetpea, but I've really got to watch my Psand Qsfor afew decades. Do you like the



office?
| looked at the sixties decor in thetiny room.
‘Bit smdl, isn't it?

My father, who was clearly in an ebullient mood, grinned. 'Oh yes, and over seven hundred of uswork
here. Since we could not all be here at one time, we smply stretch the usage out across the timestream
likealong piece of dadtic.’

He stretched hisarmswide asiif to demonsirate.
'Wecdl it atimeshare!

He rubbed his chin and looked around.

'What's the time out there?

'It's 14 July 1988."

"That's astroke of good fortune," he said, lowering his voice still further. 'It'sagood job you've turned up.
They've blamed me for the 1864 war between Germany and Denmark.’

'Wasit your fault?

'No —it wasthat clot Bismarck. But it doesn't matter. They've transferred me to another divisoninside
the Historical Preservation Corpsfor a second chance. My first assignment occursin July 1988, so loca
knowledge right now is agodsend. Have you heard of anyone named Y orrick Kaine?

'He's Chancellor of England.’

‘Thet figures. Did St Zvlkx return tomorrow?

‘Hemight.'

‘Okay. Who won the Superhoop?

"That's Saturday week,' | explained. 'It hasn't happened yet.'

'Not strictly true, Sweetpea. Everything that we do actually happened along, long time ago —even this
conversation. The futureisaready there. The pioneersthat ploughed thefirgt furrows of history into virgin
timeline died aeons ago — al we do now istry and keep it pretty much the way it should be. Have you
heard of someone named Winston Churchill, by the way?

| thought for amomen.

'He was an English statesman who serioudly blotted his copybook in the Great War, then was run over
by acab and killed in 1932."

'S0, no one of any consequence?
‘Not redly. Why?

'Ah, no reason. Just alittle pet theory of mine. Anyway, everything has aready happened —if it hadnt,
thereld be no need for people like me. But things go wrong. In the normal course of events, timeflies
back and forth from the end of then until the beginning of now like a shuttle on aloom, weaving the



threads of history together. If it encounters an obstacle then it might just flex dightly and no change will be
noticed. But if that obstacleis big enough —and Kaineis plenty big enough, believe me —then history will
veer off at atangent. And that's when we have to sort it out. I've been transferred to the Armageddon
Avoidance Divison, and weve got an gpocayptic disaster of life-extinguishing capability, Leve 111,
heading your way.'

There was amoment's sllence.

'Does your mother know you wear your hair this short?
'Isit meant to happen?

"Your hair?

'No, the Armageddon.’

‘Not at al. Thisone has an Ultimate Likeihood Index rating of only twenty-two per cent: "not very
likey".

'Nothing like that incident with the Dream Topping, then,’ | observed.

'What incident?

‘Nothing.'

‘Right. Well, since I'm on probation — sort of —they thought they'd start me on the small stuff.’

'l till don't understand.’

'It'ssmple,’ began my father. Two days after the Superhoop President Formby will die of natural causes.
Thefollowing day Y orrick Kaine proclaims himsdlf dictator of England. Two weeks after that, following
the traditiona suspension of the press and summary executions of former associates, Kaine will declare
war on Waes. Two days after a prolonged tank battle on the Welsh Marches, the United Clans of
Scotland launch an attack upon Berwick-upon-Tweed. In afit of pique Kaine carpet-bombs Glasgow
and the Swedish empire enter on Scotland's side. Russiajoins Kaine after their colonia outpost of Fetlar
is sacked — and the ‘war moves to mainland Europe. It soon escalatesinto an gpocalyptic shoot-out
between the African and American superpowers. In less than three months the earth will be nothing but a
steaming radioactive cinder. Of course,’ he added, ‘that is aworst-case scenano. It'll probably never
happen, and if you and | do our jobs properly, it won't.'

‘Can't you just kill Kaine?

'Not that easy. Timeisthe glue of the cosmos, Sweetpea, and it hasto be eased apart —you'd be
surprised how strongly the historical timeline tendsto look after despots. Why do you think dictatorslike
Pol Pot, Bokassaand Idi Amin live such long lives and people like Mozart, Jm Henson and Mother
Teresaare plucked from uswhen relatively young?

'l don't think Mother Teresa could be thought of as young.'
'On the contrary — she was meant to live to ahundred and twenty-eight.’
Therewas a pause.

'Okay, Dad — so what's the plan?



‘Right. It'sincredibly complex and aso unbelievably smple. To stop Kaine gaining power we haveto
serioudy disrupt his sponsor, the Goliath Corporation. Without them, his power is zero. To do that we
need to ensure . . . that Swindon wins the Superhoop.’

'How isthat going to work?
It'sacausdlity thing. Small events have large consequences. You'l see!’

'No, | mean, how am | going to get Swindon to win? Apart from Kapok and Aubrey Jambe and perhaps
"Biffo" Mandible, the players are, wdll, crap — not to put too fine apoint on it. Especialy when you
compare them to their Superhoop opponents, the Reading Whackers.'

'I'm sure you'l think of something, but keep an eye on Kapok —they'll try to get to him first. You'll have
to do this on your own, Sweetpea, I've got my own problems. It seems Nelson getting killed at the
beginning of the bettle of Trafalgar wasn't French History Revisionists after dl. | talked to someone |
know over at the ChronoGendarmerie and they thought it amusing that the Revisionists should even
attempt such athing; advanced timestream model s with Napoleon emperor of dl Europe bode very
poorly for France—they're much better in the long run with things as they are meant to be.’

'Sowho iskilling Nelson?
'Wdll, it'sNelson himself. Don't ask me why. Now, what did you want to see me about?
| had to think carefully.

'Wdll. . . nothing, really. | met you three hours ago and you said we'd spoken so | came hereto find you,
then | suppose | should ask you to figure out who'strying to kill me this morning, which you wouldn't
have been ableto do if | hadn't met you thismorning, and | only met you this morning because I've just
told you right now | might be assassinated . . .’

Dad laughed.

It'sabit like having atumble dryer in your head, Sweetpea. Sometimes | don't know whether I'm thening
or nowing. But I'd better check this assassin out, just in case.’

'Yes,' | said, more confused than ever, | suppose you should.'

9
Eradications Anonymous

GOLIATH BACK KAINE AND WHIG PARTY

The Goliath Corporation yesterday renewed its support for Chancellor Kaine at a party to honour
England'sleader. At aglittering dinner attended by over 500 heads of commerce and governmental
departments, Goliath pledged to continue its support of the Chancellor. In reply Mr Kaine gratefully
acknowledged their support and announced a package of measures designed to assist Goliath in the
difficult yet highly desirable change to faith-based corporate satus, aswel asfunding for severa ongoing
weapons programmes, details of which have been classfied.

Artidlein The Toad, 13 July 1988

Hamlet and | arrived hometo find a TV news crew from Swindon-5 waiting for me outside the house.



'Miss Next,' said the reporter, ‘can you tell us where you've been these past two years?
‘No comment.’

'Y ou can interview me,’ said Hamlet, realising he was something of a celebrity out here.
'‘And who are you? asked the reporter, mystified.

| stared at him and hisfacefell.

I'm...I'm...her cousin Eddie

'Wéll, Cousin Eddie, can you tell uswhere Miss Next has been for the past two years?
‘No comment.’

And we walked up the garden path to the front door.

"Where have you been? demanded my mother as we walked in the door.

‘Sorry I'm late, Mum — how's the little chap?

'Tiring. He saysthat his Aunt M isagorillawho can ped bananas with her feet while hanging from the
light fixtures'

'He talked?

Friday was using the time-honoured international child signal to be picked up —raisng hisarmsintheair
—and when | did so he gave me awet kiss and started to chatter away unintdligibly.

'Well, hedidn't exactly say as much,’ admitted Mum, 'but he drew me apicture of Aunt Me whichis
pretty conclusive!

'Aunt Me agorilla? | laughed, looking at the picture, which was unequivocaly of . . . well, agorilla
'Quite an imagination, hasn't he?

'I'd say. | found him standing on the sideboard ready to swing on the curtains. When | told him it wasn't
alowed he pointed to the picture of Aunt Mel, which | took to mean that she used to let him.'

'Does she, now. | mean, did he, now.'

Pickwick walked in looking very disgruntled and wearing a bonnet made of card and held together with
sticky tape.

'Pickwick'savery tolerant playmate,’ said my mother, who was obvioudy not that skilled at reading
dodo expressions.

'l redly need to get him into a playgroup. Did you change his nappy?

‘Threetimes. It just goes Sraight through, doesn't it?

| sniffed a the leg of hisdungarees.

'Y up. Straight through.’

'WEell, I've got my panel-beating group to attend to, she said, putting on her hat and taking her handbag



and welding goggles from the peg, 'but you'd better sort out some more reliable childcare, my dear. | can
do the odd hour here and there but not whole days—and | certainly don't want to do any more nappies.'

'Do you think Lady Hamilton would look after him?
'It'spossible,’ said my mother in the sort of voice that means the reverse, 'you could always ask.'

She opened the door and was plinked at angrily by Alan, who wasin abit of astrop and was pulling up
flowersin the front garden. With unbelievable speed she grabbed him by the neck and with alot of angry
plinking and scrabbling deposited him unceremonioudy insde the potting shed and |ocked the door.

'Miserable bird!" said my mother, giving me and Friday akiss. 'Have | got my purse?
'It'sin your bag.'

'Am | wearing my hat?

ves!

She smiled, told me that Bismarck was not to be disturbed and that | mustn't buy anything froma
door-to-door salesman unlessit was truly abargain, and was gone.

| changed Fnday, then let him toddle off to find something to do. | made a cup of teafor mysdf and
Hamlet, who had switched on the TV and was watching MOLE-TV's Shakespeare channel. | sat on the
sofaand stared out of the windows into the garden. It had been destroyed by a mammoth when | was
last here and | noted that my mother had replanted it with plants that were not very paatable to the
Proboscidea tongue — quite wise, considering the migrations. As | watched, Pickwick waddled past,
possibly wondering where Alan had gone. In terms of the day'swork | had done very little. | was ill a
Literary Detective but £20,000 in debt and no nearer getting Landen back.

My mother returned at about eight and thefirst of her Eradications Anonymous friends began to appear
at nine. There were ten of them, and they started to chatter about what they described astheir ‘lost ones
as soon asthey got through the door. EmmaHamilton and | weren't done in having husbands with an
exigtence problem. But although it seemed my Landen and Emma's Horatio were strong in our memories,
many people were not so lucky. Some had only vague fedlings about someone who they felt should be
there but wasn't. To be honest | really didn't want to be there, but | had promised my mother and | was
living in her house, s0 that wasthe end of it.

‘Thank you, ladies and gentlemen,’ said my mother, clapping her hands, 'and if you'd dl like to take a seat
we can dlow thismeeting to begin.’

Everyone sat down, teaand Battenberg cake in hand, and |ooked expectant.

"Hrgtly | would like to welcome anew member to the group. Asyou know, my daughter has been away
for acouple of years—not in prison, I'd like to make that clear!”

"Thank you, Mother,' | murmured under my breath as there was polite laughter from the group, who
ingtantly assumed that's exactly where | had been.

'And she haskindly agreed to join our group and say afew words. Thursday?
| took a deep breath, stood up and said quickly:
'Hello, everyone. My name's Thursday Next and my husband doesn't exist.'



There was gpplause at this and someone said: "Way to go, Thursday,' but | couldn't think of anything to
add, nor wanted to, so sat down again. There was silence as everyone stared a me, politely waiting for
meto carry on.

‘That'sit. End of story.'
'I'll drink to that!" said Emma, gazing forlornly at the locked drinks cabinet.

'You'revery brave,’ said Mrs Bestty, who was Stting next to me. She patted my hand in akindly manner.
'What was his name?

‘Landen. Landen Parke-Laine. He was murdered by the ChronoGuard in 1947. I'm going to the Goliath
Apologarium tomorrow to try to get his eradication reversed.

Therewasamurmuring.
'What's the matter?

'Y ou must understand,’ said atdl and painfully thin man who up until now had remained silent, ‘that for
you to progressin this group you must begin to accept that thisis a problem of the memory —thereisno
Landen; you just think thereis!

Itsvery dry in here, isn't it? muttered Emmaunsubtly, till staring at the drinks cabinet.

'l waslike you once," said Mrs Beatty, who had stopped patting my hand and returned to her knitting. 'l
hed awonderful life with Edgar and then, one morning, | wake up in adifferent house with Gerald lying
next to me. He didn't believe me when | explained the problem, and | was on medication for ten years
until I came here. Itisonly now, in the company of your good selves, that | am coming to the redisation
that it isonly amalady of the head.'

| was horrified.

'Mother?

'It's something that we must try and face, my dear.’
‘But Dad visitsyou, doesn't he?

'Well, | believe he does,' she said, thinking hard, 'but of course when hel's goneit's only amemory. There
isnt any real proof that he ever existed.'

'What about me? And Joffy? Or even Anton? How were we born without Dad?

She shrugged a the impossibility of the paradox.

'Perhapsit was, after al, youthful indiscretionsthat | have expunged from my mind.'

'‘And Emma? And Herr Bismarck? How do you explain them being here?

'Well,' said my mother, thinking hard, 'I'm sure therés arationa explanation for it . . . somewhere.’
'Isthiswhat this group teaches you? | replied angrily. 'To deny the memories of your loved ones?

| looked around at the gathering whose members had, it seemed, given up in the face of the hopeless
paradox that they lived every minute of their lives. | opened my mouith to try to describe eoquently just



how | knew Landen had once been married to mewhen | realised | waswasting my time. Therewas
nothing, but nothing, to suggest it was anything other than in my mind. | Sghed. To betruthful, it wasin
my mind. It hadn't happened. | just had memories of how it might haveturned out. Thetall thin man, the
redlist, was beginning to convince everyone they were not victims of atimedip, but deusond.

'Y ou want proof—'

| was interrupted by an excited knock at the front door. Whoever it was didn't waste any time; they just
walked straight into the house and into the front room. It was amiddle-aged woman in afloral dresswho
was holding the hand of a confused and acutely embarrassed-looking man.

'Hello, group!" she said happily. ‘It's Raph! I got him back!"
'Ah!' said Emma. 'This callsfor aceebration!" Everyoneignored her.
I'm sorry,’ said my mother, 'have you got the right house? Or the right self-help group?

'Yes, yes,' the woman asserted. 'It's dulie, Julie Asaizer. I've been coming to this group every week for
the past three years!'

Therewas slencein the group. All you could hear wasthe quiet click of Mrs Begtty's knitting needles.

'Wdll, | haven't seen you," announced thetall thin man. He looked around at the group. 'Does anyone
recognise this person?

The group members shook their heads blankly.

'l expect you think thisis really funny, don't you? said the thin man angrily. Thisisasdlf-help group for
people with severe memory aberrationsand | realy don't think it iseither amusing or constructive for
prankstersto make fun of us! Now, please leave!’

The woman stood for amoment, biting her lip, but it was her husband who spoke.
'‘Come on, darling, I'm taking you home.’

'But wait—!" she said. 'Now he's back everythingisasit was and | wouldn't have needed to cometo
your group, so | didn't —yet | remember—'

Her voicetrailed off and her husband gave her ahug as she sarted to sob. He led her out, apologising
profusdy dl thewhile.

As soon asthey had gone the thin man sat down indignantly.

‘A sorry state of affaird” he grumbled.

‘Everyonethinksit's funny to do that old joke," added Mrs Bestty, ‘that's the second time this month.’
'It gave me a powerful thirst, added Emma. ‘Anyone else?

'‘Maybe,' | suggested, ‘they should start a salf-help group for themsalves—they could call it Eradications
Anonymous Anonymous.'

No one thought it was funny and | hid asmile. Perhaps there would be a chance for me and Landen after
dl.



| didn't contribute much to the group after that, and indeed the conversation soon threaded away from
eradications and on to more mundane matters, such asthelatest crop of TV showsthat seemed to have
flourished in my absence. Celebrity Name That Fruit! hosted by Frankie Saveloy was aratings topper
these days, aswas Toasters from Hell and You've Been Stapled!, acollection of England's funniest
dationery incidents. Emmahad given up dl atempts at subtlety by now and was prising the lock off the
drinks cabinet with a screwdriver when Friday wailed one of those ultrasonic criesthat only parents can
hear — makes you understand how sheep can know whose lamb iswhose—and | mercifully excused
mysdlf. He was standing up in his cot rattling the bars, so | took him out and read to him until we were
both fast adeep.

10
Mrs Tiggy-Winkle

KIERKEGAARD BOOK —BURNING CEREMONY PROVES DANISH PHILOSOPHER'S
UNPOPULARITY

Chancdlor Yorrick Kainelast night officiated at the first burning of Danish literature with the incineration
of eight copiesot Fear and Trembling, aquantity that fell far short of the expected 'thirty or forty tons.
When asked to comment on the apparent lack of enthusiasm among the public for torching their Danish
philosophy. Kaine explained that 'Kierkegaard is clearly less popular than we thought, and rightly so—
next sop Hans Christian Andersen!” Kierkegaard himsdlf was unavailable for comment, having
inconsderately alowed himself to be dead for anumber of years.

Artidein The Toad, 14 July 1988

| was dreaming that alarge chainsaw-wie ding € ephant was sitting on mewhen | avoke at two in the
morning. | was till fully dressed with asnoring Friday fast adegp on my chest. | put him back in his cot
and turned the bedside lamp to the wall to soften the light. My mother, for reasons known only to herself,
had kept my bedroom pretty much asit was at the time | had left home. It was nostalgic but also deeply
disturbing to seejust what had interested mein my late teens. It seemed that it had been boys, music,
Jane Augten and law enforcement, but not particularly in that order.

| undressed and dipped on along T-shirt and stared at Friday's deeping form, hislips making gentle
sucky motions.

'Psss!' said avoice close a hand. | turned. There, in the semi-dark, was avery large hedgehog dressed
in a pinafore and bonnet. She was keeping a close lookout at the door and after giving me awan smile
crept to the window and peeked out.

'Whoa!' she breathed in wonderment. 'Street lights are orange. Never would have thought that!"
'MrsTiggy-Winkle,' | said, 'lI've only been gone two days!’

'Sorry to bother you,' she said, curtsying quickly and absently folding my shirt, which | had tossed over a
chair-back, 'but there are one or two things going on that | thought you should know about — and you did
say that if | had any questionsto ask.'

'Okay — but not here; welll wake Friday.'

So we crept downgtairs to the kitchen. | pulled down the blinds before turning the lights on as a six-foot
hedgehog in ashawl and bonnet might have caused afew eyebrowsto be raised in the neighbourhood —



no one wore bonnetsin Swindon these days.

| offered Mrs Tiggy-Winkle aseat at the table. Although she, Emperor Zhark and Bradshaw had been
put in charge of running Jurisfiction in my absence, none of them had the leadership skills necessary to do
the job on their own. And while the Council of Genres refused to concede that my absence was anything
but ‘compassionate leave, anew Bellman was yet to be eected in my place.

'So what'sup? | asked.
'Oh, Miss Next!" shewailed, her spines bristling with vexation. 'Please come back!'
'I have thingsto deal with out here,' | explained, 'you al know that!'

Shesighed. 'l know, but Emperor Zhark threw atantrum when | suggested he spend alittlelesstime
conquering the universe and alittle more time at Jurisfiction — the Red Queen won't do anything
post-1867 and Vernham Deaneistied up with the latest Daphne Farquitt novel. Commander Bradshaw
does his own thing, which leaves mein charge — and someone | eft a saucer of bread and milk on my desk
thismorning.

'It was probably just ajoke.’
'Wdl, I'm not laughing,' replied Mrs Tiggy-Winkle indignantly.

'By theway,' | said asathought suddenly struck me, 'did you find out which book Y ornck Kaine
escaped from?

'I'm afraid not. The Cat is searching unpublished novelsin the Well of Lost Plots at the moment, but it
might take alittletime. Y ou know how chaotic things are down there.'

'Only too well." | Sghed, thinking about my old home in unpublished fiction with a mixture of fondness
and relief. The Wdl iswhere books are actually constructed, where plotsnuths create the stones that
authors think they write. Y ou can buy plot devices at discount rates and verbs by the pint. An odd place,
to be sure. 'Okay,' | said finally, 'you'd better tell me what's going on.’

'Well,;' said Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, counting the points out on her paw, ‘this morning arumour of potential
changein the copyright laws swept through the BookWorld.'

'l don't know how these rumours get started,’ | replied wearily. "Wasthere any truth in it?
‘Not intheleast.'

Thiswas a contentious subject to the residents of the BookWorld. The jump to copyright-free Public
Domain Status had aways been afearful prospect for abook character, and even with support groups
and training courses to soften the blow, the ‘Narrative Menopause could take some getting used to. The
problem was, copyright laws tend to vary around the world and sometimes characters are in the public
domain in one market and not in another, which is confusing. Then thereisthe possibility that the law
might change and characters who had adjusted themselves to Public Domain Status would find
themsalvesin copyright again or vice versa. Unrest in the Book\World about these mattersis palpable; it
only takesasmall spark to set off ariot.

'So dl waswdl?
"Pretty much.’



'Good. Anything else?
‘Starbucks want to open another coffee shop in the Hardy Boys series!

'Another one? | asked with some surprise. "There's dready sixteen. How much coffee do they think they
can drink? Tell them they can open another in Mrs Dalloway and two morein The Age of Reason.
After that, no more. What el se?

"The Tailor of Gloucester needs three yards of cherry-coloured silk to finish the mayor's embroidered
coat — but he's got a cold and can't go out.'

'Who are we? Interlink? Tell him to send his cat, Smpkin.'
'Okay.’
There was a pause.

'Y ou didn't come all thisway to tell me bad news about Kaine, copyright panics and cherry-coloured
twist, now, did you?

Shelooked at me and sighed.
‘Therésabit of aproblem with Hamlet.'
'l know. But he's doing afavour for my mother at the moment. I'll send him back in afew days!'

'Um,’ replied the hedgehog nervoudly, ‘it'sabit more complex than that. | think it might be agood ideaif
you kept him out herefor abit longer.’

'What's going on? | asked suspicioudly.

It wasn't my fault!" she burst out, reaching for her pocket handkerchief. 'l thought the Interna Plot
Adjustment request was to sort out the seasonal anomalies! All that desth in the orchard, then winter,
then flowers—'

"What happened? | asked.
Mrs Tiggy-Winklelooked miserable.

'Wdll, you know there has been much grumbling within Hamlet ever since Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
got their own play?

'Yes?

‘Just after you left, Ophelia attempted a coup d'etat in Hamlet's absence. Sheimported a B-6 Haml et
from Lamb's Shakespeare and convinced him to re-enact some of the key sceneswith apro-Ophelia
bias'

'And?

'Wdl,' said Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, 'they retitled it The Tragedy of the Fair Ophelia, driven mad by the
callous Hamlet, Prince of Denmark.'

'She's away's up to something, isn't she? I'll give her "Hey nonny, nonny”. Tell her to get back into line or
well dap aClassl| fiction infraction on her so fast it'll make her head spin.’



'Wetried that but L aertes returned from Paris and lent his voice to the revolution. Together they made
some more changesand caled it: The Tragedy of the Noble Laertes, who avenges his sister the fair
Ophelia, driven mad by the callous and murderous Hamlet, Prince of Denmark.’

| ran my fingersthrough what remained of my hair.
'S0 .. . . arrest them both?

"Too late. Their father Poloniuswasin a"have ago" mood and joined in. He also made changes and
together they renamed it The tragedy of the very witty and not remotely boring Polonius, father of
the noble Laertes, who avenges hisfair sister Ophelia, driven mad by the callous, murderous and
outrageoudly disrespectful Hamlet, Prince of Denmark.’

'What wasit like?

'With Polonius? Very . . . wordy. We could replace them dl,’ carried on Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, 'but
changing so many mgor playersin one swoop might cause irreparable damage. Thelast thing we need
right now isHamlet coming back and sticking his oar in -you know how mad he gets when anybody
even suggests aword change.’

'Right,’ | said, 'here'sthe plan. Thisisal happening in the 1623 folio edition, yes?
Mrs Tiggy-Winkle nodded her head.

'Okay. Move Hamlet — or whatever it is called at present — to a disused Storycode engine and fire up
The Penguin Modern Hamlet so that isthe one everyone in the Outland will read. It will give us some
breathing space without anyone seeing the Polonised version. It won't be at its best, but it'll have to do.
Horatio must still be on Hamlet'sside, surely?

‘Mogt definitely.’

"Then deputise him to Jurisfiction and try to get him to convince the Polonius family to attend an
arbitration session. Keep me posted. I'll try and keep Hamlet amused out here!'

She made anote.
'Isthat al? | asked.
'Unless you need some washing done.’

'l have amother who will fight you for that. Now please, please, Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, you must leave me
to sort out Kaine and get my husband back!’

'You'reright, she said after a short pause. 'We're going to handle thisal on our own.'
‘Good.'

'Right.

'Wdll . . . goodnight, then.’

'Y es,' said the hedgehog, ‘goodnight.’

She stood there on the kitchen linoleum, tapping her paws together and staring at the ceiling.



Tiggy, what isit?

'It's Mr Tiggy-Winkle!' she burst out at last. 'He came home late last night in a state of shock and smelling
of car exhaust and I'm so worried!"

It was about three in the morning when | wasfindly Ieft done with my thoughts, adeeping sonand a
pocket handkerchief drenched with hedgehog tears.

11
The Greatness of & Zvikx

GOLIATH CORPORATION IMPLEMENT 'DISTRACTION REDUCTION' PROGRAMME

Accusations were growing yesterday that the corporation's drive to increase productivity would result in
theloss of civil liberties. Thiswas strongly denied by Goliath, who commented: "We don't see bricking up
the million or so windowsin our 10,000 work facilities as anything less than a positive step forward. By
removing windows we aim to help the worker who might be suffering from interest in work deficit
disorder to higher levels of sdf-help and greater productivity. We aso think that it will save thousands of
gdlons of Windolene and the estimated six hundred deaths suffered by window cleaners every year.'
Accusations that the corporation were 'nothing short of bullies were met with a three-hundred-page writ
for defamation, ddlivered persondly by very big men with tattoos:

Artidein The Toad on Sunday 3 July, 1988

From humble beginningsin 1289 to afiery end in the autumn of 1536, the towering beauty of the Grest
Cathedra of Swindon was once the equal of Canterbury or Y ork, but no longer. Built over at least four
times since then, the site of the cathedra is now occupied by atemple of another kind: Tesco's. Where
monks once moved slently to prayer benesth vaulted cloisters, you can now buy LolaVVavoom workout
videos, and where the exquisite stained-glass east window once brought forth tears from the coldest
heart, thereis now arefrigerated display boasting five different types of smoked sausage.

| took my seat and placed Friday on my lap. He wriggled while | looked around. The car park was full of
eager spectators. Some, like myself, were sitting on the especially constructed tiered seating, the rest
standing behind barriers on the asphdt. But everyone, Sitting or standing, was facing asmall fenced-off
area sandwiched between the shopping trolley return point and the cashpoint machines. Thissmal area
contained aweathered arched doorway, the only visible remnant of Swindon's once great monastic
Settlement.

'How are you doing? asked Joffy, who, aswell as being aminister for the GSD and severd other smaller
denominations, was aso head of the Idolatry Friends of St Zvikx.

'Fine. Isn't that Lydia Startright?

| was pointing at awell-dressed female reporter readying herself for abroadcast.
'She's about to interview me. How do | 1ook?

Very...eccledadticd.

'Good. Excuse me!'

He straightened his dog collar and walked over to join Lydia. She was standing next to her producer, a



small and curioudly unappealing man who was so unorigina of thought that he still considered it cool and
desirable for people in the mediato wear black.

'What timeis old Zvlkxy due to appear? the producer asked Joffy.
'In about five minutes!
'Good. Lyds, wed better go live:!'

Lydia composed herself, took one more look at her notes, awaited the count-in of the producer, gave a
welcoming smile and began.

'‘Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, thisis Lydia Startright for Toad News Network reporting live from
Swindon. In under five minutes St Zvlkx, the obscure and sometimes controversia thirteenth-century
saint, isdueto be resurrected here, liveonregiona TV.'

She turned to indicate the weathered pieces of stone, previoudy ignored by thousands of shoppers but
now the centre of attention.

'On this spot once stood the towering Great Cathedral of Swindon, founded by St Zvikx in the thirteenth
century. Where the wet-fish counter now stands was where St Zvlkx penned his"Book of Reveaments'
containing seven sets of prophecies, five of which have dready cometrue. To help usthrough the
quagmire of claims and counter-claims | have with methe Very Irrev. Joffy Next, head of the Church of
the Globa Standard Deity herein Swindon, speaker at the Idolatry Friends of St Zvikx and something of
an expert in things Zvlkxian. Hello, Joffy, welcome to the show.' Thank you, Lydia,' said Joffy, ‘we'redl
big fans of yoursat the GSD.'

"Thank you. So tell me, what exactly are the Reved ments?

'Wéll," he began, 'details are understandably vague, but St Zvikx wrote anumber of predictionsin asmal
book before he vanished in a"cleanging fire" in 1292. An incomplete copy of the Reveamentsisin the
Swindon City Library, but unlike those of most of the other seers who make vague and sweeping
generdisationsthat are open to interpretation, St Zvlkx's predictions are refreshingly specific.’

'Perhaps you could give us an example?

'Of course. Part of Zvlkx's Revealment the First telsusthat: A lowly butcher's son from the town of
Ipswich will rise to be Lord Chancellor. His name shall be Tommy Wolsey, and he will be
inaugurated the day before Christmas, and shall get only one present, not two, as should be his
right ...

"That's uncannily accurate!' bresthed Lydia

'Indeed — exigting letters from Cardind Wolsey indicate most strongly that he was "vexed and annoyed”
at having to make do with only one present, something he often spoke about and which might have
contributed, many years later, to hisfailure to persuade the Pope to grant Henry V111 an annulment of his
marriage to Catherine of Aragon.’

'‘Remarkable,’ said Lydia. 'What else?

'Wdll,' continued Joffy, "Zvikx's Revealment the Second told usthat: . . . It shall be known as the " Sail
of the Century" —an armada of over a hundred ships smelling of paella shall cross the Channel.
Fireand wind will conspire to destroy them, England will remain free . . .



'Not quite so good, said Lydia.

'| agree,' replied Joffy. 'Paellawasn't invented until after the Spanish Armada. There are the odd
mistakes, but even so his accuracy isastonishing. Not only do his Revealments include names and dates
but aso, on one occasion, areliable phone number for agood timein Leeds. By the end of the sixteenth
century St Zvlkx had been afforded that rare halmark of unbridled Elizabethan success—the
commemorative plate. By thetime of his next Reved ment acentury and ahdf later his supportersand
followers had dwindled to only a handful. But when it arrived, this Revedment the Third catapulted Zvikx
back into theworld'sheadlines. . . . In 1776, a George King numbered three will lose hismind, his
largest colony, and his socks. The colony will grow to be the greatest power in the world but his
mind and his socks will stay lost . . .'

‘And the fourth?
... aman named after a form of waterproof shoe will trounce a short Frenchman in Belgium . . .
'Clearly Waterloo — and thefifth?

... The evil yet nattily dressed aggressors known as Nasis, fear of whom has polarised the nation,
will be gected from these isands by — and | know this soundsreally weird — the colony that was
mentioned in prediction three. And Denis Compton will score 3,816 runs for Middlesex in a single
season . . .

‘Uncanny," murmured Lydia 'How would a thirteenth-century monk know that Compton batted for
Middlesex?

'He was, and indeed might be again, the greatest of seers,' replied Joffy.

"We know that his Reved ment the Sixth was a prediction of his own second coming, but it is the sports
fans of Swindon who will redly be bowled over by his Revea ment the Seventh.’

'Exactly so," replied Joffy. 'According to the incomplete Codex Zvikxus, it will be: There will be a home
win on the playing fields of Svindonne in nineteen hundred and eighty-eight, and in consequence
of ... Thereismore, but it's been lost. We can ask him about it when he regppears.’

'Fascinating stuff, Irrev. Next! Just one question. Whereishe?

| looked at my watch as Friday stood on my lap and stared that unnerving sort of two-year-old stare at
the couple behind us. St Zvlikx was dready three minuteslate, and | saw Joffy bite hislip nervoudy. They
had made much of the Greaet Man's predictions, and for him not to turn up would bejust plain
embarrassing —not to mention costly. Joffy had spent agreat deal of Mum's savingslearning Old
English at thelocd adult education centre.

"Tell me, Irrev. Next,' continued Lydia, trying to pad out theinterview, 'l understand the Toast Marketing
Board has secured a sponsorship dedl with St Zvikx?

'Indeed,’ replied Joffy, ‘we at the Idolatry Friends of St Zvlikx have secured on hisbehdf avery
favourable ded with Toast, who wanted to have exclusive rightsto hislikeness and wisdom, if he has

any.’
‘Nevertheless, | understand the Goliath Corporation were said to be interested?

‘Not redly. Goliath have been less than enthusiagtic Since their sportswear divison paid over aquarter of
amillion for an exclusive sponsorship ded with St Bernadette of Lincoln. But Snce her return sx months



ago she has done nothing except brick hersaf up in aroom and pray in silent retrospection, something
that doesn't lend itself to salling running shoes. The Toast Marketing Board, on the other hand, made no
such demands— they are happy just to see what Zvlkx himsalf would like to do for them.’

Lydiaturned back to the camera.

'Agtonishing. If you'vejust joined usthisisalive telecast of the second coming of the thirteenth-century
sant, Thomas Zvikx.'

| looked at my watch again. Zvlkx was now five minuteslate. Lydiacarried on with her live broadcast,
interviewing severa other peopleto soak up time. The crowd grew dightly impatient and alow
murmuring started to emerge from the expectant silence. Lydiahad just asked a style guru about the sort
of clothes they might be expecting Zvikx to be wearing when she was interrupted by a shout. Something
was happening just outside Tesco's between the child's coin-in-the-d ot flying e ephant ride and the
letterbox. Joffy vaulted over the press enclosure and ran towards where a column of smoke wasrising
from acrack that had opened up in the mother-and-child parking area. The sky grew dark, birds
stopped singing and shoppers coming out of the revolving doors stared in astonishment as a bolt of
lightning struck the weathered stone arch and split it asunder. Therewas acollective cry of darmasa
wind sprang up from nowhere. Pennants advertisng new Saver product lines which were hanging limply
on the flagpoles came loose with a crack and awhirling mass of dust and waste paper spread acrossthe
car park, making severa people cough.

Within afew momentsit wasdl over. Sitting on the ground and dressed in arough habit tied with arope
at the waist was agrubby man with ascraggy beard and exceptionally bad teeth. He blinked and |ooked
curioudy around a his new surroundings.

'Welcome,' said Joffy, thefirst on the scene, 'l represent the Idolatry Friends of St Zvlkx and
offer you protection and guidance'

The thirteenth-century monk looked a him with his dark eyes, then at the crowd which had gathered
closer to him, everyone talking and pointing and asking him whether they could have their picturestaken
withhim.

"Your accent is not bad,' replied & Zvlkx dowly. 'Is this 19887?"

It is, sir. I've brokered a sponsorship deal for you with the Toast Marketing Board.'
'‘Cash?’

Joffy nodded.

‘Thank ?*&E£@ for that,' said Zvlkx. 'Has the ale improved Since I've been away?'
‘Not much. But the choice is better.'

'‘Can’'t wait. Hubba-hubba! Who's the moppet in the tight blouse?’

'Mr Next," interjected Lydia. who had managed to push her way to the front, ‘perhaps you would be
good enough to tell uswhat Mr Zvikx is saying?

'l —um —welcomed him to the twentieth century and said we had much to learn from him asregards
beekeeping and the lost art of brewing mead. He—um —said just then that heistired after hisjourney
and wants only world peace, bridges between nations and agood home for orphans, kittens and

puppies.



The crowd suddenly parted to make way for the Mayor of Swindon. St Zvikx knew power when he saw
it and smiled agreeting to Lord Volescamper, who walked briskly up and shook the monk's grimy hand.

'Look here, welcome to the twentieth century, old sdlt,’ said VV olescamper, wiping hishand on his
handkerchief. 'How areyou finding it?"

'Welcome to our age,' trandated Joffy, '"How are you enjoying your stay?’
'‘Cushty, me old cocker babe,’ replied the saint smply.
'He says very wdll, thank you.'

‘Tell the worthy saint that we have awel come pack awaiting him in the presidentia suite at the Finis
Hotel. Knowing his aversion to comfort we took the liberty of removing al carpets, drapes, sheets and
towels and replaced the bedcl othes with hemp sacks stuffed with rocks:”

‘What did the old fart say?’
'You don't want to know .

"What about the incomplete seventh Reved ment? asked Lydia. 'Can St Zvikx tell us anything about
that?

Joffy swiftly trandated and St Zvlkx rummaged in the folds of his blanket and produced asmall
leather-bound book. The crowd fell sillent as he licked a grubby finger, turned to the requisite page and
reed:

‘There will be a home win on the playing fields of Swindonne in nineteen hundred
and eighty-eight, and in consequence of this and only in consequence of this, a
great tyrant and the company named Goliathe will fall.'

All eyes switched to Joffy, who trandated. There was a sharp intake of breath and aclamour of
questions.

'Mr Zvikx,' said areporter from The Mole, who up until that moment had been bored out of his skull, ‘do
you mean to say that Goliath will belost if Swindon wins the Superhoop?

"That isexactly what he says,' replied Joffy.

Therewas afurther clamour of questions from the assembled journdistsas | carefully tried to figure out
the repercussions of this new piece of intelligence. Dad had said that a Superhoop win for Swindon
would avert an armageddon and, if what Zvlkx was saying came true, atriumph on Saturday would do
precisaly this. The question was, how? There was no connection asfar as| could see. | was il trying to
think how a croquet final could unseat a near-dictator and destroy one of the most powerful
multinationas on the planet when Lord V olescamper intervened and silenced the noisy crowd of
newsmen with awave of hishand.

'Mr Next, thank the gracious saint for hiswords. There istime enough to muse on his Revealment but
right now | would like him to meet members of the Swindon Chamber of Commerce, which, | might add,
issponsored by St Biddulph's® Hundreds and Thousands, the cake decoration of choice. After that we
might take some teaand carrot cake. Would he be agreeable to that?

Joffy trandated every word and Zvikx smiled happily.



'Look here, St Zvlkx," said V olescamper as they walked towards the marquee for tea and scones, ‘what
was the thirteenth century like?

‘The mayor wants to know what the thirteenth century was like — and no lip,
sunshine.’

'Filthy, damp, disease-ridden and pestilential .

'He said it was like London, Y our Grace.'

St Zvikx looked at the weathered arch, the only visible evidence of his once great cathedra, and asked:
‘What happened to my cathedral?’

'‘Burned durring the dissolution of the monasteries.

'‘Got damn,' he muttered, eyebrowsraised, 'should have seen that coming.’

'Duis aute dolor in fugiat nulla pariatur," murmured Friday, pointing at St Zvlkx's retreating form,
rapidly vanishing in acrowd of well-wishers and newsmen.

'l have no idea, sweetheart — but I've afeding things are just beginning to get interesting.’

'Well,' said Lydiato the camera, 'a Reved ment that could spell potentia disaster for the Goliath
Corporation and—'

Her producer was gesticulating wildly for her not to connect ‘tyrant’ with 'Kaine liveon ar.

'—an asyet unnamed tyrant. Thisis Lydia Startright, bringing you a miraculous event live for Toad
News. And now, aword from our sponsors, Goliath Pharmaceuticas, the makers of Haerrmarelief

12
Soike and Cindy

'Operative Spike Stoker was with SO-17, the Vampire and Werewolf disposal operation, undeniably the
most londly of the SpecOps divisions. SO-17 operatives worked in the twilight world of the semi-dead,
changelings, vampires, lycanthropes and those of agenerdly evil disposition. Spike had been decorated
more timesthan | had read Three Men in a Boat, but then he was the only staker in the South-west and
no onein their right mind would do what he did on a SpecOps wage, except me. And only then when |
was desperate for the cash.’

THURSDAY NEXT — My Life in SoecOps

| pushed Friday back towards my car, deep in thought. The stakes had just been raised and any chance
that | might somehow influence the outcome of the Superhoop were suddenly made that much more
impossible. With Goliath and Kaine both having avested interest in making sure the Swindon Mallets
logt, chances of our victory had dropped from ‘highly unlikely' to ‘'nigh impossible.

It explains,' said avoice, ‘why Goliath are changing to afaith-based corporate management system.’

| turned to find my stalker, Millon de Foss, waking close behind me. It must have been important for
him to contravene the blanket restraining order. | stopped for amoment.



'Why do you think that?

'Oncethey are ardigion they won't be a company named Goliathe, as stated in Zvlkx's prophecy,’
observed Millon, ‘and they can avoid the Reved ment coming true. Sister Bettina, their own corporate
precog, must have foreseen something like thisand aerted them.’

'Doesthat mean,’ | asked dowly, 'that they'retaking St Zvlkx serioudy?

'He'stoo accurate not to be, Miss Next, however unlikely it may seem. Now that they know the
complete seventh Reved ment, they'll try and do anything to stop Swindon winning —and continue with
the religion thing as aback-up just in case'’

It made sense— sort of. Dad must have known this or something very likeit. None of it boded very well,
but my father had said the likelihood of this armageddon was only 22 per cent, so the answer must be
somewhere.

'I'm going to visit Goliathopohs this afternoon,’ | said thoughtfully. 'Have you found out anything about
Kane?

Millon rummaged in his pocket for a notepad, found it and flicked through the pages, which seemed to be
full of numbers.

'It'shere somewhere," he said gpologetically. 'l like to collect vacumn-cleaner serial numbers and was
investigating arare Hoover XB-23E when | got the cdll. Hereitis. ThisKainefdlow isaconspiracist’'s
delight. He arrived on the scene five years ago with no past, no parents, nothing. His nationa insurance
number was only given to himin 1982, and it seemsthe only jobs he has ever held waswith his
publishing company and then as M P!’

'Not alot to go on, then.'

'Not yet, but I'll keep on digging. Y ou might be interested to know that he has been seen on severd
occasionswith LolaVavoom.'

'Who hasn't?

'Agreed. Y ou wanted to know about Mr Schitt-Hawse? He heads the Goliath tech division.'
'Y ou sure?

Millon looked dubiousfor amoment.

'In the conspiracy industry the word "sure" has a certain plasticity about it, but yes. We have amole at
Goliathopolis. Admittedly they only serve in the canteen, but you'd be surprised the sensitive information
that one can overhear giving out shortbread fingers. Apparently Schitt-Hawse has been engaged in
something caled "The Ovitron Project”. We're not sure but it might be adevelopment of your uncle's
ovinator. Could it be something dong the lines of The Midwich Cuckoos?

'l sncerely hope not.'

| made afew notes, thanked Millon for histime and continued heading back to my car, my head full of
potentia futures, ovinators and Kaine.

Ten minutes later we were in my Speedster, heading north towards Cricklade. My father had told me
that Cindy would fail to kill me three times before she died hersdlf, but there was a chance the future



didn't have to turn out that way — after al, | had once been shot dead by a SpecOps marksman in an
dternative future, and | was dtill very much dive.

| hadn't seen Spike for over two years but had been gratified to learn he had moved out of hisdingy
gpartment to anew addressin Cricklade. | soon found his street — it was anewly built estate of
Cotswold stone which shone awarm glow of ochre in the sunlight. Aswe drove dowly down the road
checking door numbers, Friday helpfully pointed out things of interest.

'Ipsum,’ he said, pointing at acar.

| was hoping that Spike wasn't there so | could spesk to Cindy on her own, but | was out of luck. |
parked behind his SpecOps black-and-white and climbed out. Spike himsdlf was Sitting in a deckchair
on thefront lawn, and my heart fell when | saw that not only had he married Cindy but they had dso had
achild -agirl of about one was Stting on the grass next to him playing under aparasol. | cursed inwardly
as Friday hid behind my leg. | was going to have to make Cindy play ball —the dternative wouldn't be
good for her and would be worse for Spike and their daughter.

'Yo!' yelled Spike, telling the person on the other end of the phone to hold it one moment and getting up
to give me a hug. 'How you doing, Next?

'I'm good, Spike. Y ou?

He spread hisarms, indicating the trappings of middle England suburbia. The UPV C double glazing, the
well-kept lawn, the drive, the wrought-iron sunrise gate.

'Look at dl this, sster! Isn't it the best?

'lpsum,’ said Friday, pointing at a plant pot.

‘Cutekid. Goonin. I'll bewith you in amoment.'

| walked into the house and found Cindy in the kitchen. She had a pinny on and her hair tied up.
'Hdllo,' | said, trying to sound as normd as possible, 'you must be Cindy.'

She looked me straight in the eye. She didn't look like a professional assassin who had killed sixty-seven
times—sixty-eight if shedid Samuel Pring —yet the really good ones never do.

'Wdll, well, Thursday Next,' she said dowly, crouching down to pull some damp clothes out of the
washing machine and twesking Friday's ear. 'Spike holds you in very high regard.’

"Then you know why I'm here?

She put down the washing, picked up a Fisher-Price Webster that was threatening to trip someone up,
and passed it to Friday, who sat down to scrutiniseit carefully.

'l can guess. Handsome lad. How old is he?
'Hewas two last month. And I'd like to thank you for missing yesterday.'

She gave awan smile and walked out of the back door. | caught up with her as she started to hang the
washing ontheline,

'Isit Kainetrying to have mekilled?



'| dways repect client confidentidity, she said quietly, 'and | can't missfor ever.’
"Then stop it right now,’ | said. 'Why do you even needtodoiit at al?
She pegged a blue Babygro on theline.

"Two reasons: firgt, I'm not going to give up work just because I'm married with akid, and second, |
aways complete a contract, no matter what. When | don't deliver the goods the clients want refunds.
And the Windowmaker doesn't do refunds.’

'Yes.!' | replied, 'l was curious about that. Why the Window-maker?

Sheglared a me coldly.

"The printers made amistake on the notepaper and it would have cost too much to redo. Don't laugh.’
She hung up apillowcase.

I'll contract you out, Miss Next, but | won't try today —which gives you sometime to get yourself
together and leave town for good. Somewherewhere | can't find you. And hidewell —1'm very good at
what | do.'

She glanced towards the kitchen. | hung alarge SO-17 T-shirt ontheline.
'He doesn't know, does he? | said.

'Spikeisafineman, replied Cindy, just alittle dow on the uptake. Y ou're not going to tell him and he's
never going to know. Grab the other end of that sheet, will you?

| took the end of adry sheet and we folded it together.

'I'm not going anywhere, Cindy,' | told her, 'and I'll protect mysdlf in any way | can.’
We stared at one another for amoment. It seemed like such awaste.

'Retire!’

‘Never!'

'Why?

‘Because | like it and I'm good at it —would you like some tea, Thursday?

Spike had entered the garden carrying the baby.

'So, how are my two favourite ladies?

"Thursday was helping me with the washing, Spikey,' said Cindy, her hard-as-nails professondism
replaced by aslly sort of girlieditsaness. 'I'll put the kettle on —two sugars, Thursday?

'One.’
She skipped into the house.
'What do you think? asked Spike in alow tone. 'lsn't she just the cutest thing ever?



Hewaslike afifteen-year-old in lovefor thefirst time.
'She'slovely, Spike, you're alucky man.’

‘Thisis Betty, said Spike, waving the tiny arm of the infant with his huge hand. 'One year old. Y ou were
right about being honest with Cindy — she didn't mind me doing dl that vampire sh— | mean stuff. Infact
| think she's kinda proud.’

"You're alucky man,’ | repeated, wondering just how | was going to avoid making him awidower and
the gurgling child motherless.

Wewalked back into the house, where Cindy was busying hersdlf in the kitchen.

'Where have you been? asked Spike, depositing Betty next to Friday. They looked at one another
suspicioudy. 'Prison?

‘No. Somewhere weird. Somewhere other .’
'Will you be returning there? asked Cindy innocently.
'Shel's only just got back!" exclaimed Spike. 'We don't want to be shot of her quite yet.'

'Shot of her —of course not,’ replied Cindy, placing amug of teaon thetable. 'Have a seat. There are
Hobnobsin that novelty dodo biscuit tin over there!

"Thank you. So,' | continued, 'how's the vampire business?

'So-50. Been quiet recently. Werewolvesthe same. | dedlt with afew zombiesin the city centre the other
night but Supreme Evil Being containment work has amost completely dried up. There's been areport of
afew ghouls, bogeys and phantomsin Winchester but it's not reglly my area of expertise. Therestalk of
disbanding the division and then taking me on fredlance when they need something done.’

'Isthat bad?

‘Not redly. | can charge what | want with vampires on the prowl, but in dack times1'd be abit stuffed —
wouldn't want to send Cindy out to work full time, now, would |7

Helaughed and Cindy laughed with him, handing Betty arusk. She gaveit an dmighty toothless bite and
then looked puzzled when there was no effect. Friday took it away from her and showed how it was
done.

'So what are you up to at present? asked Spike.

‘Not much. | just dropped in before | go off up to Goliathopolis—my husband till isn't back.'
'Did you hear about Zvlkx's Revealment?

'l wasthere!'

"Then Goliath will want dl the forgivenessthey can get —you won't find a better time for forcing them to
bring him back."

We chatted for ten minutes or more until it wastimefor meto leave. | didn't manage to spesk to Cindy
on her own again, but | had said what | wanted to say — | just hoped she would take notice, but
somehow | doubted it.



'If | ever have any freelance jobsto do, will you join me? asked Spike as he was seeing me out of the
door, Friday having esten nearly dl the rusks.

| thought of my overdraft.
'Please!
'‘Good,' replied Spike, 'I'll bein touch.’

| drove down to the M4 to Saknussum International, where | had to run to catch the Gravitube to the
James Tarbuck Graviport in Liverpool. Friday and | had abrief lunch before hopping on the shuttle to
Goliathopalis. Goliath had taken my husband from me, and they could bring him back. And when you
have a grievance with a company, you go straight to the top.
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The Goliath Apologarium™

DANISH CAR'A DEATHTRAP' CLAIMSKAINIAN MINISTER

Robert Edsdl, the Kainian minister of road safety, hit out at Danish car manufacturer VVolvo yesterday,
claming the boxy and unsightly vehicles previoudy consdered one of the safest cars on the market to be
die complete reverse — a deathtrap for anyone stupid enough to buy one. 'The Volvo fared very poorly in
the rocket-propelled grenade test,’ claimed Mr Edsdl in apress release yesterday, 'and owners and thelr
children risk permanent spind injury when dropped in the car from heights aslow as sixty feet. Mr Edsdl
continued to pour scorn on the pride of the Danish motoring industry by reveding that the Volvo'sair
filters offered 'scant protection’ againgt pyroclastic flows, poisonous fumes and other forms of common
volcanic phenomena. 'l would very much recommend that anyone thinking of buying this poor Danish
product should think again,’ said Mr Edsdl. When the Danish foreign minister pointed out that VVolvos
were, in fact, Swedish, Mr Edsdl accused the Danes of once again attempting to blame their neighbours
for their own manufacturing weaknesses.

Artidein The Toad on Sunday. 16 July, 1988

The Ide of Man had been an independent corporate state within England since it was gppropriated for
the greater fiscal good in 1963. The surrounding Irish Seawas heavily mined to deter unwanted visitors
and the skies above protected by the most technologically advanced anti-aircraft system known to man.
It had hospitals and schools, auniversity, its own fusion reactor and a so, leading from Douglasto
Kennedy Graviport in New Y ork, the world's only privately run Gravitube. Theidand was hometo
almost 200,000 people who did nothing but support, or support the support of, the one enterprise that
dominated the small idand: the Goliath Corporation.

The old Manx town of Laxey was renamed Goliathopolis and was now the Hong Kong of the British
archipelago, aforest of glassy towers striding up the hillsde towards Snaefell. The largest of these
skyscrapersrose higher even than the mountain pesak behind it and could be seen glinting in the sunlight al
the way from Blackpool, weather permitting. In this building was housed the inner sanctum of the whole
vast multinationd, the cream of Goliath's corporate engineers. An employee could spend alifetime on the
idand and never even get past the front desk. And it was on the ground floor of thisbuilding, right at the
heart of the corporation, that | found the Goliath gpologarium.

| joined asmall queuein front of amodern glass-topped table where two smiling Goliath employeeswere
giving out questionnaires and numbered tickets.



'Hello!" said one of the clerks, ayoungish girl with alopsided smile. 'Welcometo the Goliath
Corporation's Apology Emporium. Sorry you had to wait. How can we help you?

"The Goliath Corporation murdered my husband.'

'How smply dreadful!" she responded in alame and insincere display of sympathy. 'I'm so sorry to hear
that. Goliath, as part of their move to afaith-based corporate management system, are committed to
reverang al the unpleasant matters we may previoudy have been engaged in. Y ou need to fill in thisform,
and thisform —and section D of this one— and then take a seat. Well get one of our highly trained
apologists to see you just as soon asthey can.'

She handed me severd long forms and a numbered ticket, then indicated a door to one side. | opened it
and walked into the gpologarium. It was alarge hdl with floor-to-celling windows that gave a serene
view of the Irish Sea. On one side was arow of perhaps twenty cubicles containing suited gpologists,
who al sat ligtening intently to what they were being told with the same sad and contrite expression. On
the other side were rows upon rows of wooden seating that held eager and once bullied citizens,
anxioudy clasping their numbered tickets and patiently waiting their turn. | looked a my ticket. It was
number 6,174. | glanced up at the board, which told me that number 836 was now being interviewed.

'Dear, sweet people!’ said a voice through a Tannoy. 'Goliath is deeply sorry for dl the harm it may
inadvertently have caused you in the past. Here at the Goliath Apologarium™ we are only too happy to
assis in your problem, no matter how smal . . .

You!' | said to aman who was hobbling past me towards the exit. 'Have Goliath repented to your
satifaction?

'Wdll, they didn't really need to," hereplied blandly. "It was | who was at fault —in fact, | apologised for
wadting their vauabletime!'

'Whet did they do?

"They bathed my neighbourhood with ionising radiation, then denied it for seventeen years, even after
people'steeth fell out and | grew athird foot.'

'And you forgave them?

'Of course. | can see now that it was a genuine accident and the public have to accept risksif we areto
have abundant clean energy, limitless food and household e ectro-defragmentisers:!”

He was carrying asheath of papers; not the gpplication formsthat | had to fill out but leaflets on how to
join New Goliath. Not as a consumer, but as a worshipper . | had always been deeply distrustful of
Goliath but thiswhole 'repentance’ thing smelt worse than anything | had so far witnessed. | turned, tore
up my numbered ticket and headed for the exit.

'Miss Next!" cdled out afamiliar voice. 'l say, Miss Next!"

A short man with pinched features and a rounded head covered with the fuzz of an aggresively short
crew cut was facing me. He was wearing adark suit and heavy gold jewellery and was arguably the
person | liked least —this was Jack Schitt, once Goliath's top advanced weapons guru and ex-convict of
The Raven. Thiswas the man who had tried to prolong the Crimean War so he could make afortune out
of Goliath's |latest super-weapon, the plasmarifle.

Anger rose quickly within me. | turned Friday in the other direction so as not to give hisyoung mind any
wrong ideas about the use of violence and then grasped Schitt by the throat. He took a step back,



stumbled and collapsed beneath me with ayep. Sensing | had been in this position before, | released him
and placed my hand on the butt of my automatic, expecting to be attacked by ahost of Jack's minders.
But there was nothing. Just sad citizens looking on sorrowfully.

‘Thereisno one hereto help me,' said Jack Schitt, dowly getting to hisfeet. '1 have been assaulted eight
timestoday — | count mysdlf fortunate. Y esterday it was twenty-three.'

| looked at him and noticed, for the first time, that he had ablack eye and acut on hislip.
'No minders? | echoed. 'Why?

It ismy absolution to face those | have bullied and harangued in the past, Miss Next. When we last met |
was head of Goliath's Advanced Weapons Division and corporate laddernumber 329." He sighed. ‘Now,
thanks to your well-publicised denouncement of the failings of our plasmarifle, the corporation has
decided to demote me. | am an Apology Facilitation Operative second class, ladder-number

12,398,219. The mighty have fallen, Miss Next.'

'On the contrary,’ | replied, 'you have merely been moved to alevel morefitting to your competence. It's
ashame. Y ou deserved much worse than this!'

His eyestwitched as he grew angry. The old Jack, the homicidal one, returned for amoment. But the
fedings were short-lived and his shouldersfdll as he redised that without the Goliath Security Serviceto
back him up, his power over mewas minimd.

'Maybe you'reright,' he said ssmply. 'Y ou will not have to wait your turn, MissNext, | will dea with your
case persondly. Isthisyour son? He bent down to look closer. ‘Cute fellow, isn't he?

'Eiusmod tempor incididunt adipisiting €lit,’ said Friday, glaring at Jack suspicioudly.
'What did he say?

'He said: "If you touch me my mum will break your nose."

Jack stood up quickly.

'l see. Goliath and mysdlf offer afull, frank and unreserved apology.'

'Wheat for?

'l don't know. Have it on account. Would you care to cometo my office?

He beckoned me out of the door and we crossed a courtyard with alarge fountain in the middle, past a
few suited Goliath officials chattering in a corner, then through another doorway and down awide
corridor full of clerks moving backwards and forwards with folders tucked under their arms.

Jack opened adoor, ushered mein, offered me achair and then sat himself. It wasamiserablelittle
office, devoid of any decoration except ashabby LolaVavoom caendar on the wall and adead plantin
apot. The only window looked out on to awall. He arranged some papers on his desk and spoke into
the intercom.

'Mr Higgs, would you bring the Thursday Next filein, please?

Helooked at me earnestly and set his head at adight angle, as though trying to affect some sort of
gpol ogetic demeanour.



'None of us quiterealised,’ he began in the sort of soft voice that undertakers use when attempting to
persuade you to buy the deluxe coffin, just how appalling we had been until we started asking people if
they were at al unhappy with our conduct.'

'Why don't we cut the cr—' | looked at Friday, who looked back at me. '—cut the, cut the.. . .
nonsense and go straight to the place where you atone for your crimes.’

He sighed and stared at me for amoment, then said:

'Very well. What did we do wrong again?

'Y ou can't remember?

'l do lots of wrong things, Miss Next, you'll excuse meif | can't remember details!

'Y ou eradicated my husband,’ | said through gritted teeth. 'Of course! And what was the name of the
eradicatee?

‘Landen,’ | replied coldly, 'Landen Parker-Laine.'

At that moment a clerk arrived with afile marked 'most secret’ and laid it on his desk. Jack opened it and
leafed through.

"The record shows that at the time you say your hushband was eradicated your case officer was Operative
Schitt-Hawse. It says here that he pressured you to release Operative Schitt — that's me — from within the
pages of The Raven by utilisng an unnamed ChronoGuard operative who volunteered his services. It
saysthat you complied but our promise was revoked owing to an unforeseen and commercialy

necessary overriding blackmail continuance situation.’

"Y ou mean corporate greed, don't you?

'Don't underestimate greed, Miss Next —it's commerce's grestest motive force. In this context it was
probably due to our plansto use the BookWorld to dump nuclear waste and sell our extremely
high-quality goods and servicesto charactersin fiction. Y ou were then imprisoned in our most
inaccessible vault from which you escaped, methodology unknown.’

He closed thefile.

'What this means, Miss Next, isthat we kidnapped you, tried to kill you, and then had you on our
shoot-on-gight list for over ayear. Y ou may bein linefor agenerous cash settlement.’

'l don't want cash, Jack. Y ou had someone go back in timeto kill Landen, now you can just get
someone to go back again and unkill him!'

Jack Schitt paused and drummed hisfingers on the table for amoment.

‘That's not how it works," he replied testily. "The gpology and restitution rules are very clear —for usto
repent we must agree as to what we have done wrong, and there's no mention of any Goliath-led illegal
time-related jiggery-pokery in our report. Since Goliath's records are time-audited on aregular basis, |
think that proves conclusively that if there was any timefoolery it wasingtigated by the ChronoGuard —
Galiath's chronological record is above reproach.’

| thumped the table with my fist and Jack jumped. Without his henchmen around him he was a coward,
and every time heflinched, | grew stronger.



"Thisis complete and utter sh—' | looked at Friday again. —rubbish, Jack. Goliath and the
ChronoGuard eradicated my husband. Y ou had the power to remove him — you can be the onesthat put
him back."

"That's not possible.’
'GIVE ME BACK MY HUSBAND!'

The anger in Jack returned. He a so rose and pointed an accusing finger at me. '‘Have you even the
dightest ideahow much it coststo bribe the ChronoGuard? More money than we care to spend on the
sort of miserable half-hearted forgiveness you can offer us. And another thing, | . . . excuse me!'

The phone had rung and he picked it up, his eyesflicking ingtantly to me as he listened.
'Yes itis...Yes sheis...Yes, wedo...Yes | will!
His eyes opened wide.

‘Thisisindeed an honour, Sir . . . No, that would not beaproblemat dl, sir. .. Yes, I'msurel can
persuade her about that, Sir . . . no, it'swhat weal want . . . And avery good day to you, Sir. Thank
you.'

He put the receiver down and fetched an empty cardboard box from the cupboard with arenewed
Soring in his step.

'‘Good newsdl" he exclaimed, taking some junk out of his desk and placing it in the box. 'The CEO of New
Goliath hastaken aspecia interest in your case and will personaly guarantee the return of your husband.’

'l thought you said that timefoolery had nothing to do with you?

‘Apparently | was misinformed. We would be very happy to reactualise Libner.'
‘Landen.’

'Right."

'What'sthe catch? | asked suspicioudy.

'No catch,' replied Jack, picking up his desk nameplate and depositing it in the box along with the
cdendar, ‘we just want you to forgive usand like us!'

‘Likeyou?

'Yes. Or pretend to, anyway. Not so very hard, now, isit? Just sign this Standard Forgiveness Release
Form at the bottom here, and well reactudise your hubby. Smple, isn't it?

| was till suspicious.
'| don't believe you have any intention of getting Landen back.'

‘All right, then," said Jack, taking some files out of the filing cabinet and dumping them in his cardboard
box, ‘don't sgn and you'll never know. Asyou say, Miss Next —we got rid of him so we can get him
back.'

'Y ou stiffed me once before, Jack. How do | know you won't do it again?



Jack paused in his packing and looked dightly apprehensive.

'Areyou going to sign?

‘No.'

Jack sighed and started to take everything back out of the cardboard box and return it to its place.

'Well, he muttered, ‘there goes my promotion. But listen: whether you sign or not you walk out of herea
free woman. New Goliath have no argument with you any longer. Besides, what do you haveto |ose?

‘All I want,' | replied, ‘isto get my husband back. I'm not signing anything.'

Jack took his nameplate out of the cardboard box and put it back on his desk.

The phonerang again.

'Yes, gr ... No, shewont, sir. .. | tried that, Sir . . . very wdll, S’

He put the receiver down and picked up his nameplate again; it hovered over hisbox.
"That was the CEO. He wants to apologise to you personaly. Will you go?

| paused. Seeing the head honcho of Goliath was an amost unprecedented event for a non-Goliath
officid. If anyone could get Landen back, it was him.

'Okay.'
Jack smiled, dropped the nameplate in hisbox and then hurriedly threw everything else back in.

'Well," he continued, 'must dash — I've just been promoted up three laddernumbers. Go to the main
reception desk and someone will meet you. Don't forget your Standard Forgiveness Release Form, and if
you could mention my name I'd beredlly grateful

He handed me my unsigned forms as the door opened and another Goliath operative walked in, also
holding acardboard box full of possessions.

'What if | don't get him back, Mr Schitt?

'Wdll," he said, looking a hiswatch, 'if you have any grievances about the quality of our contrition you
had better take it up with your appointed Goliath gpologist. | don't work here any more.'

And he amiled asupercilious smile, put on his hat and was gone.

'Wel!" said the new apologist as he skirted the desk and started to arrange his possessions around his
new office. 'Isthere anything you'd like usto apologise for?

"Y our corporation,’ | muttered.
'Full, frank and unreservedly,' replied the gpologist in the Sincerest of tones.

15
Meeting the CEO




... Fifty years ago we were only asmall multinationa with barely 7,000 employees. Today we have
over 38,000,000 employeesin 14,000 companies dealing in over 12,000,000 different products and
sarvices. The size of Goliath iswhat gives us the stability to be able to say confidently that wewill be
looking after you for many yearsto come. By 1980 our turnover was equa to the combined GNP of 72
per cent of the planet's nations. This year we see the corporation take the next great legp forward — to
fully recognised rdligion with our own gods, demigods, priests, places of worship and prayerbook.
Goliath shareswill be exchanged for entry into our new faith-based corporate management system,
where you (the devotees) will worship us (the gods) in exchange for protection from the world's evilsand
areward in the afterlife. | know you will join mein this endeavour asyou havein al our past endeavours.
A comprehendive legflet explaining how you can help further the corporation'sinterest in this matter will
be available shortly. New Goliath. For al you'll ever need. For dl you'l ever want. Ever .

Extract from the Goliath Corporation CEO's 1988 conference speech

| walked to the main desk and gave my name to the receptionist, who, raising her eyebrows at my
request, called the 110th floor, registered some surprise and then asked meto wait. | pushed Friday
towards the waiting area and gave him abananal had in my bag. | sat and watched the Goliath officias
walking briskly backwards and forwards across the polished marble floors, dl looking busy but
seemingly doing nothing.

'Miss Next?

There weretwo individuas standing in front of me. One was dressed in the dark Goliath blue of an
executive; the other was afootman in full livery, holding apolished silver tray.

'Yes? | sad, standing up.
'My name is Mr Godfrey, the CEO's personal assistant's assistant. If you would be so kind?
Heindicated thetray.

| understood his request, unholstered my automatic and laid it on the salver. The footman paused politely.
| got the message and placed my two spare clipson it aswell. He bowed and silently withdrew, and the
Goliath executive led me silently towards a roped-off elevator at the far end of the concourse. | wheded
Friday in and the doors hissed shut behind us.

It was aglass devator that rose on the outside of the building and from our vantage point as we were
whisked noisdesdy heavenward | could seedll of Goliathopoliss buildings reaching dmogt al the way
down the coast to Douglas. The size of the corporation's holdings was never more so demonstrably
immense—adl these buildings smply administered the thousands of companies and millions of employees
around the world. If | had been in acharitable frame of mind | might have been impressed by the scale
and grandeur of Goliath's establishment. Asit was, | saw only ill-gotten gains.

The smaller buildings were soon left behind as we continued upward, until even the other skyscrapers
were dwarfed. | was staring with fascination at the spectacular view when without warning the exterior
was suddenly obscured by awhite haze. Water droplets formed on the outside of the elevator and |

could see nothing until afew seconds later we burst clear of the cloud and into bright sunshine and a deep
blue sky. | stared across the top of the clouds, which stretched away unbroken into the distance. | was
50 enthralled by the spectacle that | didn't realise the elevator had stopped.

'Ipsum,’ said Friday, who was a so impressed, and he pointed in case | had missed the view.

'Miss Next?



| turned. To say the boardroom of the Goliath Corporation was impressive would not be doing it the
judticeit deserves. | was on thetop floor of the building. The walls and roof were dl tinted glass, and
from here on aclear day you must be able to look down upon the world from the viewpoint of agod.
Today it looked as though we were afloat on a cotton-wool sea. The building and its position, high above
the planet both geographicaly and moraly, perfectly reflected the corporation's dominance and power.

In the middle of the room was along table with perhaps thirty suited Goliath board membersal standing
next to their seats, watching mein silence. No one said anything, and | was about to ask who the boss
was when | noticed alarge man staring out of the window with his hands clasped behind his back.

'lpsum!’ said Friday.

'Allow me," began my escort, 'to introduce the Chief Executive Officer of the Goliath Corporation, John
Henry Goliath V, great-great-grandson of our founder, John Henry Goliath.'

The figure staring out of the window turned to meet me. He must have been over six foot eight and was
large with it. Broad, imposing and dominating. He was not yet fifty, had piercing green eyesthat seemed
to look straight through me, and gave me such awarm smilethat | wasingtantly put at my esse.

'Miss Next? he said in avoice like distant thunder. 'I've wanted to meet you for sometime.”
His handshake was warm and friendly; it was easy to forget just who he was and what he had done.

"They are sanding for you," he announced, indicating the board members. 'Y ou have personaly cost us
over abillion poundsin cash and at least four timesthat in lost revenues. Such an adversary isto be
admired rather than reviled.'

The board members applauded for about ten seconds, then sat back down at their places. | noticed Brik
Schitt-Hawse among them; he inclined his head to mein recognition.

'If | didn't dready know the answer | would offer you aposition on our board,' said the CEO with a
gmile. 'Were just finishing aboard meeting, MissNext. In afew minutes| shall be at your disposdl.
Please ask Mr Godfrey if you require any refreshmentsfor yoursdf or your son.’

"Thank you.'

| asked Godfrey for an orangejuice in abeaker for Friday, took him out of his pushchair and sat with
him on anearby armchair to watch the proceedings.

'ltem seventy-six,’ said asmall man wearing a Goliath-issue cobat-blue suit, '‘Antarctica. There hasbeen
adegree of opposition to our purchase of the continent by asmall minority of do-gooderswho believe
our useisanything but benevolent.’

'And this, Mr Jarvis, is a problem because—? demanded John Henry Goliath V.

'Not aproblem but an observation, Sir. | propose that to offset any possible negative publicity welet it
be known that we merely acquired the continent to generate new ecotourism-related jobsin an area
traditionally considered poor in employment opportunities!’

‘It shall be s0,' boomed the CEO. 'What e se?

'Wdll, snce wewill take the role of "eco-custodians’ very serioudly, | propose sending afleet of ten
warshipsto protect the continent against vanda s who seek to harm the penguin population, illegdly
remove ice and snow and create generd "mischief".’



'Warships est heavily into profit margins, said another member of the board. But Mr Jarvis had aready
thought of that.

'Not if we subcontract the security issueto aforeign power eager to do busnesswith us. | have
formulated a plan whereby the United Caribbean Nationswill patrol the continent in exchangefor dl the
ice and snow they want. With the purchase of Antarcticawe can undercut snow exports from al the
countriesin the Northern Alliance. Their unsold snow will be bought by us at four pence aton, melted
and exchanged for building sand with Morocco. Thiswill be exported to sand-deficient nations at an
overal profit of twelve per cent. Youll find it al in my report.’

There was amurmur of assent around the table. The CEO nodded his head thoughtfully.

"Thank you, Mr Jarvis, your idea finds favour with the board. But tell me, what about the vast natural
resource that we bought Antarcticato exploit in thefirst place?

Jarvis snapped hisfingers and the elevator doors opened to revea achef, who whedled in atrolley with a
covered slver dish onit. He stopped next to the CEO's chair, took off the cover and laid asmal plate
with what looked like diced pork on it on thetable. A footman laid aknife and afork next to the plate
aong with acrisp ngpkin, then withdrew.

The CEO took asmall forkful and put it in his mouth. His eyes opened wide in shock and he spet it out.
The footman passed him aglass of water.

'Diggudting!’
'| agree, gr,' replied Jarvis, 'dmost completely inedible.’

‘Blast! Do you mean to tell me weve bought an entire continent with a potential food yield of ten million
penguin units per year only to find we can't eat any of them?

'Only aminor setback, sir. If you would al turn to page seventy-two of your agenda. . .

All the board members smultaneoudy opened their files. Jarvis picked hisreport up and walked to the
window to read it.

"The problem of sdlling penguins as the Sunday roast of choice can be split into two parts. one, penguins
taste like creosote, and two, many people have amisguided ideathat penguins are somewhat "cute'" and
"cuddly" and "endangered”. To take thefirst point first, | proposethat as part of the launch of this
abundant new foodstuff there should be a specia penguin cookery show on GoliathChannel 16, aswell
asahighly amusing advertising campaign with the catchy phrase: "' P-p-p-prepare ap-p-penguin”.’

The CEO nodded thoughtfully.

' further suggest,’ continued Jarvis, ‘that we finance an independent study into the health-imbuing quaities
of seabirdsin generd. Thefindings of thisindependent and wholly impartid study will bethat the
recommended weekly intake of penguin per person should be. . . one penguin.’

'And point two? asked another board member. The public's positive and non-eatworthy perception of
penguinsin generd?

‘Not insurmountable, sir. If you recal, we had asmilar problem marketing baby sedl burgers, and they
are now one of our most popular lines. | suggest we depict penguins as callous and unfeding cregtures
who ingst on bringing up their children in what islittle more than alarge chest freezer. Furthermore, the
"endangered" marketing problem can be used to our advantage by an advertisng strategy dong the lines



of "Eat them quick beforethey'redl gone!™
'Or," said another board member, " Place a penguin in your kitchen — have a snack before extinction.™

'Doesn't rhyme very well, doesit? said athird. 'What about: "For ataste that's more distinct, eat abird
beforeit'sextinct?"

'| preferred mine!'
Jarvis sat down and awaited the CEO's thoughts.

"It shall be s0. Why not "Antarctica—the new Arctic" asabyline? Have our people in advertising put a
campaign together. The meeting isover.'

The board members closed their foldersin one single synchronised movement and then filed in orderly
fashion to the far end of the room, where a curved staircase led down. Within afew minutes only the
CEO and Brik Schitt-Hawse remained. He placed his red-leather briefcase on the desk in front of me
and looked at me dispassionately, saying nothing. For someone like Schitt-Hawse who loved the sound
of hisown voice, it was clear the CEO caled every shot.

'What did you think? asked Goliath.
"Think? | replied. 'How about "morally reprehensible’?

'l believe you will find thereis no mora good or bad, Miss Next. Mordity can only be asserted from the
safe retrospection of twenty years or more. Parliaments have far too short alife to do any long-term
good. It isup to corporationsto do what is best for everyone. The tenure of an administration may be
fiveyears—for usit can be severd centuries, and none of that tiresome accountability to get in the way.
Thelegp to Goliath asareligionisthe next logica step.’

'I'm not convinced, Mr Goliath,' | told him. 'l thought you were becoming areligion to evade the seventh
Revedment of & Zvlkx.'

He gazed at me with his piercing green eyes.

'It's avoid, not evade, MissNext. A trifling textua change but legdly with great implications. We can
legally attempt to avoid the future but not evade it. Aslong aswe can demondtrate aforty-nine per cent
chance that our future-atering attempts might fail, we are legdly safe. The ChronoGuard are very strict
on the rules and we'd be foolsto try and break them.'

"Y ou didn't ask me up hereto argue legd definitions, Mr Goliath.’

'No, Miss Next. | wanted to have this opportunity to explain oursavesto you, one of our most
vociferous opponents. | have doubtstoo, and if | can make you understand then | will have convinced
myself that what we are doing isright, and good. Have a seet.’

| sat, rather too obediently. Mr Goliath had a strong personality.

'Humans are moulded by evolution to be short-termists, Miss Next," he continued. His voice rumbled
deeply and seemed to echo inside my head. "We need only to see our children to reproductive age to be
successful in abiologica sense. We have to move beyond that. If we see ourselves asresdents on this
planet for the long term we need to plan for the long term. Goliath has athousand-year plan for itself. The
responsibility for this planet isfar too important to leave to afragmented group of governments,
constantly bickering over borders and only looking towards their own sdf-interest. We a Goliath see



oursalves not as a corporation or agovernment but as aforcefor good. A forcefor good in waiting. We
have thirty-eight million employees a present; it isn't difficult to see the benefit of having three billion.
Imagine everyone on the planet working towards asingle goa — the banishment of all governments and
the creation of one business whose sole function it isto run the planet, by people on the planet, for the
people on the planet, equaly and sustainable for dl —not Goliath but Earth, Inc. A company with every
member of theworld holding asingle, equd share’

'Isthat why you're becoming areligion?

‘Let'sjust say that your friend Mr Zvikx has goaded usinto a course of action that islong overdue. Y ou
used the word religion but we see it more asasingle, unifying faith to bring al mankind together. One
world, one nation, one people, one am. Surely you can see the sensein that?

The sirange thing was, | dmost could. Without nations there would be no border disputes. The Crimean
War done had lasted for nearly 132 years, and there were at least a hundred smaler conflicts going on
around the planet. Suddenly, Goliath seemed not so bad after all, and wasindeed our friend. | was afool
not to rediseit before.

| rubbed my temples.

'So," continued the CEO in asoft rumble, 'I'd like to offer an olive branch to you right now and
uneradicate your husband.’

'Inreturn,’ added Schitt-Hawse, speaking for thefirst time, ‘wewould like for you to accept our full,
frank and unreserved apology and sign our Standard Forgiveness Release Form.

| looked at them both in turn, then at the contract they had placed in front of me, then at Friday, who had
put hisfingersin his mouth and was looking up at mewith aninquistive air. | had to get my husband
back, and Friday hisfather. There didn't seem any good reason not to sign.

'l want your word you'll get him back.’
"You haveit,' replied the CEO.
| took the offered pen and signed the form at the bottom.

'Excdlent!" muttered the CEO. "WEell reactualise your husband as soon as possible. Good day, Miss
Next, it was avery great pleasure to meet you.'

'‘And you,' | replied, smiling and shaking both their hands. ‘I must say I'm very pleased with what 1've
heard here today. Y ou can count on my support when you become areligion.'

They gave me some legflets on how to join New Goliath, which | eagerly accepted. | was shown out a
few minutes later, the shuttle to Tarbuck Graviport having been held on my account. By thetime| had
reached Tarbuck the mane grin had subsided from my face; by thetime | had arrived at Saknussum |
was confused; on the drive back to Swindon | was suspicious that something wasn't quite right; by the
time | had reached Mum'shome | wasfurious. | had been duped by Goliath—again.

16
That Evening

TOAST MAY BE INJURIOUSTO HEALTH



That was the shock statement put out by ajoint Kaine/Goliath research project undertaken last Tuesday
morning. 'In our research we have found that in certain circumstances eating toast may make the
consumer writhe around in unspeakable agony, foaming at the mouth before desth mercifully overcomes
them.’ The scientists went on to report that athough these findings were by no means complete, more
work needed to be done before toast had a clean hill of hedth. The Toast Marketing Board reacted
angrily and pointed out that the 'at risk’ dice of toast in the experiment had been spread with the deadly
poison strychnine and these 'scientific’ trials were just another attempt to besmirch the board's good name
and that of their sponsee, opposition leader Redmond van de Poste.

Articein The Mole, 16 July 1988

'How was your day? asked Mum, handing me alarge cup of tea. Friday had been tuckered out by the
long day and had fallen adeep into his cheesy bean dips. | had bathed him and put him to bed before
having something to eat mysdf. Hamlet and Emmawere out at the movies or something, Bismarck was
listening to Wagner on his Wakman, so Mum and | had amoment to ourselves.

‘Not good,' | replied dowly. 'l can't dissuade an assassin from trying to kill me, Hamlet isn't safe here but
| can't send him back and if | don't get Swindon to win the Superhoop then the world will end. Goliath
somehow duped meinto forgiving them, | have my own stalker and aso have to figure out how to get the
banned books | should be hunting for out of the country. And Landen's ill not back.’

'Redlly? she said, not having listened to me at all. 'l think I've got aplan for dealing with that annoying
offspring of Pickwick's!

'Lethd injection?

‘Not funny. No, my friend Mrs Begtty knows a dodo whisperer who can work wonders with unruly
dodos.'

'Y ou're kidding me, right?

‘Not at al.’

'I'll try anything, | suppose. | can't understand why he's so difficult — Pickersisared sweetheart.’
Wefdl slent for amoment.

'Mum? | said at last.

'Yes?

'What do you think of Herr Bismarck?

'Otto? Wdl, most people remember him for his"blood and iron" rhetoric, unification arguments and the
wars—but few give him credit for devising thefirst socid security system in Europe.”

‘No, | mean . . . that isto say . . . you wouldn't—'

But at that moment we heard some oaths and adammed door. After afew thumps and bumps Haml et
burgt into the living room with Emmain tow. He stopped, composed himself, rubbed hisforehead,
looked heavenward, sighed deeply and then said:

'O! that thistoo too solid flesh would mdlt, Thaw, and resolveitsdlf into adew!™*

'Iseverything al right? | asked.
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'Or that the Everlagting had not fixed His canon ‘gaingt self-daughter!

'I'll make a cup of tea," said my mother, who had an ingtinct for these sorts of things. "'Would you like a
dice of Battenberg, Mr Hamlet?

'O God! O God! How weary, e, flat, and unprofitable — yes, please — Seem to me dl the uses of this
world!'

She nodded and moved off.

'What's up? | asked Emma as Hamlet strutted around the living room, beating his head in frustration and
orief.

'Well, we went to see Hamlet at the Alhambra.’
'Crumbs!’ | muttered. 'lt — er — didn't go down too well, | take it?

'Wdll,' reflected Emma, as Hamlet continued his histrionics around the living room, ‘the play was okay
gpart from Hamlet shouting out a couple of times that Polonius wasn't meant to be funny and Laertes
wasn't remotely handsome. The management weren't particularly put out —there were at least twelve
"Hamlets' in the audience and they dl had something to say about it.'

'FHeon't! Ofiel' continued Hamlet, "tis an unweeded garden, That grows to seed; things rank and gross
in nature possess it merely—!"

'No," continued Emma, ‘it was when we and the twelve other Hamlets went to have aquiet drink with the
play's company afterwards that things turned sour. Piarno Keyes—who was playing Hamlet — took
umbrage at Hamlet's criticisms of his performance; Hamlet said his portrayd wasfar too indecisve. Mr
Keyes said Hamlet was mistaken, that Hamlet was aman racked by uncertainty. Then Hamlet said he
was Hamlet so should know athing or two about it; one of the other "Hamlets' disagreed and said he
was Hamlet and thought Mr Keyeswas excellent. Severa of the "Hamlets' agreed and it might have
ended there but Hamlet said that if Mr Keyesinssted on playing Hamlet he should look at how M€
Gibson did it and improve his performancein thelight of that.'

'Oh dear.'

'Yes' said Emma, 'oh dear. Mr Keyesflew right off the handle. "Mée Gibson?' heroared. "Md ****ing
Gibson? That'sdl | ever ****ing hear these days!" and he then tried to punch Hamlet on the nose.
Hamlet wastoo quick, of course, and had his bodkin at Keyes throat before you could blink, so one of
the other "Hamlets' suggested a Hamlet contest. The ruleswere smple: they adl had to perform the"To
be or not to be" soliloquy and the drinkersin the tavern gave them points out often.’

‘And—7?
'Hamlet camelast.'
'‘Last? How could he come last?

'Wdll, heinssted on playing the solilogquy lesslike an existential question about life and desth and the
possibility of an afterlife, and more asif it were about a post-gpocayptic dystopiawhere
crossbow-wielding punks on motorbikestry to kill people for their gasoline.’

| looked across at Hamlet, who had quietened down a bit and was looking through my mother's video
collection for Olivier's Hamlet to see whether it was better than Gibson's.
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'No wonder he's hacked off.'

'Herewe go!' said my mother, returning with alargetray of teathings. "There's nothing like anice cup of
teawhen things ook bad!'

'Humph,' grunted Hamlet, staring at hisfeet. 'l don't suppose you've got any of that cake, have you?

'Especidly for you!' My mother smiled, producing the Battenberg with aflourish. She wasright, too.
After afew cupsand adice of cake, Hamlet was almost human again.

| left Emmaand Hamlet arguing with my mother over whether they should watch Olivier's Hamlet or
Great Croguet Sporting Moments on the televison and went to sort some washing in the kitchen. |
stood there trying to figure out just what sort of brain-scrubbing technique Goliath had used on meto get
meto sign their forgivenessrelease. Oddly, | was till getting pro-Goliath flashbacks. In absent moments
| felt they weren't so bad, then had to consciously remind mysdlf that they were. On the plus Side there
was apossibility that Landen might be reactuallsed, but | didn't know when it would happen, or how.

| was just getting round to wondering whether a cold soak might remove ketchup stains better than a hot
wash when there was alight crackling sound in the air like crumpled cellophane. 1t grew louder and green
tendrils of dectricity started to envelop the Kenwood mixer, then grew stronger until agreenish glow like
S ElImo's fire was dancing around the microwave. There was a bright light and arumble of thunder as
three figures started to materiaise into the kitchen. Two of them were dressed in body armour and
holding ridiculoudy large blaster-type wegpons; the other figure wastall and dressed in jet-black
high-collared robes which hung to the floor on one sde and buttoned tightly up to histhroat on the other.
He had apale complexion, high cheekbones and asmall and very precise goatee. He stood with hisarms
crossed and was taring at me with one eyebrow raised imperioudy. Thiswastruly atyrant among
tyrants, acruel gaactic leader who had murdered billionsin his never-ending and inadequately explained
quest for total galactic domination. This. . . was Emperor Zhark.
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Emperor Zhark

"The eight "Emperor Zhark" novels were written in the seventies by Handley Paige, an author whose
previous worksincluded Spacestation Z—5 and Revenge of the Thraals. With Zhark he hit upon a
pastiche of everything abad SF novel should ever be: weird worlds, tentacled diens, space travel and
square-jawed fighter aces doing battle with a pantomime emperor who lived for no other reason than to
cause evil and disharmony in the galaxy. His usua nemesisin the bookswas Colonel Brandt of the Space
Corps, asssted by hisdien partner Ashley. There have been two Zhark films starring Buck Stdlion,
Zhark the Destroyer and Bad Day at Big Rock, neither of which was any good.’

MILLON DE FLOSS — The Books of H. Paige

‘Do you have to do that? | asked.

'Do what? replied the emperor.

'Make such a pointlessy dramatic entrance. And what are those two goons doing here?

'Who said that? said amuffled voice from inside the opague helmet of one of hisminders. 'l can't seea
sodding thing in here!’

'Who's agoon? said the other.



Zhark laughed, ignoring them both. 'It's a. contractud thing. I've got anew agent who knows how to
properly handle acharacter of my quality. | haveto be given aminimum of eighty words description at
least oncein any featured book, and at least twice in abook achapter has to end with my appearance.’

'Do you get book title billing?

'We gave that one away in exchange for chapter heading status. If thiswere anove you'd haveto sart a
new chapter as soon as | appeared.’

'Well, it'sagood thingit'snot, | replied. 'If my mother was here shéld probably have had a heart attack.'
'Oh!" replied the emperor, looking around. ‘Do you live with your mother too?
'What's up? Problems at Jurisdiction?

‘Takefive, lads, said Zhark to the two guards, who felt around the kitchen until they found chairs and sat
down. 'Mrs Tiggy-Winkle sent me," he breathed. 'She's busy at the Beatrix Potter Characters AGM but
wanted to give you an update on what's happening at Jurisfiction.’

'Who'sthat, darling? caled my mother from theliving room.
'It'sahomicida maniac intent on gdactic domination,’ | called back.
‘That's nice, dear.'

| turned back to Zhark.

'S0, what's the news?

'Max de Winter from Rebecca,' said Zhark thoughtfully. "'The Book World Justice Department has
rearrested him.'

'l thought Snell got him off the murder charge?

'He did. The department are still gunning for him, though. They've arrested him for — get this—insurance
fraud. Remember the boat he sank with hiswifeinit?

| nodded.

'Wdll, apparently he claimed the insurance on the boat, so they think they might be able to get him on
that.'

It was not an untypical turn of eventsin the BookWorld. Our mandate from the Council of Genreswasto
keep fictiond narrative as stable as possible. Aslong asit was how the author intended, murderers
walked free and tyrants stayed in power — that was what we did. Minor infringements that weren't
obvious to the reading public we tended to overlook. However, in amaster stroke of inspired
bureaucracy, the Council of Genres dso empowered a Justice Department to look into individua
transgressions. The conviction of David Copperfied for murdering hisfirst wifewastheir biggest cause
célebre— before my time, | hasten to add — and

Jurisfiction, unable to save him, could do little except tram another character to take Copperfied's place.
They had tried to get Max de Winter before but we had aways managed to outmanoeuvre them.
Insurance fraud. | could scarcely bieveit.

'Have you derted the Gryphon?



'He'sworking on Fagin's umpteenth apped .
'Get him on it. We can't leave this to amateurs. What about Hamlet? Can | send him back?
'Not . . . assuch, replied Zhark hesitantly.

'He's becoming something of anuisance,' | admitted, 'and Danes are liable to be arrested. | can't keep
him amused watching Me Gibson'sfilmsfor ever.'

'I'd like Me Gibson to play me,’ said Zhark thoughtfully.

'l don't think Gibson doesbad guys,' | told him. 'Y ou'd probably be played by Geoffrey Rush or
someone.’

"That wouldn't be so bad. Isthat cake going begging?
'Help yoursdf.'
Zhark cut alarge dice of Battenberg, took a bite and continued:

'Okay, here'sthe dedl: we managed to get the Polonius family to attend arbitration over their unauthorised
rewriting of Hamlet.'

'How did you achieve that?
'Promised Opheliaher own book. All back to norma —no problem.’
'S0 ... . | can send Hamlet back?

'Not quite yet,' replied Zhark, trying to hide his unease by pretending to find asmal piece of fluff on his
cape. "Y ou see, Opheliahas now got her knickersin atwist about one of Hamlet'sinfidelities— someone
shethinksis cdled Henna Appleton. Have you heard anything about this?

'No. Nothing. Nothing at al. Not athing. Don't even know anyone caled Henna Appleton Why?

'l was hoping you could tell me. Wéll, she went completely nuts and threatened to drown hersdlf in the
firgt act rather than the fourth. We think we've got her straightened out. But while we were doing this
there was a hostile takeover.'

| cursed doud and Zhark jumped. Nothing was ever straightforward in the BookWorld. Book mergers,
where one book joined another to increase the collective narrative advantage of their own mundane
plotlines, were thankfully rare but not unheard of. The most famous merger in Shakespeare wasthe
conjoinment of the two plays Daughters of Lear and Sons of Gloucester into King Lear . Other
potential mergers such as Much Ado about Verona and A Midsummer Night's Shrew were denied at
the planning stage and hadn't taken place. It could take monthsto extricate the plots, if indeed it was
possbleat al. King Lear ressted unravelling so strongly wejust let it stand.

'So what merged with Hamlet?

'Wdll, it'snow cdled The Merry Wives of Elsinore, and features Gertrude being chased around the
castle by Falstaff while being outwitted by Mistress Page, Ford and Ophelia. Laertesisthe king of the
fames and Hamlet isrelegated to a sixteen-line sub-plot where heis convinced Dr Caius and Fenton have
conspired to kill hisfather for seven hundred pounds.’

| groaned.



'What'sit like?
"It takes along time to get funny and when it does everyone dies!’
'Okay," | conceded, 'I'll try and keep Hamlet amused. How long do you need to unravel the play?

Zhark winced and sucked in air through histeeth in the way heating engineers do when quoting on anew
baoiler.

'Wll, that's the problem, Thursday. I'm not sure that we can do it al. If this had happened anywhere but
the origind we could have just deleted it. Y ou know the trouble we had with King Lear ? Well, | don't
see that were going to have any better luck with Hamlet, Prince of Denmark.'

| sat down and put my head in my hands. No Hamlet. The loss was amost too vast to comprehend.
'How long have we got before Hamlet starts to change? | asked without looking up.

'About five days, six at the outside,' replied Zhark quietly. 'After that the breakdown will accelerate. In
two weeks time the play aswe know it will have ceased to exist.'

"There must be something we can do.'

'Welve tried pretty much everything. We're stuffed — unless you've got a spare William Shakespeare up
your deeve!

| sat up.

'What?

'We're stuffed?

‘After that.'

‘A spare William Shakespeare up your deeve?
'Y es. How will that help?

'Wdll,' said Zhark thoughtfully, 'snce no origind manuscripts of either Hamlet or Wives exig, afreshly
penned script by the author would thus become the origina manuscript —and we can use those to reboot
the storycode engines from scratch. It's quite smple, redly.’

| smiled but Zhark looked at me with bewilderment.
"Thursday, Shakespeare died in 1616!"
| stood up and patted him on the arm.

"Y ou get back to the office and make sure things don't get any worse. L eave the Shakespeare up to me.
Now, has anyone figured out which book Y orrick Kaineisfrom?

'Weve got dl available resourcesworking onit,' replied Zhark, still abit confused, 'but there arealot of
novelsto go through. Can you give us any pointers?

'Wdll, he's not very multi-dimensiond so | shouldn't go looking into anything too literary. I'd Sart at
Politica Thrillersand work your way towards Spy.'



Zhark made anote.
'‘Good. Any other problems?

'Yes,' replied the emperor, 'Simpkin isbeing abit of apest in The Tailor of Gloucester. Apparently the
tailor let all his mice escape and now Simpkin won't let him have the cherry-coloured twidt. If the mayor's
coat isn't ready for Christmastherell be hdl to pay.’

'Get the mice to make the waistcoat. They're not doing anything.’

Hesdghed. 'Okay, I'll giveit awhirl. He looked a hiswatch. "Well, better be off. I've got to annihilate the
planet Thrad at four and I'm dready late. Do you think | should use my trusty Zharkian Death Ray and
fry them divein amillisecond or nudge an asteroid into their orbit, thus unleashing at least six chapters of
dramaasthey try to find an ingenious solution to defeat me?

"The asteroid sounds agood bet.'
'l thought so too. Well, seeyou later.’

| waved goodbye as he and his two guards were beamed out of my world and back into theirs, which
was certainly the best place for them. We had quite enough tyrantsin the real world asit was.

| wasjust wondering what The Merry Wives of Elsinore might be like when there was another buzzing
noise and the kitchen wasfilled with light once more. There, imperious stare, high collar, etc., etc., was
Emperor Zhark.
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Emperor Zhark Again

PRESIDENT GEORGE FORMBY OPENSMOTORCYCLE FACTORY

The President opened the new Brough-Vincent-Norton motorcycle factory yesterday in Liverpool,
bringing much-welcomed jobsto the area. The highly modernised factory, which aimsto produce up to
A thousand quality touring and racing machines every week, was described by the President as ‘cracking
stuff!" The President, along-time advocate of motorcycling, rode one of the company's new Vincent
'Super Shadow' racers around the test track, reportedly hitting over 120 mph, much to hisretinue's
obvious concern for the octogenarian Presidents health. Our George then gave a cheerful rendering of
‘Ridinginthe TT Races, reminding his. audience of the time he won the Manx Tourist Trophy ona
prototype Rainbow motorcycle.

Artidlein The Toad, 9 July 1988

'Forget something? | asked.

'Y es. What was that cake of your mother's?
'It's called Battenberg.’

He got a pen and made a note on his cuff.
‘Right. Well, that'sit, then.'

‘Good.'



'Right.’

'Isthere something €l se?
s

'‘And—7?
It's...it's...

'What?

Emperor Zhark bit hislip, looked around nervously and drew closer. Although | had had good reason for
reprimanding him in the past — and had even suspended his Jurisfiction badge for 'gross incompetence' on
two occasons—| actudly liked him agreat ded. Within the amnesty of his own books he was a sadistic
monster who murdered millions with staggering ruthlessness, but out here he had hisown fair share of
worries, demons and peculiar habits—many of which seemed to have semmed from the strict upbringing
undertaken by his mother, the Empress Zharkeena.

'Wdll," he said, unsure of quite how to put it, 'you know the sixth in the Emperor Zhark seriesisbeing
written as we speak?

'Zhark: End of Empire? Yes, I'd heard that. What's the problem?

'I've just read the advanced plotline and it seemsthat I'm going to be vanquished by the Galactic
Freedom Alliance!

'I'm sorry, Emperor, I'm not sure | see your point — are you concerned about losing your empire?
He moved closer.

'If the story cdllsfor it, | guess not. But it's what happensto me at the end that | have afew problems
with. I don't mind being cast adrift in space on the imperid yacht or left marooned on an empty planet,
but my writer has planned . . . apublic execution.’

He stared at me, shocked by the enormity of it dl.
'If that's what he has planned—

‘Thursday, you don't understand. I'm going to be killed off —written out! I'm not sure | can take that
kind of rgection.’

'Emperor,’ | said, 'if acharacter hasrun its course, then it's run its course. What do you want me to do?
Go and talk the author out of it?

'Would you? replied Zhark, opening his eyeswide. 'Would you redlly do that?

'No. You can't have characterstrying to tell their authorswhat to writein their books. Besides, within
your books you aretruly evil, and need to be punished.’

Zhark pulled himsdlf up to hisfull height.

'l see hesaid at length. "Well, | might decide to take drastic action if you don't a least attempt to
persuade Mr Paige. And besides, I'm not really evil, I'm just written that way.'



'If I hear any more of thisnonsense,’ | replied, beginning to get annoyed, 'l will have you placed under
book arrest and charged with incitement to mutiny for what you've just told me.'

'Oh, crumbs," he said, suddenly deflated, 'you can can't you?

'l can. | won't because | can't be bothered. But if | hear anything more about this| will take steps—do
you understand?

'Yes,' replied Zhark meekly, and without another word he vanished.
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Cloned Will Hunting

OPPOSITION LEADER MILDLY CRITICISESKAINE

Opposition leader Mr Redmond van de Poste lightly attacked Y orrick Kaine's government yesterday
over its possible failure to adequately address the nation's economic woes. Mr van de Poste suggested
that the Danish were 'no more guilty of attacking this country than the Swedes and then went on to
guestion Kaine'sindependence given his close sponsorship tieswith the Goliath Corporation. In reply.
Chancellor Kaine thanked ran de Poste for derting him to the Swedes, who were 'doubtless up to
something’, and pointed out that Mr van de Poste himself was sponsored by the Toast Marketing Board.

Artidein the Gadfly, 17 July 1988

Sunday was meant to be aday off but it didn't really seem likeit. | played golf with Braxton in the
morning and outside work he was asamiableagent as| could possibly hope to meet. He delighted in
showing me the rudiments of golf and once or twice | hit the bal quite well —when it made the thwack
noise and flew away asstraight asadie | suddenly realised what al the fusswas about. It wasn't al fun
and games, though — Braxton had been leaned on by Flanker, who, | assume, had been leaned on by
somebody el se higher up. In between putting practice and attempting to get my ball out of abunker,
Braxton confided that he couldn't hold off Hanker for ever with hisempty promise of areport into my
alleged Welsh cheese activities, and if | knew what was good for me | would haveto at least try to look
for banned books with SO-14. | promised | would and then joined him for adrink at the nineteenth hole,
where we were regaed with stories by alarge man with ared nose who was, apparently, the Oldest
Member.

| was awoken on Monday morning by a burbling noise from Friday. He was standing up in his cot and
trying to grasp the curtain, which was out of hisreach. He said that now that | was awake | could do a
lot worse than take him downstairs where he could play whilst | made some breskfast. Well, he didn't
use those precise words, of course— he said something more along the lines of 'Reprehenderit in
voluptate velit id est mallit', but | knew what he meant.

| couldn't think of any good reason not to, so | pulled on my dressing gown and took the little fellow
downgtairs, pondering on quite who, if anyone, was going to look after him today. Given that | had nearly
got into afight with Jack Schitt, | wasn't sure he should witness al that his mum got up to.

My mother was aready up.
'‘Good morning, Mother,' | said, cheerfully, 'and how are you today?

I'm afraid not during the morning,' she said, divining my unasked question instantly, 'but | can probably
manage from teatime onwards.’



'I'd appreciateit, | replied, looking at The Mole as| put on the porridge. Kaine had issued an ultimatum
to the Danish: either the government in Denmark ended dl its efforts to destabilise England and
undermine our economy, or England would have no choice but to recall its ambassador. The Danish had
replied that they didn't know what Kaine was taking about and demanded that the trade ban on Danish
goods be lifted. Kaine responded angrily, made al sorts of counter-claims, imposed a 200 per cent tariff
on Danish bacon imports and closed dl avenues of communication.

'‘Duisauteiruredolor est!" yelled Friday.

'Keep your hair on," | replied, 'it'scoming.’

‘Hink!" said Alan angrily, gesturing towards his supper dish indignantly.

'Wait your turn,' | told him.

‘Hink, PLINK! hereplied, taking astep closer and opening his beak in amenacing manner.

"Try and biteme," | told him, ‘and you'll be finding anew owner from the front window of Pete &
Daved!'

Alan figured out that thiswas athreat and closed his beak. Pete & Dave'swasthe local re-engineered
pet store, and | was serious. Hed dready tried to bite my mother and even the local dogs were giving the
house awide berth.

At that moment Joffy opened the back door and walked in. But he wasn't done. He was with something
that | can only describe as an untidy bag of thin bones covered in dirty skin and arough blanket.

'Ah!" said Joffy. 'Mum and Sis. Just theticket. Thisis St Zvikx. Your Grace, thisis my mother, Mrs
Next, and my sister, Thursday.’

St Zvikx looked at me suspicioudy from behind aheavy curtain of oily black hair.

'Welcome to Swindon, Mr Zvikx,' said my mother, curtsying politely. "‘Would you like some breakfast?
'He only speaks Old Enlish,' put in Joffy. 'Here, let metrandate.’

'Oi, Pig-face — are you going to eat, or what?"'

'‘Ahh!" said the monk, and sat down at the table. Friday stared at him alittle dubioudy, then started to
jabber Lorem Ipsum at him while the monk stared at him dubioudy.

'How'sit all going? | asked.

'Pretty good,’ replied Joffy, pouring some coffee for himsdf and St Zvlkx. 'He's shooting acommercia
thismorning for the Toast Marketing Board and will be on The Adrian Lush Show at four. HEsadso
guest speaker a the Swindon Dermatol ogists Convention at the Finis; apparently some of hisskin
complaints are unknown to science. | thought 1'd bring him round to see you — he's full of wisdom, you
know.'

'Itsbardy eight in the morning!’ sald Mum.

'St Zvlkx rises with the dawn as a penance,'Joffy explained. 'He spent dl of Sunday pushing a peanut
around the Brunel Centrewith hisnose.’

'| spent it playing golf with Braxton Hicks.'



'How did you do?

'Okay, | think. My croquet-playing skills stopped me making acomplete arse of myself. Did you know
that Braxton had six kids?

'WeII,_ how about some wisdom, then? said my mother brightly. 'I'm very big on thirteenth-century
sagecity.!

'Okay," said Joffy. 'Oi! Make yourself useful and give us some wisdom, you old fart.'
'Poke it up your arse.’

'What did he say?

'Er — he said he would meditate uponiit.’

'Wdll," said my mother, who was nothing if not hogpitable and could just about make breskfast without
consulting the recipe book, 'since you are our guest, Mr Zvikx, what would you like for bregkfast?

St Zvlkx stared @t her.
'Eat,’ repeated my mother, making biting gestures. This seemed to do the trick.

"Your mother has firm breasts for a middle-aged woman, orb-like and defying
gravity. I should like to play with them, as a baker plays with dough'’

'Wheat did he say?

'He says held be very grateful for bacon and eggs,' replied Joffy quickly, turning to St Zvlkx and saying: '
Any more crap out of you, sunshine, and I'll lock you in the cellar tomorrow night as
well .

'What did you say to him?
'l thanked him for his attendance in your home!'
'Ah.’

Mum put the big frying pan on the cooker and broke some eggsinto it, followed by large rashers of
bacon. Pretty soon the smell of bacon pervaded the house, something that attracted not only a
deegpwaking DH82 but also Hamlet and Lady Hamilton, who had given up pretending they werent

deeping together.

'Hubba, hubba, sad St Zvikx as soon as Emmaentered, 'who's the bunny with the
scrummy hooters?’

'He wishes you — um — both good morrow," said Joffy, visbly shaken. 'St Zvlkx, this is Lady
Hamilton anb Hamlet, Prince of Denmark.'

'If you're giving one of those puppies, continued St Zvlkx, staring at Emmas cleavage, 'I'll have
the one with the brown nose!’

'Good morning,’ sad Hamlet without smiling.'Any more bad language in front of
the good Lady Hamilton and I'll take you outside and with a
bare bodkin your quietus make.'



'What did the prince say?' asked St ZvIkx.
'Yes,' said Joffy, ‘what did he say?

'It's Courier Bold,' | told him, ‘the traditional language of the BookWorld. He said that he would be
faling in hisduty asagentleman if he alowed Zvikx to show any disrespect to Lady Hamilton.'

'What did your sister say?' asked St Zvlkx. 'She said that if you insult Hamlet's bird
again your nose will be two foot wide across your face.

'Oh.
'Wdll," said my mother, 'thisisturning out to be a very pleasant morning!'

'Inthat case,' said Joffy, sensing the time was just right, ‘could St Zvlkx stay here until midday? I've got to
give asermon to the Siters of Eterna Punctudlity at ten and if I'm late they throw their prayer books at
ml

'No can do, 0 son my son," said my mother, flipping the bacon. "Why not take St Zvikx with you? I'm
surethe nunswill beimpressed by hispiety.’

'Did someone mention nuns?' asked St Zvlkx, looking around eagerly.

'How you got to be a saint | have no idea, chided Joffy. 'Another peep out of you and
I'll personally kick your bulgar arse all the way back to the thirteenth century .’

S Zvlkx shrugged, wolfed down his bacon and eggs with his hands and then burped loudly. Friday did
the same and collgpsed into afit of giggles.

They dl left soon after. Joffy wouldn't look after Friday and Zvikx certainly couldn't, so there was nothing
for it. As soon as Mum had found her hat, coat and keys and gone out, | rushed upstairs, dressed, then
read mysdlf into Bradshaw Defies the Kaiser to ask Meanie whether shewould look after Friday until
teatime. Mum had said she would be out the whole day, and since Haml et already knew that Meanie
was agorillaand neither Emmanor Bismarck could exactly complain since they were long-dead
historica figuresthemselves, | thought it a safe bet. It was againgt regulations, but with Hamlet and the
world facing an uncertain future, | was past caring.

Melanie happily agreed, and once she had changed into ayellow polka-dot dress| brought her out of the
BookWorld to my mother's front room, which she thought very smart, especialy the festoon curtains.
She was pulling the cord to watch the curtains rise and fal when Emmawalked in.

‘Lady Hamilton,' | announced, 'thisis Melanie Bradshaw.'

Mé put out alarge hand and Emma shook it nervoudly, asthough expecting Meanieto bite her or
something.

'H-how do you do? she stammered. 'I've never been introduced to amonkey before.’

'Ape,’ corrected Meanie hel pfully. 'Monkeys generdly havetails, are truly arboreal and belong to the
families Hyl obatidae, cebidae and Cercopithecidae. You and | and all the Great Apes are Pongidae.
I'magorilla Well, strictly spesking I'm amountain gorilla— Gorilla gorilla beringel — which liveonthe
dopes of the Virungavolcanoes—we used to call it British East Africabut I'm not sure what it isnow.
Have you ever been there?



‘No.'

‘Charming place. That's where Trafford — my husband —and | met. He was with his gun bearers hacking
hisway through the undergrowth during the backstory to Bradshaw Hunts Big Game (Collins, 1878,
4/6d, illustrated) and he dipped from the path and fdll twenty feet into the ravine below where | was
taking abath.'

She picked Friday up in her massive arms and he chortled with delight.

'Well, | was most dreadfully embarrassed. | mean, | was sitting there in the running water without a
gtitch on, but —and I'll dways remember this— Trafford politely apologised and turned hisback so |
could nip into the bushes and get dressed. | came out to ask him if he might want directions back to
civilisation — Africawas quite unexplored then, you know — and we got to chatting. Well, onething led to
another and before | knew it he had asked me out to dinner. We've been together ever since. Doesthat
sound silly to you?

Emmathought about how her relationship with Admiral Lord Nelson was lampooned mercilessy inthe
press.

'No, | think that sounds redlly quite romantic.'

‘Right," | said, clapping my hands, 'I'll be back at three. Don't go out and if anyone cdls, get Hamlet or
Emmato answer the door. Okay?

'Certainly,’ replied Meanie, 'don't go out, don't answer the door. Simple.’
'And no swinging on the curtains or lamp fixtures—they won't stand it."
'Areyou saying I'm abit large?

‘Not at al,' | replied hadtily, 'thingsare just different inthered world. Thereislots of fruit in the bowl
and fresh bananasin the refrigerator. Okay?

'No problemo. Have anice day.'

| drove into town and, avoiding severa newspapermen who were still eager to interview me, entered the
SpecOps building, which | noted had been freshly repainted since my last visit. It looked abit more
cheery in mauve, but not much.

'‘Agent Next? said ayoung and extremely keen SO-14 agent in awell-starched black ouitfit, complete
with Kevlar vest, combat boots and highly visible weaponry.

'Yes?
He sauted.

'My nameis Mgjor Drabb, SO-14. | understand you have been assigned to us to track down more of
this pernicious Danish literature.’

Hewas so keen to fulfil hisduties| felt chilled. To his credit he would be as enthusiastic helping flood
victims; he wasjust following orders unquestioningly. Worse acts than destroying Danish literature had
been perpetrated by men like this. Luckily, | was prepared.

'‘Good to see you, Mgor. | had atip-off that this address might hold afew copies of the banned books:'



| passed him a scrap of paper and heread it eagerly.
"The Albert Schweitzer Memorid Library? Well beontoit right away.’
And he saluted smartly once again, turned on his hed and was gone.

| made my way up to the LiteraTecs office and found Bowden in the process of packing Karen Blixen's
various collections of storiesinto acardboard box.

'Hi!" he said, tying up the box with string. 'How are things with you?
'Pretty good. I'm back at work.'
Bowden smiled, put down the scissors and string and shook my hand.

"That's very good news indeed! Heard the latest? Daphne Farquitt has been added to the list of banned
Danish writers!

‘But . . . Farquitt isn't Danish!’
'Her father's name was Farquittsen, so it's Danish enough for Kaine and hisidiots.’

It was an interesting devel opment. Farquitt's books were pretty dreadful but burning was ill astep too
far. Judt.

'Have you found away to get al these banned books out of England? asked Bowden, running some
tape across abox of Out of Africas. 'With Farquitt's books and al the rest of the stuff that'scomingin, |
think well need closer to ten trucks.'

'It's certainly on my mind,’ | replied, having not done anything about it at dl.

'Excdlent! Wed like to take aconvoy through as soon as you give the word. Now, what do you want
meto brief you on first? The latest Capulet versus Montague drive-by shooting or which authors are next
up for arandom dope test?

‘Neither,' | replied. Tell me everything you know about cloned Shakespeares.'

'Weve had to put that on "low priority". It'sintriguing, to be sure, but ultimately pointlessfrom a
law-and-order point of view —anyone involved in their sequencing will be too dead or too old to go for
trid.’

'It'smore of aBookWorld thing,' | responded, 'but important, | promise.”

'Wdl, in that case," began Bowden, who knew metoo well to think I'd waste histime or my own, ‘we
have three Shakespeares on the dab at the moment, al aged between fifty and sixty — put those Hans
Chrigtian Andersen booksin that box, would you? If they were cloned it was way back in the poorly
regulated days of the thirties, when there was dl sorts of nonsense going on, when peopl e thought they
could engineer Olympic runnerswith four legs, svimmerswith red fins, that sort of thing. I've had a brief
trawl through the records. The first confirmed WillClone surfaced in 1952 with the accidental shooting of
aMr Shakstpear in Tenbury Wells. Then there's the unexplained degth of aMr Shaxzpar in 1958, Mr
Shagxtspar in 1962 and aMr Shogtspore in 1969. There are others, too—'

'Any theories asto why?

'l think," said Bowden dowly, 'that perhaps someone was trying to synthesi se the great man so they could



have him write some more greet plays. Illegal and mordly reprehensible, of course, but potentially of
huge benefit to Shakespearean scholars everywhere. The lack of any young Shakespeares turning up
makes me think this was an experiment long since abandoned.’

Therewasapause as| mulled this over. Genetic cloning of entire humanswas strictly forbidden—no
commercia bioengineering company would daretry it, and yet no one but alarge bioengineering
company would have the facilities to undertake it. But if these Shakespeare clones had survived, chances
were there were more. And with the real onelong dead, his re-engineered other saf wasthe only way
we could unravel The Merry Wives of Elsinore.

'‘Doesn't this come under the jurisdiction of SO-137 | said at last.

'Officidly, yes," conceded Bowden, 'but SO-13 is as underfunded aswe are and Agent Stigginsisfar too
busy dedling with mammoth migrations and chimeras to have anything to do with cloned Elizabethan

playwrights!

Stiggins was the Neandertha head of the cloning police. Legally re-engineered by Goliath, he wasthe
ideal person to run SO-13.

'Have you spoken to him? | asked.

'He'saNeanderthal,’ hereplied, ‘they don't talk at all unlessit's absolutely necessary. I'vetried a couple
of timesbut hejust saresa mein afunny way and edts live beetles from a paper bag —yuk.'

'Hell talk to me,' | said. Hewould, too. | ill owed him afavour for when he got me out of ajam with
Flanker. 'Let's seeif he's about.'

| picked up the phone, consulted the interna directory and dialled a number.

| watched as Bowden boxed up more banned books. If he was caught held be finished. Theirony of a
LiteraTec being jailed for protecting Farquitt's Canon of Love — | liked him al the morefor it. No one
inthe Literary Detectives would knowingly harm abook. Wed dl resign before torching asingle copy of

anything.

'Right,' | said, replacing the receiver, 'his office said there was achimeradert in the Brunel Centre—we
should be ableto find him there!’

'Whereabouts in the centre?
'If itsachimeradert, wejust follow the screams.”

20
Chimeras and Neanderthals

"The Neanderthal experiment was conceived in order to cregte the euphemisticaly entitled "medica
test vessels', living creatures that were as close as possible to humans without actualy being human
within the context of the law. The experiment was an unparalleled success—and failure. The Neanderthal
was everything that could be hoped for. A close cousin but not human, physiologically dmost identical —
and legdly with lessrights than adormouse. But sadly for Galieth, even the hardiest of medica
technicians balked at experiments conducted upon intelligent and speaking entities, so the first batch of
Neanderthal s were trained instead as "expendable combat units’, a project that was shelved as soon as
thelack of aggressveingtinctsin the Neanderthals was noted. They were subsequently released into the



community as cheap labour and became a celebrated tax write-off. It was Homo sapiens & hisleast
sapient.’
GERHARD VON SQUID — Neanderthals — Back after a Short Absence

The Brunel Centre was packed, as usua. Busy shoppers moved from chain sore to chain store, trying to
find bargainsin placeswhose identical goods were pricefixed by head office saverd monthsin advance.
It didn't stop them trying, though.

'So why the interest in X eroxed bards? asked Bowden aswe crossed the canal.

'Weve got acrissin the BookWorld.

| outlined what was happening within the play previoudy known as Hamlet and he opened his eyeswide.
'Whoa!' he said after apause. 'And | thought our work was unusud!"

We didn't haveto wait long to find Mr Stiggins. Within afew moments there was a blood-curdling cry of
terror from a startled shopper. A second scream followed, and dl of a sudden there was a mad rush of
people moving away from the junction of Cana Walk and Bridge Street. We moved against the flow,
stepping over discarded shopping and the odd shoe. The cause of the panic was soon evident. Rifling
through arubbish bin for atasty snack was abizarre hybrid of a creature—in SO-13 dang, achimera
The genetic revolution that gave us unlimited replacement organs and the power to create dodos and
other extinctees from home cloning kits had a downside: perverse pastiches of animaswho were not
borne on the shoulders of evolution, but by hobby gene splicers who didn't know any better than to try to
play God in the comfort of their own potting sheds.

Asthe crowds rapidly departed. Bowden and | stared at the strange creature that lurched and davered
asit rooted through the waste bin. It was about the Size of agoat and had the rear legs of one. but not
much ese. Thetail and the forelegs were lizard, the head amost feline. It had severd tentacles, and it
sucked noisily on a chip-soaked newspaper, the saliva from its toothless mouth dribbling copioudy on to
the pavement. In generd, hybrid birds were the most common product of illega gene splicing, asbirds
were closaly enough related to come out pretty well no matter how ham-fisted the amateur splicer. You
could even create a passable dogfoxwolf or adomestic catleopard with no greater knowledge than a
biology GCSE. No. it was the cross-class abominations which led to the total ban on home cloning, the
lizard/mamma switcheroosthat really pushed the limits on what was socidly acceptable. It didn't stop the
sport; just pushed it underground.

The creature rummaged with its one good arm in the bin, found the remains of a SmileyBurger, stared at
it with itsfive eyes, then pushed it into its mouth. It then flopped to the ground and moved, haf shuffling
and half dlthering, to the next bin, dl the while hissing like acat and dapping its tentacles together.

'Oh my God,' said Bowden, 'it's got a human arm!"
And soit had. It was when there were bits of recognisable human

in them that chimeras were most repellent —afailed attempt to replace a deceased |oved one, or a hobby
gene splicer trying to make themselves a son.

'Repulsive? said avoice close a hand. 'The creature, or the creator? | turned to find mysdlf looking a a
squat, beetle-browed Neanderthal in a pae suit and with aHomburg hat perched high on his domed
head. | had met him severa times before. Thiswas Bartholomew Stiggins, head of SO-13 herein
Wessex.



‘Both,' | replied.

Stiggins nodded amost imperceptibly as ablue SO-13 Land Rover pulled up with asqueal of brakes. A
uniformed officer jumped out and started to try to push us back. Stiggins said:

'We are together.'

The Neanderthal took afew steps forward and we joined him at the creature, which was close enough to
touch.

‘Reptile, goat, cat, human,” murmured the Neandertha, crouching down and staring intently at the
creature as it ran athin pink-forked tongue across a crisp packet.

"The eyeslook insectoid,’ observed the SO-13 agent, dart gun in the crook of hisarm.

"Too big. More like the eyes we found on the chimera up at the bandstand. Y ou remember, the one that
looked like agiant hamster?

‘Same splicer?

The Neanderthd shrugged.

'Same eyes. Y ou know how they liketo trade.'

'Well take asample and compare. Might lead usto them. That looks like ahuman arm, doesn't it?

The creature's arm was red and mottled and no bigger than a child's. To grasp anything the fingers
grabbed and twisted randomly until it found something and then it clung on tight.

'Givesit an age,' said Stiiggins, 'perhapsfiveyears!

'Do you want to take it dive, Sr? asked the SO-13 agent, breeching the barrdl of his gun and pausing.
The Neandertha shook his head.

'No. Send him home.'

The agent inserted adart and snapped the breech shut. He took careful aim and fired into the creature.
The chimeradidn't flinch—afully functioning nervous system is acomplicated piece of design and well
beyond the capabilities of even the most gifted of amateur splicers— but it stopped trying to chew the
bark off atree and twitched severd times before lying down and breathing more dowly. The Neanderthal
moved closer and held the creature's grubby hand asits life ebbed away.

'Sometimes,’ said the Neanderthd softly, 'sometimes, the innocent must suffer.’

'DENNIS!' came a panicked voice from the gathering crowd, which had fallen silent asthe cregture's
breathing grew dower. 'Dennis, Daddy'sworried! Where are you?

The whole sad, sorry scene had just got alot worse. A man in abeard and deeveless white shirt had run
into the empty circle around the rapidly dying cresture and stared at us with alook of numb horror on his
face.

‘Dennis?

He dropped to his knees next to his creation, which was now breathing in short gasps. The man opened
his mouth and emitted such awail of heartbroken grief that it made me fed quite odd insde. Such an



outpouring cannot be feigned; it comes from the soul, one's very being.

'Y ou didn't haveto kill him," he wailed, wrapping his arms around the dying beast, 'you didn't have to
kill him... !

The uniformed agent moved to pull Dennis's creator away but the Neandertha stopped him.
'No, he said gravely, 'leave him for amoment.’
The agent shrugged and walked to the Land Rover to fetch a bodybag.

'Every timewedo thisit'slike killing one of our own,' said Stiggins softly. Where have you been, Miss
Next? In prison?

"Why does everyonethink I've been in prison?
'Becauise you were heading towards death or prison when we last met —and you are not dead.’
Denniss maker was rocking backwards and forwards, bemoaning the loss of his cregtion.

The agent returned with abodybag and afemale colleague, who gently prised the man from the cresture
and told his unhearing ears hisrights.

'Only one signature on a piece of paper keegps Neanderthal s from being destroyed, the same as him,’ said
Stiggins, indicating the cresture. 'We can be added to the list of banned creatures and designated a
chimerawithout even an Act of Parliament.'

We turned from the scene as the other two agents laid out the bodybag and then rolled the corpse of the
chimeraontoit.

'Y ou remember Bowden Cable? 1 asked. 'My partner at the LiteraTecs.
'Of course,' replied Stiggins, 'we met at your reception.’
'How have you been? asked Bowden.

Stiggins stared back a him. 1t was a pointless human pleasantry that Neanderthals never troubled
themselveswith.

'We have been fine,' replied Stig, forcing the standard answer from hislips. Bowden didn't know it but he
was only rubbing Stiggins's nose deeper in sapien-dominated society.

'He means nothing by it,' | said matter-of-factly, which ishow Neanderthaslike al their speech. "'We
need your help, Stig.'

"Then we will be happy to giveit, Miss Next.'
'Mean nothing by what? asked Bowden as we walked across to a bench.
Tell you later.’

Stig sat down and watched as another SO-13 Land Rover turned up, followed by two police carsto
disperse the now curious crowd. He pulled out a carefully wrapped package of grease-proof paper and
unfolded it to reved hislunch —two windfal apples, asmall bag of live bugs and achunk of raw mest.

'Bug?



'No thanks.'

'So what can we do for the Literary Detectives? he asked, attempting to eat a beetle that didn't realy
want him to and was chased twice around Stig's hand until caught and devoured.

"What do you make of this? | asked as Bowden handed him a picture of the Shaxtper cadaver.
It isadead human,' replied Stig. 'Are you sure you won't have a beetle? They're very crunchy.'
'No thanks. What about this?

Bowden handed him a picture of one of the other dead clones, and then athird.

"The same dead human from adifferent viewpoint?

‘They'redl different corpses, Stig.'

He stopped chewing the uncooked lamb chop and stared at me, then wiped his hands on alarge
handkerchief and looked more carefully at the photographs.

'How many?
'Eighteen that we know of
'Cloning entire humans has dways been illega,” murmured Stig. ‘Can we seethered thing?

The Swindon morgue was a short walk from the SpecOps office. It was an old Victorian building which
in amore enlightened age would have been condemned. It smelt of formaldehyde and damp and the
morgue technicians al looked unhappy and probably had odd hobbiesthat | would be happier not
knowing about.

The lugubrious head pathologist, Mr Rumplunkett, looked avaricioudy a Mr Stiggins. Sincekilling a
Neandertha wasn't technically a crime no autopsy was ever performed on one—and Mr Rumplunkett
was by nature a curious man. He said nothing but Stiggins knew precisdly what he was thinking.

'We're pretty much the same inside as you, Mr Rumplunkett. That was, after al, the reason we were
brought into being in thefirst place.’

'I'm sorry—" began the embarrassed chief pathologist.

'No, you're not," responded Stig, ‘'your interest is purely professional and in the pursuit of knowledge.
We take no offence.’

'We're hereto look at Mr Shaxtper,’ said Bowden.

We were led to the main autopsy room, where severa bodies were lying under sheets with tags on their
toes.

‘Overcrowding, said Mr Rumplunkett, 'but they don't seem to complain too much. Thisthe one?

Hethrew back a sheet. The cadaver had a high-domed head, deep-set eyes, asmall moustache and
goatee. It looked alot like William Shakespeare from the Droeshout engraving on thetitle page of the
firg folio.

'What do you think?



'Okay,' | said dowly, 'he looks like Shakespeare, but if Victor wore his hair like that, so would he.'
Bowden nodded. It was afair point.

'And this one wrote the Basi| Brush sonnet?

'No; that particular sonnet was written by this one.’

With aflourish Bowden pulled back the sheet from another cadaver to reved acorpseidentica to the
first, only ayear or two younger. | stared at them both as Bowden revedled yet another.

'So how many Shakespeares did you say you had?

‘Officidly, none. Weve got a Shaxtper, a Shakespoor and a Shagsper. Only two of them had any writing
onthem, dl haveink-gtained fingers, dl are geneticdly identica, and dl died of disease or hypothermia
brought on by self-neglect.’

'Down-and-outs?
'Hermitsis probably nearer the mark.'

'‘Asde from the fact that they al have left eyes and one Size of toe," said Stig, who had been examining
the cadavers at length, 'they are very good indeed. We haven't seen this sort of craftsmanship for years:

"They're copies of aplaywright named William Shakes—'

'We know of Shakespeare, Mr Cable, interrupted Stig. 'We are particularly fond of Caliban from The
Tempest. Thisisadeep recovery job. Brought back from apiece of dried skin or ahair in adeath mask
or something.'

'When and where, Stig?
He thought for amoment.

"They were probably built in the mid-thirties,” he announced. ‘At the time there were perhaps only ten
biolabsin the world that could have done this. We think we can safely say we arelooking at one of the
three biggest genetic engineering labsin England.’

'Not possible," said Bowden. "The manufacturing records of Y ork, Bognor Regis and Scunthorpe arein
the public domain; it would be inconceivable that a project of this magnitude could have been kept
secret.

'And yet they exigt,' replied Stig, pointing to the corpses and bringing Bowden's argument to arapid
close. 'Do you have the genome logs and trace €l ement spectroscopic evaluations? he added. ‘More
careful sudy might reved something.'

"That's not standard autopsy procedure,’ replied Rumplunkett. 'l have my budget to think of'

'If you do amolar cross-section aswell we will donate our body to this department when we die!’
'I'll do them for you while you wait,' said Mr Rumplunkett.

Stig turned back to us.

'Well need forty-eight hoursto have alook at them — shal we meet again at my house? Wewould be



honoured by your presence.’

Helooked mein the eye. Hewould know if | lied.

'I'd like that very much.’

'We, too. Wednesday at midday?

'l bethere!

The Neanderthal raised his hat, gave asmal grunt and moved off.

'Well,' said Bowden as soon as Stig was out of earshot, 'I| hope you like eating beetles and dock leaves.'

'Y ou and me both, Bowden — you're coming too. If he wanted me and me alone, he would have asked
mein private — but I'm sure hell make something more palatable for us.'

| frowned as we walked blinking back out into the sunlight.
‘Bowden?

Yup?

'Did Stig say anything that seemed unusual to you?

‘Not redlly. Do you want to hear my plansfor infil—'

Bowden stopped talking in mid-sentence as the world ground to a hat. Time had ceased to exist. | was
trapped between one moment and the next. It could only be my father.

'Hello, Sweetpea,' he said cheerfully, giving me ahug, 'how did the Superhoop turn out?

"That's next Saturday.'

'Oh!" he said, looking at hiswatch and frowning. "Y ou won't let me down, will you?

'How will I not let you down? What's the connection between the Superhoop and Kaine?

'l can't tell you. Events must unfold naturaly or therell be hell to pay. Youll just haveto trust me.
'Did you comeal thisway just to not tell me anything?

‘Not a dl. It'saTrafagar thing. I've been trying al sorts of plans but Nelson stubbornly resists surviving.
| think I'vefigured it out, but | need your help.'

'Will thistakelong? | asked. 'I've got alot to do and | have to get home before my mother finds I've left
agorillain charge of Friday.'

'l think 1 am right in saying, replied my father with asmile, ‘that thiswill takenotimeaat dl —if you'd
prefer, even less!’

21
Victory on the Victory




RAUNCHY ADMIRAL IN LOVE CHILD SHOCK

Our sources can reved exclusively in this paper that Admiral Lord Nelson, the nations darling and
much-decorated war hero, isthe father of adaughter with Lady EmmaHamilton, wife of Sir William
Hamilton. The affair has been going on for sometime, gpparently with the full knowledge of both Sir
William and lady Nelson, from whom the hero of the Nileis now estranged. Full story, page two; leader,
pagethree; lurid engravings, pages four, seven, and nine; hypocritical moralistic comment, page ten;
bawdy cartoon featuring an overweight Lady Hamilton, pages twelve and thirteen. Alsoin thisissue:
reports of the French and Spanish defeat at Cape Trafdgar, page thirty-two, column four.

Articdleinthe Portsmouth Penny Dreadful, 28 October 1805

There was asuccession of flickering lights and we were on the deck of afully rigged battleship that
heaved in along swell asthewind gathered in its sails. The deck was scrubbed for action and a sense of
expectancy hung over the vessdl. We were sailing abreast with two other men-of-war, and to landward a
column of French ships sailed on acourse that would bring usinto conflict. Men shouted, the ship
creaked, the sails heaved and pennants fluttered in the breeze. We were on board Nelson's flagship, the
Victory.

| looked around. High on the quarterdeck stood a group of men, uniformed officersin navy blue jackets,
cream breeches and cockade hats. Among them was a smaler man with one arm of his uniform tucked
neatly into ajacket festooned with medals and decorations. He couldn't have been a better target if held
tried.

‘It would be hard to misshim,' | breathed.

'We keep telling him that but he's pretty pig-headed about it and won't budge — just saysthey are military
orders and he does not fear to show them to the enemy. Would you like a gobstopper?

He offered me asmall paper bag which | declined. The vessdl heeled over again and wewatched in
Slence as the distance between the two ships steadily closed.

'l never get bored of this. Seethem?

| followed his gaze to where three people were huddled on the other side of alarge coil of rope. One
was dressed in the uniform of the ChronoGuard, another was holding a clipboard and the third had what
looked likea TV cameraon hisshoulder.

'Documentary-makers from the twenty-second century,’ explained my father, hailing the other
ChronoGuard operative. 'Hello, Macolm, how'sit going?

'Well, thanks!' replied the agent. 'Got into the soup a bit when | lost that cameraman at Pompell. Wanted
an extra close-up or something.’

'Hard cheese, old man, hard cheese. Golf after work?
‘Right-o!" replied Macolm, returning to his charges.

'It's nice being back at work, actudly,’ confessed my father, turning back to me. 'Sure you won't have a
gobstopper?

'No, thanks.'

Therewas aflash and aburst of smoke from the closest French warship. A second later two cannon



shots plopped harmlesdy in the water. The balsdidn't move asfast as| had supposed they would — |
could actudly seetheminflight.

'‘Now what? | asked. "Take out the snipers so they can't shoot Nelson?

'Wed never get them dl. No, we must chest alittle. But not yet. Timeis of the essence a momentslike
this'

So we waited patiently on the main deck while the battle heated up. Within minutes, seven or eight
warshipswerefiring at the Victory, the cannon balstearing into the saills and rigging. One even cut aman
in haf on the quarterdeck, and another dispatched asmall gang of what | took to be mannes, who
dispersed rapidly. All through thisthe diminutive admira, his cgptain and asmall retinue paced the
quarterdeck as the smoke from the guns billowed around, the heat of the muzzle flashes hot on our faces,
the concussion amost deafening. The ship'swhed disintegrated as a shot went through it, and asthe
battle progressed we moved about the deck, following the safest path in the light of my father's superior
and infinitely precise knowledge of the battle. WWe moved to one side as a cannon ball flew past, moved
to another area of the deck as a heavy piece of wood fell from the rigging, then to athird place when
some musket balswhizzed past where we had been crouching.

'Y ou know the battle very well!" | shouted above the noise.
'l should do," he shouted back, 'I've been here over sixty times!'

The French and British warships drew nearer and nearer until the Victory was so closeto the
Bucentaure that | could see the faces of the staff in the staterooms as we passed. There was adeafening
broadside from the guns and the stern of the French ship was torn apart as the British cannon balls ripped
through it and down the length of the gun deck. In thelull, asthe cannon crews reloaded, | could hear the
multilingud cries of injured men. | had seen warfare in the Crimea but nothing like this. Such closefighting
with such devastating weapons reduced men to nothing more than tattersin an ingtant, the plight of the
survivors made worse by the dmost certain knowledge that the medical attention they would receive was
of the most rudimentary and bruta kind.

| nearly fell over asthe Victory collided with a French ship just astern of the Bucentaure, and as|
recovered my balance | realised just how close the ships were to one another in these sort of battles. It
wasn't a cable'slength —they were actualy touching. The smoke of the guns swirled about us and made
me cough, and the wheeezip of musket shot close by made me realise that the danger herewas very redl.
There was another deafening concussion asthe Victory's guns exploded and the French ship seemed to
tremble in thewater. My father leaned back to alow alarge meta splinter to pass between us, then
handed me apair of binoculars.

'Dad?

Hewas reaching into his pocket and pulling out, of al things, acatapult. Heloaded it with alead bdl that
was rolling across the deck and pulled it back tight, aiming through the swirling smoke a Nelson.

'See the sharpshooter on the most forward platform in the French rigging?
'Yes?
'As soon as he puts hisfinger on the trigger, count two and then say fire.'

| stared up at French rigging, found the sharpshooter and kept a close eye on him. He was less than fifty
feet from Nelson. It wasthe easiest shot in theworld. | saw hisfinger touch the trigger, and—'



'Fire!'

The lead ball flew from the catapult and caught Nelson painfully on the knee; he collgpsed on the deck
while the shot that would have killed him buried itsdf harmlesdy in the deck behind him.

Captain Hardy ordered his men to take Nelson below, where he would be detained for the rest of the
battle. Hardy would face his wrath come the morning and would not serve with him again for disobeying
orders. My father saluted Captain Hardy, and Captain Hardy saluted him back. Hardy had marred his
career, but saved hisadmiral. It was agood trade.

'Well,' said my father, placing the catapult back in his pocket, ‘we al know how this turns out — come
on!'

Hetook my hand as we Started to accelerate through time. The battle quickly ended and the ship's deck
was scrubbed clean; day rapidly followed night as we sailed swiftly back to England to ariotous

wel come from crowds lining the docks. Then the boat moved again, but thistime to Chatham, where it
mouldered, lost itsrigging, regained it and then moved again — but thistime to Portsmouth, whose
buildings rose around us as we moved into the twentieth century at breakneck speed.

When we decel erated we were back in the present but till in the same position on the deck, the ship
now in dry dock and crowded with school children holding exercise books and in the process of being led
around by aguide.

'And it was at this spot,’ said the guide, pointing to a plague on the deck, 'that Admira Nelson was hit on
the leg by aricochet that probably saved hislife!

'Well, that's that job taken care of,' said Dad, standing up and dusting off his hands. He looked at his
watch. 'lI've got to go. Thanksfor helping out, Sweetpea. Remember: Goliath may try to nobble the
Swindon Mallets, especialy the team captain, to rig the outcome of the Superhoop, so be on your toes.
Tdl Emma- | mean Lady Hamilton—that I'll pick her up at eight thirty her time tomorrow —and send my
loveto your mother.’

He amiled, there was another rapid flash of light and | was back outside the pathology Iab with Bowden,
who was just finishing the sentence he had begun when Dad arrived. —trating the Montagues?

‘Sorry?

'l said, do you want to hear my plansfor infiltrating the Montagues? He wrinkled his nose. 'Isthat you
amelling of cordite?

'I'm afraid so. Listen, you'll have to excuse me—| think Goliath may try to nobble Roger Kapok and
without him we have even less chance of winning the Superhoop.’

Helaughed.
"Xeroxed bards, Swindon Mallets, eradicated husbands. Y ou like impossible assgnments, don't you?

22
Roger Kapok

CONTRITION RATESNOT HIGH ENOUGH TO MEET TARGETS



That was the shock report from Mr Tork Armada, the spokesman for OFGOD, the religious ingtitution
licenaing authority. 'Despite continua and concerted efforts by Goliath to meet the levels of repentance
demanded by this authority.’ said Mr Armada at a press conference yesterday, 'they have not managed
to reach even hdfway to the minimum divinity requirements of this office, Mr Armada's report was
greeted with surprise by Goliath, who had hoped their application would be swift and unopposed. 'We
are changing tatties to target those to whom Goliath is anathema,’ said Mr Schitt-Hawse, aGoliath
spokesman. "We have recently secured forgiveness from someone who had despised us deeply,
something that counts twenty-fold in OFGOD's own contrition target rules. More like her will soon
follow.' Mr Armadawas clearly not impressed and smply said: 'Well, well see!

Report in Goliath Today!, 17 July 1988

| trotted up the road to the 30,000-seater croquet stadium, deep in thought. Goliath's contrition rate had
been published that morning and thanks to me and the 'Crimean Mass Apology Project' their switching to
ardigious status was now not only possible but probable. The only pluswasthat in dl likelihood it
wouldn't happen until after the Superhoop, which raised the possibility — confirmed by my father —that
Goliath would try to nobble the Swindon team. And targeting the captain, Roger Kapok, was probably
the best way to doiit.

| passed the VIP car park where arow of expensve automobiles was on display and showed my
SpecOps pass to the bored security guard. | entered the stadium and walked up one of the public access
tunnelsto the terraces, and from there looked down upon the green. From this distance the hoops were
amogt invigble, but their positions were marked by large white circles painted on the turf. The ten-yard
lines crossed the green from side to Sde and the 'natura hazards, the Italianate sunken garden,
rhododendron bushes and herbaceous flower beds, stood out clearly. Each "obstruction’ was
scrupuloudy constructed to specific World Croquet League specifications. The height of the
rhododendrons was carefully measured before each game, the herbaceous border stocked with identical
shrubs, the sunken garden with itslilies and lead fountain of Minervathe same on every green theworld
over, from Ddlasto Poona, Nairobi to Reykjavik.

Below mel could see the Swindon Malletsindulging in atough training sesson. Roger Kapok was
among them, barking orders as his team ran backwards and forwards, whirling their mallets dangeroudy
close to one another. Four-ball crogquet could be a dangerous sport, and close-quarters stick-work that
managed not to involve severe physical injury was consdered a skill unique to the Croquet League.

| ran down the steps between the rows of tiered seating, which was nearly my undoing; hafway down |
dipped on some carelessy deposited banana skins, and if it hadn't been for some deft footwork | might
have plunged head first on to the concrete steps. | muttered a curse under my breath, glared at one of the
groundsmen and stepped out on to the green.

'So,' | heard Kapok say as| drew closer, ‘weve got the big match on Saturday and | don't want anyone
thinking that we will automatically win just because St Zvlkx said so. Brother Thomas of Y ork predicted
atwenty-point victory for the Battersea Chargerslast week and they were beaten hollow, so stay on
your toes. | won't have the team relying on destiny to win this match —we do it on teamwork, application
and tactics.' There was a grunting and nodding of heads from the assembled team, and Kapok continued.
‘Swindon have never won a Superhoop, so | want thisto be our firdt. Biffo, Smudger and Aubrey will
lead the offengve as usud, and | don't want anyone tumbling into the sunken garden like during last
Tuesday's practice. The hazards are there for you to lose opponents ballsin clean and legal roquets, and
| don't want them used for any other purpose.’

Kapok was abig man with closaly cropped hair and abadly broken nose which he wore with pride. He
had taken a croquet ball in the face five years ago, before helmets and body armour were compulsory.



He had been at Swindon for over ten years and at thirty-five was at the upper age limit for pro croquet.
He and the rest of the team were local legends and hadn't needed to buy adrink in Swindon's pubsfor as
long as anyone could remember — but outside Swindon they were barely known &t all.

"Thursday Next,' | said, walking closer and introducing myself, 'SpecOps. Can | have aword?
'Sure. Takefive, guys:!

| shook Roger's hand and we walked off towards the herbaceous border which was adjacent to the
forty-yard line, just next to the garden roller which, owing to ahorrific accident at the Pan-Pecific Cup
last year, was now padded.

I'mabig fan, Miss Next,' said Roger, smiling broadly to reveal severd missing teeth. "Y our work on
Jane Eyre was astounding. | love Charlotte Bronte's novels. Don't you think the Ginevra Fanshawe
character from Villette and Blanche Ingram from Jane Eyre are sort of smilar?

| had noticed, of course, because they actualy were the same person, but | didn't think Kapok or
anyone e se should know about the economics of the BookWorld.

'Redlly? | said. 'I'd not noticed. I'll come straight to the point, Mr Kapok. Has anyone tried to dissuade
you from playing this Seturday?

'No. And you probably just heard me telling the team to ignore the seventh Revealment. Weamtowin
for our own sakes and that of Swindon. And we will win, you have my word on that!'

He smiled that dazzling reconstructed Roger Kapok smilethat | had seen so many times on billboards
throughout Swindon, advertising everything from toothpaste to floor paint. His confidence was infectious
and suddenly besting the Reading Whackers seemed to move from ‘totally impossibl€ to ‘deeply
improbable.

'And what about you? | asked, remembering my father's warning that he would be the first one Goliath
would try to nobble.

'What about me?

'Would you stay with the team no matter what?

'Of coursel’ hereplied. 'Wild horses couldn't drag me away from leading the Maletsto victory.'
'Promise?

'On my honour. The code of the Kapoksis at stake. Only death will keep me off the green on Saturday.'

'Y ou should be on your guard, Mr Kapok,' | murmured, 'Goliath will try anything to make sure Reading
win the Superhoop.'

'l can look after mysdf.

'l don't doubt it, but you should be on your guard nevertheless.'
| paused as a sudden childish urge came over me.

"Would you mind ... if | had awhack?

| pointed at his mallet and he dropped ablue ball to the ground.



'Did you used to play?
'For my university.’

'Roger!" called one of the playersfrom behind us. He excused himself and | squared up to the ball. |
hadn't played for years but only through lack of sparetime. It was afast and furious game quite unlikeits
ancient predecessor, athough the natural hazards, such as rhododendrons and other garden architecture,
had remained from the erawhen it was smply a polite garden sport. | rolled the ball with my foot to plant
it firmly on the grass. My old croquet coach had been an ex-league player named Alf Widdershaine, who
awaystold me that concentration made the finest croquet players—and Alf should know as he had been
apro for the Slough Bombers and retired with 7,892 career hoops, arecord yet to be beaten. | looked
down the green &t the forty-yard right back hoop. From here it was no bigger than my fingertip. Alf had
hooped from up to fifty yards away but my personal best was only twenty. | concentrated as my fingers
clasped the leather grip, then raised the malet and followed through with ahard swing. Therewasa
sidfying crack and the ball hurtled off in asmooth arc — straight into the rhododendrons. Blagt. If this
had been amatch | would have 'lost the ball' until the next third. | turned around to see whether anyone
had been watching but fortunately they hadn't. Instead, an atercation seemed to be going on between the
team members. | dropped the mallet and hurried over.

'Y ou can't leave!’ cried Aubrey Jambe, hoop defence. "What about the Superhoop?
"You'll do fine without me," Kgpok implored, ‘redly you will!'

He was standing with two men in suitswho didn't ook as though they were in the sportsbusiness. |
showed them my ID.

"Thursday Next, SpecOps. What's going on?

The two men looked at one another. It wasthe tall one who spoke.

'We're scouts for the Gloucester Meteors and we think Mr Kapok would like to come and play for us.'
'Lessthan aweek before a Superhoop?

'I'm due for achange, Miss Next,' said Kapok, |ooking about nervoudy. 'l think that Biffo would lead the
team far better than me. Don't you think so, Biffo?

'What about al that "wild horses' and "code of the Kapoks' stuff? | demanded. "Y ou promised!”

'l need to spend more time with my family,” muttered Kapok, shrugging his shoulders and clearly not
keen to remain in the stadium one second longer than he had to. Y ou'll be fine—hasn't St Zvlkx
predicted it?

'Seers aren't dways a hundred per cent accurate —you said so yoursalf! Who are you two really?

‘Leave usout of it, said the tal suited man. 'All we did was make an offer —Mr Kapok decidesif he
stays or goes.'

Kapok and the two men turned to leave.

'Kapok, for God's sake!' yelled Biffo. The Whackers will knock the stuffing out of the team if you're not
hereto lead us!’

But he continued walking, hisformer team-mates|ooking on in disgust, and grumbled and sworefor a



while before the Mallets manager, areedy-looking character with athin moustache and apae
complexion walked on to the green and asked what was going on.

'Ah!" he said when he heard the news. 'I'm very sorry to hear that but since you are dl present | think it's
probably the right time to announce that I'm retiring on grounds of ill hedlth.’

'When?
‘Right now," said the manager, and ran off. Goliath were working overtime this morning.
'Well,' said Aubrey as soon as he had gone, ‘what now?

‘Ligen,' | said, 'l can't tell you why but it is hitorically impertive that we win this Superhoop. Y ou will
win this match because you have to. It'sthat smple. Can you captain? | asked, turning to aburly
croquet player named Biffo. | had seen him do 'blind passes across the rhododendron bushes with
uncanny accuracy and his classc 'pegging out' shot from the sixty-yard line during the league game
againgt Southampton was undeniably one of the Top Ten Great Croquet Moments of history. Of course,
that had been over ten years ago, before abad tackle twisted his knee. These days he played defence,
guarding the hoops againgt opposition strikers.

'Not me,' hereplied with aresigned air.
'Smudger?

Smudger played attack and had made midair roquets something of atrademark. His celebrated double
hoop in the Swindon-Gloucester play-off of 1978 was il talked about, even if it hadn't won usthe
meatch.

‘Nope.'
'‘Anyone?
I'll captain, Miss Next.'

It was Aubrey Jambe. He had been captain once before until amedia-led campaign had him ousted
following alegations about him and achimp.

'‘Good.'

'But well need anew manager,' said Aubrey dowly, 'and since you seem to be so passionate about it, |
think you'd better takeit on.'

Before | knew what | was saying | had agreed, which went down pretty well with the players. Morale of
asort had returned. | took Aubrey by the arm and we walked into the middle of the green for our first
Srategy meeting.

'Okay,' | sad, 'tdl metruthfully, Jambe, what are our chances?

‘Borderlineimpossible,’ answered Aubrey candidly. 'We had to sdl our best player to Glasgow to be
able to meet the changes that the World Croquet League insisted we make to the green. Then our top
defender, Lauren de Rematte, won aonce-in-alifetime trip to Africaon one of those junk mail prize
draw things. With Kapok gone we're down to ten players, no reserve, and we've lost the best striker.
Biffo, Smudger, Snake, George and Johnno are dl good players but the rest are second-raters.”

'So what do we need to win?



'If every player on the Reading team were to die overnight and be replaced by unfit nine-year-olds, then
we might be in with a chance.’

"Too difficult and probably illegd. What ese?
Aubrey stared a me glumly.
'Fve qudity players and we might have achance.’

It was atal order. If they could get to Kapok, they could offer ‘inducements to any other player who
might want tojoin us.

'Okay,' | sad, 'leaveit with me!
'Y ou have aplan?

'Of course,' | lied, feding the managerid mantle faling about my shoulders, 'your new players are as good
assgned. Besides,' | added, with a certain amount of faux conviction, ‘weve got a Revealment to
protect.’

23
Granny Next

READING WHACKERS CONFIDENT OF WINNING SUPERHOOP

Following the surprise resignation of both Roger Kapok and Gray Ferguson from the Swindon Mdlets
croquet team this afternoon, the Whackers seem almost certain to win next Saturday's Superhoop,
despite the prophecy by St Zvlkx. Betting shops were being cautious despite the news and lowered the
Mallets oddsto 700—1. Miss Thursday Next, the new manager of the Mallets, derided any talk of
falure and told waiting reporters that Swindon would triumph. When pressed on how dia might be so,
she declared the interview over.

Artideinthe Swvindon Evening Blurb, 18 July 1988

'Y ou're the manager of the Mallets? asked Bowden with incredulity. "What happened to Gray
Ferguson?

‘Bought out, bribed, frightened —who knows? 'Y ou like being busy, don't you? Does this mean you
won't be able to help me get banned books out of England?

'Have no fear of that,' | reassured him, 'I'll find away." | wished | could sharein my own confidence. |
told Bowden I'd see him tomorrow and walked out, only to be waylaid by the over-zealous Mg or
Drabb, who told me with great efficiency that he and his squad had searched the Albert Schweitzer
Memorid Library from top to bottom but had not unearthed asingle Danish book. | congratulated him on
his diligence and told him to check in with me again tomorrow. He saluted smartly, presented mewith a
thirty-two-page written report and was gone.

Gran wasin the garden of the Goliath Twilight Homes when | sopped by on the way home. Shewas
dressed in a blue gingham frock and was attending to some flowers with awatering can.

'l just heard the news on the wirdless. Congratulations!’

"Thanks,' | replied without enthusiasm, dumping into alarge 'tvicker chair. 'l have noideawhy |



volunteered to run the Malets— I don't know the first thing about running a croquet team!’

'Perhaps,’ replied Gran, reaching forward to dead-head arose, 'dl that isrequired isfaith and conviction
—two areasinwhich, | might add, | think you excd.'

'Faith isn't going to conjure up five world-class croquet players, now, isit?

'Y ou'd be surprised what faith can do, my dear. Y ou have St Zvikx's Revealment on your side, after al.’
"Thefutureisn't fixed, Gran. We can lose, and probably will.'

She tut-tutted.

'Wdl! Aren't you the moaning minnie today! What does it matter if we do lose? It's only agame, after
al

| dumped even lower.

'If it was only agame | wouldn't be worried. Thisishow my father seesit: Kaine proclaims himsalf
dictator as soon as President Formby dies next Monday. Once he wields ultimate executive power he
will embark on acourse of warfare that resultsin an armageddon of Levd 111 life-extinguishing capability.
We can't stop the President from dying but we can, my father insgts, avoid the world war by smply
winning the Superhoop.’

Gran sat down in awicker chair next to me.

'And then therés Hamlet,' | continued, rubbing my temples. 'His play has been subjected to ahostile
takeover from The Merry Wives of Windsor and if | don't find a Shakespeare clone pronto there won't
be a Hamlet for Hamlet to return to. Goliath tricked meyet again. | don't know what they did but it felt
as though my free will was being sucked out through my eyebals. They said they'd get Landen back but
quite frankly | have my doubts. And I haveto illegally smuggle ten truckloads of banned books out of
England.

Tirade over, | Sghed and was slent. Gran had been thoughtful for awhile, and after gppearing to come
to some sort of amomentous decision announced:

"Y ou know what you should do?
'What?

"Take Smudger off defence and make him the mid-hoop wingman. Jambe should be the striker asusud,
but Biffo—'

'Gran! Y ou haven't listened to aword I've said, have you?
She patted my hand.

'Of course | have. Hamlet was having his merry wives smuggled out of England by sucking out his
eyebals which leads to an armageddon and the death of the President. Right?

‘Never mind. How are things with you? Found the ten most boring books?

'Indeed | have,' shereplied, 'but | am loath to finish reading them as | fed thereis onelast epiphanic
moment to my lifethat will bereveded just beforel die’



'What sort of epiphanic moment?
'l don't know. Do you want to play Scrabble?

So Gran and | played Scrabble. | thought | waswinning until she got ‘cazique' on atriple word score and
it was downhill from there. | lost by 503 pointsto 319.

24
Home Again

DENMARK BLAMED FOR DUTCH ELM DISEASE

'Dutch Elm Disease was nothing of the sort' was the shock claim from leading arboreahsb last week. 'For
many years we had blamed Dutch EIm Disease on the Dutch.' declared Jeremy Acorn, head spokesman
of the Knotty Pine Arboreal Research Facility. 'So-cdled Dutch Elm Disease, atree virusthat killed off
nearly dl England'semsin the mid-seventies, was thought to have originated in Holland — hence the
name.' But new research has cast doubt on thislong-held hypothesis. 'Using techniques unavailable to us
in the seventies we have uncovered new evidence to suggest that Dutch Elm Disease originated in
Denmark." Mr Acorn went on to say: 'We have no direct evidence to suggest that Denmark isengaged in
the design and proliferation of arboreal ogical wegpons, but we have to maintain an open mind. There are
many oaks and silver birchesin England at present unprotected againgt attack.’ Arboreal Warfare —
should we be worried? Full report, page nine.

Articleinthe Arboreal Times, 17 July 1988

| hurried home to get there before my mother as | wasn't sure how sheld react to finding that Friday was
being looked after by agorilla 1t was possble that she might not have any problemswith thisbut | didn't
redlly want to put it to the test.

To my horror Mum had got there before me—and not just her, either. A large crowd of journdists had
gathered outside her house, awaiting the return of the Mallets new manager, and only after | had run the
gauntlet of athousand 'no comments did | catch her, just as shewas putting her key in the front door.

'Hello, Mother,' | said, somewhat bresthlesdy.
'Hello, daughter.’

'Going indde?

‘That'swhat | usualy do when | get home.'
'Not thinking of going shopping? | suggested.
'What are you hiding?

‘Nothing.'

‘Good.'

She pushed the key into the lock and opened the door, giving me afunny look. | ran past her into the
living room, where Meanie was adegp on the sofa, feet up on the coffee table with Friday snoring
happily on her chest. | quickly shut the door.



'He'sdeeping!’ | hissed to my mother.
‘Thelittlelamb! Let'shave alook.'

'No, better let him be. HEs avery light deeper.’
'l can look very quigtly.'

'Maybe not quietly enough.’

'I'll look through the serving hatch, then.'
‘No—!"

Why not?

'It'sjammed. Stuck fast. Meant to tell you thismorning but it dipped my mind. Remember how Anton
and | used to climb through it? Got any oil?

"The serving hatch has never been stuck—

'How about tea? | asked brightly, attempting aform of misdirection that | knew my mother would find
irresigtible. 'l want to talk to you about an emotiona problem —that you might be able to help me with!”

Sadly she knew me only too well.

‘Now | know you're hiding something. Let mein—!"

She attempted to push past, but | had a brainwave.

'No, Mother, you'll embarrass them — and yoursdlf.'

She stopped.

'What do you mean?

It'sEmma’

'Emma? What about her?

'Emma. . . and Hamlet.

Shelooked shocked and covered her mouth with her hand.
'In there? On my sofa?

| nodded.

'Doing . . . you know? Both of them —together?

'And very naked — but they folded the antimacassarsfirst,' | added, so as not to shock her too much.
She shook her head sadly.

'It's not good, you know, Thursday.'

' know.'



‘Highly immord.’
Ivay.l

'Well, let's have that cup of teaand you can tell me about that emotiona problem of yours—isit about
Dasy Mutlar?

'No —I don't have any emotiona problems.’

'But you said—?

'Y es, Mother, that was an excuse to stop you barging in on Emmaand Hamlet.'
'Oh," she said, redisation dawning. "Well, let's have a cup of teaanyway.'

| breathed asigh of relief and Mother walked into the kitchen —to find Hamlet and Emmatalking asthey
did the washing up. Mother stopped dead and stared at them.

It'sdisgusting!’ she said at last.

'Excuse me? enquired Hamlet.

'What you're doing in the living room —on my sofa’
'What are we doing, Mrs Next? asked Emma.

'What are you doing? flustered my mother, her voicerising. 'I'll tell you what you're doing. Wdll, | won't
becauseit'stoo . . . here, have alook for yourself

And before | could stop her she opened the door to the living room to reved . . . Friday, alone, adeep
on the sofa. My mother looked confused and stared at me.

‘Thursday, just what isgoing on?

'| can't even beginto explainit,’ | replied, wondering where Meanie had gone. It was abig room but not
nearly large enough to hide agorilla | leaned in and saw that the French windows were gar. 'Must have
been atrick of thelight.'

"Trick of thelight?
Yes. May 1?7

| closed the door and froze as | noticed Mdanie tiptoeing acrossthe lawn, fully visible through the
kitchen windows.

'How can it beatrick of the light?
'I'm not redlly sure,’ | sammered. 'Have you changed the curtainsin here? They look kind of different.’
‘No. Why didn't you want meto look in the living room?

‘Because. . . because ... | asked Mrs Beatty to look after Friday and | knew you didn't approve but now
she'sgone and everything isokay.'

'Ah!" said my mother, satisfied at last. | breathed asigh of relief. 1'd got away withiit.



'‘Goodness!' said Hamlet, pointing. ‘lsn't that agorillain the garden?

All eyes swivelled outside, where Mdanie had stopped in mid-stride over the sweet Williams. She
paused for amoment, gave an embarrassed smile and waved her hand in greeting.

'Where? said my mother. 'All | can seeisan unusudly hairy woman tiptoeing through my sweet
Williams'

"That's Mrs Bradshaw,' | murmured, casting an angry glance at Hamlet. 'She's been doing some childcare
for me!

'Well, don't et her wander around the garden, Thursday —ask her in!'

Mum put down her shopping and filled the kettle. 'Poor Mrs Bradshaw must think us dreadfully
inhospitable — do you suppose she'd fancy adice of Battenberg?

Hamlet and Emmastared at me and | shrugged. | beckoned Meanie into the house and introduced her to
my mother.

'Pleased to meet you,' said M anie, 'you have avery lovely grandchild.'
"Thank you," my mother replied, as though the effort had been entirely hers. 'l do my best.’

'I've just come back from Trafalgar,' | said, turning to Lady Hamilton. 'Dad's restored your husband and
he said held pick you up at eight thirty tomorrow.’

'Oh!" she said, with not quite as much enthusasm as | had hoped. 'That's. . . that's wonderful news.’
'Y es,' added Hamlet more sullenly, ‘wonderful news!'

They looked at one another.

'I'd better go and pack,’ said Emma.

'Yes,' replied Hamlet, 'I'll help you.'

And they both left the kitchen.

'What's wrong with them? asked M anie, hel ping herself to adice of the proffered cake and sitting
down on one of the chairs, which creaked ominoudly.

'Lovesick,' | replied. And | think they genuinely were.

'So, Mrs Bradshaw,' began my mother, settling into business mode, 'l| have recently become an agent for
some beauty products, many of which are completely unsuitable for people who are bald —if you get

my meaning.

'‘Ooooh!" exclaimed Melame, leaning closer. She did have aproblem with facia hair —hard not to, being
agorilla—and had never had the benefit of talking to a cosmetics consultant. Mum would probably end
up trying to sell her some Tupperware, too.

| went upstairs, where Hamlet and Emmawere arguing. She seemed to be saying that her 'dear Admird’
needed her more than anything, and Hamlet said that she should come and live with him at Elsnore and
'to hell with Ophelia. Emmareplied that thisredly wasn't practical and then Hamlet made an extremely
long and intractable speech which | think meant that nothing in the real world was smple or dick and he



lamented the day he ever left his play, and that he was sure Opheliahad discussed country matterswith
Horatio when his back was turned. Then Emma got confused and thought he wasimpugning her Horatio,
and when he explained that it was his friend Horatio she changed her mind and said she would come with
him to Elsinore, but then Hamlet thought perhaps this wasn't such agood idea after al and he made
another long speech until even Emma got bored and she crept downstairs for a beer and returned before
he'd even noticed she had gone. After awhile hejust talked himsalf to a standdtill without having made
any decison—which wasjust aswell asthere wasn't aplay for him to return to.

| was just pondering whether finding a cloned Shakespeare was actually going to be possible when |
heard atiny wall. | went back downgtairsto find Friday blinking a me from the door to the living room,
looking touded and alittle deepy.

‘Seep wdl, little man?

'‘Qunt in culpa qui officia deserunt mollit," he replied, which | took to mean: ‘I have dept very well and
now require asnack to see me through the next two hours!'

| walked back into the kitchen, something niggling away at my mind. Something that Mum had said.
Something that Stiggins had said. Or maybe Emma? | made Friday a chocolate-spread sandwich, which
he proceeded to smear about hisface.

'l think you'll find I have just the colour for you," said my mother, finding a shade of grey varnish that
suited Meani€'s black fur. '‘Goodness —what strong nails!'

'l don't digasmuch as| used to,’ replied Meaniewith an air of nostagia. Trafford doesn't likeit. He
thinksit makesthe neighbourstak.’

My heart missed abeat and | shouted out, quite spontaneoudly:
‘AHHHHHHHHH!

My mother jumped, painted aline of nail varnish up Mdanie's hand and upset the bottle on to her
polka-dot dress.

'Look what you've made me do!' she scolded. Melanie didn't look very happy either.

'Posh, Murray Posh, Daisy Posh, Daisy Mutlar —why did you . . . mention Daisy Mutlar afew minutes
ago?

'Wéll, because | thought you'd be annoyed she was till around.’

Daisy Mutlar, it must be understood, was someone whom Landen nearly married during our ten-year
enforced separation. But that wasn't important. What was important was that without Landen there had
never been any Daisy. And if Daisy was around, then Landen must be too—

| looked down at my hand. On my ring finger was ... aring. A wedding ring. | pulled it forward to the
knuckleto revea awhiteridge. It looked as though it had dways been there. And if it had—

'Where's Landen now?
‘At hishouse, | should imagine,' said my mother. 'Are you staying here for supper?
‘Then .. . . he's not eradicated?

She looked confused.



‘Good Lord no!'
| narrowed my eyes.
‘Then | didn't ever go to Eradications Anonymous?

'Of course not, darling. Y ou know that myself and Mrs Bestty are the only people who ever attend —and
Mrs Bestty is only there to comfort me. What on earth are you talking about? And come back! Where
do you—'

| opened the door and was two paces down the garden path when | remembered | had |eft Friday
behind, so went back to get him, found he had got chocolate down hisfront despite the bib, put his
sweatshirt on over his T-shirt, found he had gllbbed down the front of it, got a clean one, changed his
nappy and ... no socks.

'What are you doing, darling? asked my mother as 1 rummaged in the laundry basket.

'It'sLanden,’ | babbled excitedly, 'he was eradicated and now he's back and it's as though he'd never
gone and | want him to meet Friday but Friday isway, way too sticky right now to meet hisfather.’

'Eradicated? Landen? When? asked my mother increduloudly. ‘Are you sure?

'lsn't that the point about eradication? | replied, having found six socks, none of them matching. ‘No one
ever knows. It might surprise you to know that Eradications Anonymous once had forty or more
attendees. When | came there were less than ten. Y ou did awonderful job, Mother. They'd al beredly
grateful —if only they could remember.

'Oh!' saidd my mother in arare moment of complete clarity. Then . . . when eradicatees are brought back
itisasif they had never gone. Ergo: the past autometicaly rewritesitsdlf to take into account the
non-eradication.’

'Well, yes—moreor less.'

| dipped some odd socks on Friday's feet — he didn't help matters by splaying histoes— then found his
shoes, one of which was under the sofa and the other right on top of the bookcase —Méeanie had been
climbing on the furniture, after dl. | found abrush and tidied his hair, trying desperately to get an annoying
crusty bit that smelt suspicioudly of baked beansto lieflat. It didn't and | gave up, then washed hisface,
which hedidnt like one bit. | was eventualy on my way out of the door when | saw mysdlf in the mirror
and dashed back upstairs. | plonked Friday on the bed, put on aclean pair of jeansand a T-shirt and
tried to do something — anything —with my short hair.

'What do you think? | asked Friday, who was now gitting on the dressing table staring at me.
'Aliquippa ex consequat.’

'l hope that means. "you look adorable, Mum®.'

‘Mollit anim est laborum.’

| pulled on my jacket, walked out of my room, came back to brush my teeth and fetch Friday's polar
bear, then was out the door again, telling Mum that | might not be back that night.

My heart was il racing as | walked outside, ignoring the journalists, and popped Friday in the
passenger seat of the Speedgter, put down the hood — might aswell arrive in style—and strapped him in.



| inserted the key in theignition and then—

'Don't drive, Mum.'

Friday spoke. | was speechlessfor a second, hand poised on theignition.
'Friday? | said. "Y ou're talking—?

And then my heart grew cold. He was looking a me with the most seriouslook | had ever ssenona
two-year-old before or since. And | knew the reason why. Cindy. It was the day of the second
assassination attempt. In al the excitement | had completely forgotten. | dowly and very carefully took
my hands off the key and |eft it where it was, trafficators blinking, oil and battery warning lights burning. |
carefully unstrapped Friday, then, not wanting to open any of the doors, | climbed carefully out of the
open top and took him with me. It wasaclose call.

"Thanks, baby, | owe you —but why did you wait until now to say anything?
Hedidn't answer —just put hisfingersin his mouth and sucked them innocently.
'Strong slent type, eh? Come on, wonder-boy, let's call SO-14."

The police closed the road and the bomb squad arrived twenty minutes later, much to the excitement of
thejourndistsand TV crews. They went live to the networks dmost immediately, linking the bomb squad
with my new job asthe Mdlets manager, filling up any gapsin the story with speculation or, in one case,
colourful invention.

The four pounds of explosives had been connected to the starter motor relay. One more second and
Friday and | would have been knocking on the pearly gates. | wasjumping up and down with impatience
by thetime| had given astatement. | didn't tell them thiswas the second of three nation attempts,
nor did | tell them there would be another attempt at the end of the week. But | wroteit on my hand so |
wouldn't forget.

'Windowmaker,' | told them, 'yes, with an "N" —1 don't know why. Wéll, yes— but sixty-eight if you
count Samuel Pring. Reason? Who knows. | wasthe Thursday Next who changed the ending of Jane
Eyre. Never read it? Preferred The Professor ? Never mind. It bein my files. No, I'm with SO-27.
Victor Analogy. Hisname's Friday. Two yearsold. Y es, he'svery cute, isn't he? Y ou do?
Congratulations. No, I'd love to see the pictures. Hisaunt? Really? Can | go now?

After an hour they said | could leave so | plonked Friday in hisbuggy and pushed him rapidly up to
Landen's place. | arrived abit puffed and had to stop and regain my bresth and my thoughts. The house
was back to how | remembered it. Thetub of Tickia orologica on the porch had vanished dong with
the pogo stick. Beyond the more tasteful curtains | could see movement within. | straightened my shirt,
attempted to smooth Friday's hair, walked up the garden path and rang the doorbell. My pamsfelt hot
and sweaty and | couldn't control a stupid grin that had spread al over my face. | was carrying Friday for
greater dramatic effect and moved him to the other hip ashewas abit of alump. After what seemed like
several hours but was, | suspect, less than ten seconds, the door opened to revedl. . . Landen, every bit
astall and handsome and aslarge aslife as | had wished to see him all these past years. Hewasn't as|
remembered him —hewasway better than that. My love, my life, the father of my son —made human. |
felt thetears sart to well up in my eyes and tried to say something but dl that came out was astupid
snorty cough. He stared at me and | stared at him, then he stared at me some more, and | stared at him
some more, then | thought perhaps he didn't recognise me with the short hair, so | tried to think of
something redly funny and pithy and clever to say but couldn't, so | shifted Friday to the other hip ashe
was becoming even more of alump with every passing second and said, rather stupidly:



It's Thursday.'
'l know who it is," he said unkindly. 'Y ou've got a bloody nerve, haven't you?
And he shut the door in my face.

| was stunned for amoment and had to recover my thoughts before | rang the doorbell again. There was
another pause that seemed to last an hour but | suspect was only fractionally longer — thirteen seconds,
tops— and the door opened again.

'Wdll," said Landen, 'if it isn't Thursday Next.'
'‘And Friday,' | replied, 'your son.'
'My son,' replied Landen, ddliberately not looking a him, right.’

'What's the matter? | asked, tears starting to well up again in my eyes, 'l thought you'd be pleased to see
ml

Helet out along breath and rubbed his forehead.
'It's difficult—'
'What's difficult? How can anything be difficult?

'Well," he began, 'you disappear from my life two and ahaf years ago, | haven't seen hide nor hair of
you. Not a postcard, not aletter, not a phone call, nothing. And then you just turn up on my doorstep as
though nothing has happened and | should be pleased to see you!'

| sort of breathed asigh of relief. Sort of. Somehow | dwaysimagined Landen being uneradicated asjust
asmple sort of meeting each other after along absence. | hadn't ever thought that Landen wouldn't
know he had been eradicated. WWhen he was gone no one had known he had ever existed, and now he
was back no one knew he had gone. Not even him.

'Ever heard of an eradication? | asked.
He shook hishead.
| took a deep breath.

'Well, two and a hdf years ago a chronupt member of SO-12 had you killed at the age of twoinan
accident. It was ablackmail attempt by a Goliath Corporation member called Brik Schitt-Hawse!'

' remember him.'

‘Right. And he wanted meto get his haf-brother out of The Raven where Bowden and | had trapped
him.

'I remember that, too.'

'O-kay. So all of asudden you didn't exist. Everything we had done together hadn't happened. | tried to
get you back by going with my father to your accident in 1947, was thwarted and choseto liveinside
fiction whilelittle Friday was born and return when | was ready. Which isnow. End of story.’

We dtared at each other for another long moment that might aso have been an hour but was probably



only twenty seconds, | moved Friday to the other hip again and then findly he said:

‘Thetroubleis, Thursday, that things are different now. Y ou vanished from my life. Gone. I've had to
carry on.'

"What do you mean? | asked, suddenly fedling very uneasy.
'Well, thething is" he went on dowly, 'l didn't think you were coming back. So | married Daisy Mutlar .’

25
Practical Difficulties Regarding Uneradications

DANISH PERSON SOUGHT

A man of Danish appearance was sought yesterday in connection with an armed robbery at the First
Goliath Bank in Banbury. The man, described as being 'of Danish appearance’, entered the bank at 9.35
and demanded that the teller hand over dl the money. Five hundred poundsin sterling and asmdl amount
of Danish Kroner held in the foreign currencies department were stolen. Police described this, small sum
of Kroner as of "particular significance and pledged to wipe out the menace of Danish criminality as soon
as possible. The public have been warned to be on the lookout for anyone of Danish appearance, and to
let the police know of any Danes acting suspicioudy, or, failing that, any Danes at dl.

Artidlein The Toad, 15 July 1988
You did what?

'Wéll, you did vanish without atrace —what was | meant to do? | couldn't believeit. Thelittle scumbag
had sought solace in the arms of amiserable cow who wasn't good enough to carry his bag, let done be
hiswife. | stared at him, speechless. | think my mouth might even have dropped open at that point, and |
was just wondering whether | should burgt into tears, kill him with my bare hands, dam the door, scream,
swear or dl of the above at the same time when | noticed that Landen was doing that thing he does when
he'strying not to laugh.

"Y ou one-legged piece of crap,' | said at last, smiling with therdlief, 'you did no such thing!'
'Had you going, though, didn't 1?7 He grinned.

Now | was angry.

"What did you want to go and make that stupid joke for? 'Y ou know I'm armed and unstable!’
'It's no more stupid than your dopey yarn about me being eradicated!’

'It's not adopey yarn.'

'Itis. If | had been eradicated, then there wouldn't be any littleboy . . .'

Hisvoicetralled off and suddenly al our remonstrations dissipated as Friday became the centre of
atention. Landen looked at Friday and Friday looked at Landen. | looked at both of them in turn, then,
taking hisfingersout of hismouth, Friday said:

‘Bum.



'What did he say?

'I'm not sure. Sounds like aword he picked up from St Zvlkx.'
Landen pressed Friday's nose.

'‘Beep,’ said Landen.

‘Bubbies,' said Friday.

'Eradicated, eh?

s

"That must be the most preposterous story | have ever heard in my life!
'l have no argument with that.’

He paused.

'Which | guess makesit too weird not to be true.’

We moved towards each other at the sametime and | bumped into his chin with my head. Therewasa
crack as histeeth snapped together and he yelped in pain—1 think he had bitten histongue. It was as
Hamlet said. Nothing isever dick and smplein the rea world. He hated it for that reason—and | loved
it.

'What's so funny? he demanded.
‘Nothing,' | replied, 'it'sjust something Hamlet said.’
'Hamlet? Here?

'No—a Mum's. He was having an affair with EmmaHamilton, whose boyfriend Admiral Nelson
attempted to commit suicide.’

'By what means?
"The French navy.'

'No . .. no,' said Landen, shaking his head. 'Let's just stick with one ludicroudy preposterous story at a
time. Listen, I'm an author and | can't think up the sort of cr— | mean nonsense you get yourself into.’

Friday managed to squeeze off one shoe despite the best efforts of my double knots and was now
tugging a his sock.

'Handsome fellow, isn't he? said Landen after a pause.
'He takes after hisfather.'
'Nah —hismother. Ishisfinger stuck permanently up his nose?

'Mogt of thetime. It'scaled "The Search”. An amusing little pastime that has kept smal children
entertained since the dawn of time. Enough, Friday.'

Hetook hisfinger out with an dmost audible 'pop’ and handed Landen his polar bear.



‘Ullamco laborisnisi ut aliquip.’
'What did he say?

'l don't know,' | replied, 'it's something called Lorem Ipsum —asort of quasi-L atin that typesetters useto
make up blocks of redigtic-looking type.'

Landen raised an eyebrow.

'Y ou're not joking, are you?

‘They useitalotinthe Well of Lost Plots!
"The what?

It'saplacewhereadl fictionis—'

'Enough!" said Landen, clapping his hands together. "We can't have you telling ridiculous stories here on
the front step. Come onin and tell metheminsde!’

| shook my head and stared a him.

'What?

'My mother said Daisy Mutlar was back in town.’

'She has ajob here, apparently.’

Redlly? | asked suspicioudy. ‘How do you know?

'She works for my publisher.'

'And you haven't been seeing her"

'Definitdy not!'

'Cross your heart, hopeto die?

He held up hishand.

'Scout's honour.'

'Okay,' | said dowly, 'l believe you.'

| tapped my lips.

'l don't comeingde until | get oneright here!

He smiled and took mein hisarms. We kissed very tenderly and | shivered.
‘Consequat est laborum,’ said Friday, joining in with the hug.

Wewalked into the houseand | put Friday on thefloor. His sharp eyes scanned the house for anything
he could pull on top of himsdlf.

‘Thursday?



'Yes?
‘Let'sjust say for reasons of conveniencethat | was eradicated.'
'Yuh?

‘Then everything that happened since the last time we parted outside the SpecOps building didn't really
happen?

| hugged him tightly.

"It did happen, Land. It shouldn't have, but it did.'

‘Thenthepain| felt wasred?

'Yes. | feltit too.'

"Then | missed you getting bulgy — got any pictures, by the way?

'l don't think so. But play your cardsright and | may show you the stretch marks.”
'l can hardly wait.'

He kissed me again and stared at Friday while an inane grin spread across his face.
"Thursday?

'What?

'l have ason!'

| decided to correct him.

'No — we haveason!'

'Right. Well," he said, rubbing his hands together, 'l suppose you'd better have some supper. Do you ill
likefishpie?

Therewas a crash as Friday found avasein the living room to knock over. So | mopped it up while
gpologising, and Landen said it was okay but shut the doors of his office anyway. He made us both
supper and | caught up with what he was doing while he wasn't eradicated —if that makes any sense at dl
—and | told him about Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, wordstorms, Meanie and dl therest of it.

'So agrammeadite isaparagtic life form that livesinside books?

'Pretty much.’

'‘And if you don't find a cloned Shakespeare then we lose Hamlet?

"Yup.!

'And the Superhoop isinextricably linked to the avoidance of athermonuclear war?
'Itis. Can | move back in?

'l kept the sock drawer just how you liked it.'



| amiled.
'Alphabeticdly, |eft to right?

'No, rainbow, violet to the right — or was that how Daisy liked— Ah! Just kidding! Y ou have no sense
of— Ah! Stop it! Get off! No! Ow!'

But it wastoo late. | had pinned him to the floor and was attempting to tickle him. Friday sucked his
fingersand looked on, disgusted, while Landen managed to get out of my hands, roll round and tickle me
,which | didnt likeat dl. After awhilewejust collgpsed into aslly giggling mess.

'So, Thursday,' he said as he helped me off the floor, ‘are you going to spend the night?
‘No.'

'‘No?

'No. I'm moving in and staying for ever.'

We put Friday to bed in the spare room and made up a sort of cot for him. He was quite happy deeping
amost anywhere aslong as he had his polar bear with him. Hed stayed over at Meani€'s house and
once a Mrs Tiggy-Winkle's, which was warm and snug and smelt of maoss, sticks and washing powder.
He had even dept on Treasure Idand during avisit there | made last year to sort out the Ben Gunn goat
problem — Long John had talked him to deep, something he was very good at.

‘Now then,' said Landen as we went to our room, ‘aman's needs are many—'

'Let me guess! Y ou want meto rub your back?

'Please. Right therein the smal where you used to do it so well. I've redlly missed that.'
‘Nothing else?

'No, nothing. Why, did you have something in mind?

| giggled as he pulled me closer. | breathed in his scent. | could remember pretty well what he looked like
and how he sounded, but not his smell. That was something that was instantly recognisable as soon |
pressed my face into the folds of his shirt, and it brought back memories of courting, and picnics, and

passion.
'l like your short hair,' said Landen.
'Wdll, | don't,' | replied, 'and if you ruffle it once more like that | may fed inclined to poke you in the eye.’

Welay back on the bed and he pulled my sweatshirt very dowly over the top of my head. It caught on
my watch and there was an awkward moment as he tugged gently, trying to keep the romance of the
moment. | couldn't help it and started giggling.

'Oh, do please be serious, Thursday!" he said, still pulling at the sweetshirt. | giggled some more and he
joined in, then asked whether | had any scissors and finally removed the offending garment. | started to
undo the buttons of his shirt and he nuzzled my neck, something that gave me apleasant tingly sensation. |
tried to flip off my shoes but they were lace-ups and when one finaly came off it shot across the room
and hit the mirror on the far wall, which fdl off and smashed.

'Bollocks!' | said. 'Seven years bad luck.'



"That was aonly atwo-year mirror,' explained Landen. 'Y ou don't get the full seven-year jobsfrom the
pound shop.'

| tried to get the other shoe off and dipped, sinking Landen's shin —which wasn't a problem as he had
lost aleg in the Crimeaand I'd done it severd times before. But there wasn't a hollow 'bong' sound as
usud.

‘New leg?
'Y eah! Do you want to see?

Heremoved histrousersto revea an degant prosthesisthat looked asthough it had comefrom an Itdian
design studio—dl curves, shiny metal and rubber absorption joints. A thing of beauty. A leg among legs.

‘Wow!"'

'Y our uncle Mycroft madeit for me. Impressed?
'Y ou bet. Did you keep the old one?

'Inthe garden. It hasahibiscusinit.'

'What colour?

‘Blue!

‘Light blue or dark blue?

‘Light.

'Have you redecorated thisroom?

'Yes. | got one of those wallpaper books and couldn't make up my mind which oneto use, so | just took
the samples out of the book and used them instead. Interesting effect, don't you think?

'I'm not sure that the Regency flock matches Bonzo, the Wonder Hound.'
'Perhaps,’ he conceded, 'but it was very economic.'

| was nervous as hell, and so was he. We were talking about everything but what we redlly wanted to
talk about.

'Shh!’

'What?

'Was that Friday?

'l didn't hear anything.'

‘A mother's hearing isfinely attuned. | can hear a half-second wail acrossten shopping aides.’

| got up and went to have alook but he was fast adeep, of course. The window was open and acooling
breeze moved the mudin curtains ever 0 dightly, causing shadows of the street lampsto move across his
face. How | loved him, and how small and vulnerable hewas. | relaxed and once more regained control
of mysdlf. Apart from astupid drunken escapade that luckily went nowhere, my romantic involvement



with anyone had been the sum tota of zip over the past two and ahalf years. | had been waiting for this
moment for ages. And now | was acting like alovesick sixteen-year-old. | took a deep breath and turned
to go back to our bedroom, taking off my T-shirt, trousers, remaining shoe and socks as | walked, half
hobbled and hopped down the corridor. | stopped just outside the bedroom door. The light was off and
therewas slence. Thismadethings easier. | stepped naked into the bedroom, padded silently acrossthe
carpet, dipped into bed and snuggled up to Landen. He was wearing pyjamas and smelled different. The
light came on and there was a startled scream from the man lying next to me. It wasn't Landen but
Landen's father —and next to him, hiswife, Houson. They looked at me, | looked back, ssammered,
‘Sorry, wrong bedroom," and ran out of the room, grabbing my clothes from the hegp outside the
bedroom door. But | wasn't in the wrong room and the lack of awedding ring confirmed what | feared.
Landen had been returned to me— only to be taken away again. Something had gone wrong. The
uneradication hadn't held.

'Don't | recognise you? said Houson, who had come out of the bedroom and was staring a me as|
retrieved Friday from the spare bedroom, where he was tucked up next to Landen's Aunt Ethdl.

'No," | replied, 'I'vejust walked into the wrong house. Happens dl thetime!

| 1eft my shoes and trotted downstairs with Friday tucked under my arm, picked up my jacket from
where it was hanging on the back of adifferent chair in adifferently furnished front room and ran into the
night, tears sreaming down my face.

26
Breakfast with Mycroft

FEATHERED FRIEND FOUND TARRED

Swindon's mysterious seabird asphdt-smotherer has struck again, the victim thistime astormy petrel
found in an aleyway off Commercia Road. The unnamed bird was discovered yesterday coveredina
thick glutinous coating that forensic scientistslater confirmed as crude oil. Thisisthe seventh such attack
in lessthan aweek and Swindon police are beginning to take notice. This has been the seventh attack in
lessthan aweek," declared a Swindon policeman this morning, ‘and we are beginning to take notice.’ The
inexplicable seabird-tarrer has so far not been seen but an expert from the NSPB told the police
yesterday that the suspect would probably have a displacement of 280,000 tons, be covered in rust and
floundering on a nearby rock, Despite numerous searches by policein the area, asuspect of this
description has not yet been found.

Artidleinthe Swindon Daily Eyestrain, 18 July 1988

It was the following morning. | was Sitting at the kitchen table staring a my ring finger and the complete
absence of awedding band. Mum walked in wrapped in adressing gown and with her hair in curlers, fed
DH82, let Alan out of the broom cupboard where we had to keep him these days and pushed the
delinquent dodo outside with amop. He made an angry plinking noise, then attacked the boot-scraper.

'What'swrong, sweetheart?
'It'sLanden.’
'Who?

'My husband. He was reactualised last night but only for about two hours.'



'My poor darling! That must be very awkward.'

'‘Awkward? Extremely. | climbed naked into bed with Mr and Mrs Parke-Laine.’
My mother went ashen and dropped a saucer.

'Did they recognise you?

'l don't think so.'

"Thank the GSD for that!" she gasped, greetly relieved. Being embarrassed in public was something she
cared to avoid more than anything else, and having a daughter climbing into bed with patrons of the
Swindon Toast League was probably the biggest faux pas she could think of .

'‘Good morning, pet,' said Mycroft, shuffling into the kitchen and sitting down at the bregkfast table. He
was my extraordinarily brilliant inventor uncle, and gpparently had just returned from the 1988 Mad
Scientists Conference, or MadCon '88 asit was known.

'Uncle,' | said, probably with less enthusiasm than | should have mustered, 'how good to see you again!'
'‘And you, my dear, he said kindly. 'Back for good?
'I'mnot sure," | replied, thinking about Landen. 'Aunt Polly well?

'Inthe very best of health. We've been to MadCon — | was given alifetime achievement award for
something but for thelife of mel can't think what, or why.'

It was atypicdly Mycroft satement. Despite his undoubted brilliance, he never thought he was doing
anything particularly clever or useful —hejust liked to tinker with idess. It was his Prose Portal invention
which had got me inside booksin thefirst place. He had set up home in the Sherlock Holmes canon to
escape Goliath but had remained stuck there until 1 rescued him about ayear ago.

'Did Goliath ever bother you again? | asked. 'After you came back, | mean?
"They tried," he replied softly, 'but they didn't get anything from me.’
"Y ou wouldn't tell them anything?

'No. It was better than that. | couldn't. You see, | can't remember asingle thing about any of the
inventions they wanted meto talk about.’

'How isthat possible?

'Well, replied Mycroft, taking asp of teg, 'I'm not sure, but logically speaking | must have invented a
memory erasure device or something and used it selectively on mysdlf and Polly —what we call the Big
Blank. It'sthe only possible explanation.’

'So you can't remember how the Prose Portal actually works?
‘Thewhat?
"The Prose Portd. A devicefor entering fiction.'

"They were asking me about something like that, now you mentionit. It would be very intriguing to try
and redevelop it but Polly says| shouldn't. My labisfull of devices, the purpose of which | haven't the



foggiest notion about. An ovinator, for example—it's clearly something to do with eggs, but what?
'l don't know.'

'Wéll, perhapsit'sal for the best. Thesedays| only work for peaceful means. Intellect isworthlessif it
isn't for the betterment of usall.’

'I'll agree with you on that one. What work were you presenting to MadCon 887

"Theoretica Nextian mathematics, mostly,' replied Mycroft, warming to the subject dearest to his heart —
hiswork. 'l told you al about Nextian geometry, didn't 17?7

| nodded.

'Well, Nextian number theory isvery closdly related to that, and in its Smplest form alows me to work
backwards to discover the origina sum from which the product is derived.’

'Eh?

'Wéll, say you have the numbers twelve and sixteen. Y ou multiply them together and get 192, yes? Now,
in conventional mathsif you were given the number 192 you would not know how that number was
derived. It might just as easily have been three times sixty-four or Six times thirty-two or even 194 minus
two. But you couldn't tell just from looking at the number alone, now, could you?

'l suppose not.'

'Y ou suppose wrong,' said Mycroft with asmile. ‘'Nextian number theory worksin an inverse fashion
from ordinary maths— it allows you to discover the precise question from a stated answer .’

'And the practical applications of this?

'Hundreds.' He pulled a scrap of paper from his pocket and passed it over. | unfolded it and found a
sample number written upon it; 225 -1, or two raised to the power of two hundred and sixteen thousand
and ninety-one, minus one.

"It looks like abig number.’
'It's a medium-sized number,' he corrected.
'‘And?

'Wdll, if | wasto give you ashort sory of ten thousand words, instructed you to give avalue for each
letter and punctuation mark and then wrote them down, you'd get a number with sixty-five thousand or
so digits. All you need to do then isto find asimpler way of expressing it. Using abranch of Nextian
mathsthat | cal FactorZip we can reduce any sized number to a short, notated style.'

| looked at the number in my hand again.
'So thisis?

'A FactorZipped Seepy Hollow. I'm working on reducing al the books ever written to anumber less
than fifty digitslong. Makes you think, en? Instead of buying a newspaper every day you'd smply jot
down today's number and pop it in your Nexpanding calculator to read it.'

'Ingenious!' | bresthed.



It's still early days but | hope one day to be able to predict a cause smply by looking at the event. And
after that, trying to construct unknown gquestions from known answers.’

'Such as?
'Wéll, the answer: "Good lord, no, quite thereverse!” I've dways wanted to know the question to that .’

‘Right,’ | replied, il trying to figure out how you'd know by looking at the number ninethat it had got
there by being three squared or the square root of eighty-one.

lsntit jus? he said with a smile, thanking my mother for the bacon and eggs she had just put downin
front of him.

Lady Hamilton's departure at 8.30 was redlly only sad for Hamlet. He went into a glowering mood and
made up along soliloquy about his heart that was aching fit to break and how cruel was the hand that fate
had dealt him. He said that Emmawas his one true love and her departure made hislife bereft; alife that
had little meaning and would be better ended — and so on and so forth until eventually Emma had to
interrupt him and thank him but sheredlly must go or else sheld be late for something she couldn't
specify. So he then screamed abuse at her for five minutes, told her she was awhore and marched out,
muttering something about being a chameleon. With him gone we could al get on with our goodbyes.

'‘Goodbye, Thursday,' said Emma, holding my hand, 'you've ways been very kind to me. | hope you get
your husband back. Would you permit meto afford you asmal observation that | think might be of
hdp?

'Of course.'

'Don't let Smudger dominate the forward hoop positions. He works best in defence, especidly if backed
up by Biffo—and play offensvely if you want towin.'

"Thank you,' | said dowly, 'you'revery kind.'

| gave her ahug and my mother did too —atad awkwardly as she had never fully divested hersdlf of the
sugpicion that Emmahad been carrying on with Dad. Then, amoment later, Emmavanished —which
must be what it'slike when Father arrives and stops the clock for other people.

'Well,' said my mother, wiping her hands on her pinafore, 'that's her gone. I'm glad she got her husband
back.’

'Yes,' | agreed somewhat diffidently, and walked off to find Hamlet. He was outside, sitting on the bench
in the rose garden, deep in thought.

'Y ou okay? | asked, Sitting down next to him.

Tell metruthfully, MissNext. Do | dither?

'Well —not redly.’

Truthfully now!"

'Perhaps ... a bit.’

Hamlet gave out agroan and buried hisface in his hands.

'Oh what arogue and peasant daveam I! A daveto this play with contradictions so legion that scholars



write volumes attempting to explain me. One moment | love Ophelia, the next | treat her cruely. | am by
turns a petulant adolescent and amature man, ameancholy loner and awit telling actorstheir trade. |
cannot decide whether I'm a philosopher or amoping teenager, a poet or amurderer, a procrastinator or
aman of action. | might be truly mad or sane pretending to be mad or even mad pretending to be sane.
By dl accounts my father was awar-hungry monster —was Claudius's act of nation so bad after
al?Did| really seeaghost of my father or wasit Fortinbrassin disguise, trying to sow discord within
Denmark? How long did | spend in England? How old am 1 ? I've watched sixteen different film
adaptations of Hamlet, two plays, read three comic books and listened to a wireless adaptation.
Everything from Olivier to Gibson to Barrymore to William Shatner in Conscience of the King.'

'‘And?
'Every singleone of them isdifferent.’

Helooked around in quiet desperation for his skull, found it and then stared at it meditatively for afew
moments before continuing:

'Do you have any ideathe pressure I'm under being the world's leading dramatic enigma?
It must beintolerable.’

Itis. I'd fed worseif anyone el se had figured me out — but they haven't. Do you know how many books
there are about me?

'Hundreds?

"Thousands. And the dandersthey write! The Oedipa thing isby far the most insulting. The goodnight
kisswith Mum has got longer and longer. That Freud fellow will have abloody noseif ever | meet him.
My play isacomplete and utter mess—four acts of talking and one of action. Why does anyone trouble
towatch it?

His shoulders sagged and he appeared to sob quietly to himself. | rested ahand on his shoulder.

It isyour complexity and philosophical soul-searching that we pay money to see—you arethe
quintessentid tragic figure, questioning everything, dissecting dl lifes shamesand betrayds. If dl we
wanted was action, we'd watch nothing but Chuck Norris movies. It isyour journey to resolving your
demons that makes the play the prevaricating tour deforcethat itis.

‘All four and ahdf hoursof it?

'Yes'| said, wary of hisfedings, 'al four and ahdf hoursof it.'
He shook his head sadly.

'l wish | could agree with you but | need more answers, Horatio.'
‘Thursday.'

'Y es, her too. More answers and anew facet to my character. Lesstalk, more action. So | have secured
the services. . . of aconflict resolution consultant.’

Thisdidn't sound good &t dll.

‘Conflict resolution? Are you sure that's wise?



[t might help me resolve matters with my uncle—and that twit Laertes!

| thought for amoment. An al-action Hamlet might not be such agood idea, but since he had no play to
returnto it at least gave me afew days breathing space. | decided not to intervene for the time being.

'When are you talking to him?
He shrugged.
‘Tomorrow. Or perhaps the day after. Conflict resolution advisers are pretty busy, you know.'

| bresthed asigh of relief. Trueto form, Hamlet was still dithering. But he had brightened up having come
to adecision of sorts and continued in amore cheery tone:

‘But that's enough about me. How goesit with you?

| gave him abrief outline, beginning with Landen's re-eradication and ending with the importance of
finding five good playersto help Swindon win the Superhoop.

'Hmm," hereplied as soon as | had finished, 'I've got aplan for you. Want to hear it?
'Aslong asit's not about where Biffo should play.’
He shook his head, looked around carefully and then lowered hisvoice.

'Pretend to be mad and talk alot. Then —and thisisthe important bit —do nothing at all until you
absolutely have to — and then make sure everyone dies!’

‘Thanks,' | said at length, I'll remember that.’
'Hink!" said Alan, who had been padding grumpily around the garden.
'l think that bird islooking for trouble,’ observed Hamlet.

Alan, who clearly didn't like Hamlet's attitude, decided to attack and made alunge at Hamlet's shoe. It
was a bad move. The Prince of Denmark leapt up, drew his sword and before | could stop him made a
wild dash in Alan'sdirection. He was a skilled swordsman and did no more damage than to pluck the
feathers off the top of Alan's head. The little dodo, who now had abald patch, opened his eyes wide and
looked around him with amixture of horror and awe at the small feathers that were floating to the ground.

'Any more from you, my fine feathered friend,’ announced Hamlet, replacing his sword, ‘and you'll bein
the curry!'

Pickwick, who had been watching from a safe corner near the compost heap, boldly strode out and
stood defiantly between Alan and Hamlet. 1'd never seen her acting brave before, but | suppose Alan
was her son, even if he was ahooligan. Alan, ether terrified or incensed, stood completely motionless,
beak open.

‘Telephone for you," my mother called out. | walked into the house and picked up the receiver. It was
Aubrey Jambe. He wanted me to speak to Alf Widdershaineto get him out of retirement, and aso to
know whether | had found any new playersyet.

I'mworking onit,' | said, rummaging through the Y éllow Pages under 'sports agents. 'I'll call you back.
Don't lose hope, Aubrey.’



He hurrumphed and rang off. | called Wilson Lonsdale & Partners, England's top sports agents, and was
delighted to hear there were any number of world-class croquet players available; sadly the interest
evaporated when | mentioned which team | represented.

'‘Swindon? said one of Lonsdal€'s associates. 'I've just remembered — we don't have anyone on our
booksat all.'

'l thought you said you had?
'It must have been aclericd error. Good day.'

Thelinewent dead. | called severd others and received asimilar response from al of them. Goliath and
Kanewere obvioudy covering al their bases.

Following that | called my old coach, Alf Widdershaine, and after along chat managed to persuade him
to go down to the stadium and do what he could. | called Jambe back to tell him the good news about
Alf, dthough | thought it prudent to hide the lack of new playersfrom him for the time being.

| thought about L anden's existence problem for amoment and then found the number of Julie Asaizer, the
woman at Eradications Anonymous who had got her hushand back. | called her and explained the
gtuation.

'Ohyed' shesad helpfully. 'My Ra ph flickered on and off like afaulty light bulb until his uneradication
held!'

| thanked her and put the receiver down, then checked my finger for awedding ring. It till wasn't there.

| glanced into the garden and saw Hamlet walking on the lawn, deep in thought —with Alan following him
at asafe distance. As| watched, Hamlet turned to him and glared. The small dodo went al sheepish and
laid hishead on the ground in supplication. Clearly, Hamlet wasn't just afictiona Prince of Denmark, but
aso something of an aphadodo.

| smiled to mysdlf and wandered into the living room, where | found Friday building acastle out of bricks
with Pickwick helping. Of course, 'helping’ in this context means ‘watching'. | glanced at the clock. Time
for work. Just when | could do with some relaxing brick-building therapy. Mum agreed to look after
Friday and | gave him akiss goodbye.

'‘Begood.’

‘Arse.

'What did you say?
'Pikestaff.’

'If those arerude Old English words, St Zvikx isin alot of trouble—and so are you, my little fellow.
Mum, sure you're okay?

'Of course. WEI take him to the zoo.'
'‘Good. No, wait —we?
‘Bismarck and |

‘Mum!?



'What? Can't amore or less widowed woman have abit of male company from timeto time?
'Wdll,' | sammered, feding unnaturally shocked for some reason, ‘I suppose there's no reason why not.’

‘Good. Be off with you. After we've gone to the zoo we might drop in at the teearooms. And then the
thestre.’

She had started to go al dreamy so | |eft, shocked not only that mother might be even considering some
sort of afling with Bismarck, but that Joffy might have been right.

27
Weird Shit on the M4

'George Formby was born George Hoy Booth in Wigan in 1904. He followed hisfather into the music
hall business, adopted the ukulele as histrademark and by the time the war broke out he was a star of
variety, pantomime and film. During the first years of the war, he and hiswife Beryl toured extensvely for
ENSA, entertaining the troops aswell as making a series of highly successful movies. When invasion of
England wasinevitable, many influentia dignitaries and celebrities were shipped out to Canada. Moving
underground with the English resstance and various stalwart regiments of the Local Defence Volunteers,
Formby manned the outlawed "Wireless St George" and broadcast songs, jokes and messages to secret
receivers across the country. The Formbys used their numerous contactsin the North to smuggle Allied
airmen to neutral Wales and form resistance cdllsthat harried the Nazi invaders. In post-war republican
England he was made nonexecutive President for life.

JOHN WILLIAMS — The Extraordinary Career of George Formby

| avoided the news crews who were waiting for me at the SpecOps building and parked up at the rear.
Major Drabb waswaiting for me as| walked into the entrance lobby. He saluted smartly but | detected a
dight reticence about him thismorning. | handed him another scrap of paper.

‘Good morning, Mgor. Today's assgnment isthe Museum of the American Nove in Sdisbury.’
'Very . ..good, Agent Next.'
'Problems, Mgor?

'Wdll," he said, biting hislip nervoudy, 'yesterday you had me searching the library of afamous Belgian
and today the Museum of the American Nove. Shouldn't we be searching more. . . well, Danish
fadilities?

| pulled him aside and lowered my voice.

"That's precisaly what they would be expecting usto do. These Danes are clever people. Y ou wouldn't
expect them to hide their books somewhere as obvious as the Wessex Danish Library, now, would you?

He smiled and tapped his nose.
'Very astute, Agent Next.'

Drabb sauted again, clicked his hedls and was gone. | smiled to myself and pressed the eevator cdl
button. Aslong as Drabb didn't report to Flanker | could keep this going al week.

Bowden was not alone. He wastalking to the last person | would expect to seein a LiteraTec office:



Spike.

Yo, Thursday,' he said.

‘Yo, Spike!

Hewasn't smiling. | feared it might be something to do with Cindy, but | was wrong.

'Our friendsin SO-6 tell usthere's some serioudy weird shit going down on the M4," he announced, ‘and
when someone says "weird shit” they cal—'

—you.'

'Bingo. But the weird shit merchant can't do it on hisown, so he calls—'
—me.
‘Bingo.’

There was another officer with them. Hewore adark suit typica of the upper SpecOps divisons, and he
looked at hiswatch in an unsubtle manner.

‘Timeis of the essence, Agent Stoker.'
'What's the job? | asked.

'Y es,' returned Spike, whose somewhat laid-back attitude to life-and-death Situations took alittle getting
used to, ‘what is the job?

The suited agent looked impassively at us both.

'Classified,” he announced, 'but | am authorised to tell you thisUnlesswe get ||[|[lll back in under |[[{liil — Il
hours then ||||||| will seize ultimate executive |||| and you can ||||| goodbye to any semblance of |||||||."

‘Sounds pretty ****ing serious,’ said Spike, turning back to me. 'Areyou in?
I'min.’

We were driven without explanation to the roundabout at Junction 16 of the M4 motorway. SO-6 were
Nationa Security, which made for someinteresting conflicts of interest. The department that protected
Formby aso protected Kaine. And for the most part the SO-6 agents looking after Formby worked
againgt Kaine's SO-6 operatives, who were more than keen to see him gone. SpecOps factions always
fought, but rarely from within the same department. Kaine had alot to answer for.

Inany case, | didn't like them and neither did Spike, and whatever it was they wanted it would have to
be pretty weird. No one calls Spike until every avenue has been explored. Heisthe last line of defence
before rationdity startsto crumble.

We pulled on to the verge, where two large black Bentley limousines were waiting for us. Parked next to
them were six standard police cars, the occupants looking bored and waiting for orders. Something
pretty big was going down.

'Who's she? demanded atall agent with a humourless demeanour as soon as we stepped from the car.

‘Thursday Next,' | replied, 'SO-27.



'Literary Detectives? he sneered.

'She's good enough for me," said Spike. 'If | don't get my own people you can do your own weird shit.’
The SO-6 agent looked at the pair of usin turn.

D

| showed him my badge. He took it, looked at it for amoment, then passed it back.

'My nameis Colonel Parks,' said the agent, 'I'm head of Presidentia Security. Thisis Dowding, my
second-in-command.'

Spike and | exchanged looks. The President. Thisredly was serious.
Dowding, alaconic figurein adark suit, nodded his greeting as Parks continued:

'Hrstly | must point out to you both that thisis amatter of great nationa importance and | am asking for
your advice only because we are desperate. We find ourselvesin a head-of-state deficit condition by
virtue of a happenstance of a high other-worldliness possibility situation —and we hoped you might be
ableto reverse-engineer usout of it.'

'Cut the weffle,' said Spike, 'what's going on?
Parkss shoulders dumped and he took off his dark glasses.
'Weve lost the President.’

My heart missed abeat. Thiswas bad news. Redlly bad news. Theway | saw it, the President wasn't
dueto die until next Monday, after Kaine and Goliath had been neutered. Missing or dying early alowed
Kaineto gain power and start the Third World War aweek before he was meant to — and that was
certainly not in the game plan.

Spike thought for amoment and then said:

‘Bummer.

‘Quite.’

'Where?

Parks stretched his arm towards the busy traffic speeding past on the motorway .
‘Somewhere out there.'

'How long ago?

"Twelve hours. Chancellor Kaine has got wind of it and he's pushing for a parliamentary vote to establish
himsdlf dictator a sx o'clock thisevening. That gives uslessthan eight hours!'

Spike nodded thoughtfully.
'Show mewhereyou last saw him.'

Parks snapped hisfingers and ablack Bentley drew up adongside. We climbed in and thelimo joined the
M4 in awesterly direction, the police cars dropping in behind to create arolling roadblock. Within afew



miles our lane of the busy thoroughfare was deserted and quiet. Aswe drove on, Parks explained what
had happened. President Formby was being driven from London to Bath aong the M4, and somewhere
between Junctions 16 and 17 — where we now were — he vanished.

The Bentley glided to ahat on the empty asphalt.

"The President’s car was the centre vehicle in athree-car motorcade, explained Parks as we got out.
'Saundby's car was behind, | was with Dowding in front, and Mallory was driving the President. At this
precise point | looked behind and noticed that Mallory was indicating to turn off. | saw them move onto
the hard shoulder and we pulled over immediately.’

Spike sniffed theair.
'And then what happened?

'Welogt sight of the car. We thought it had gone over the embankment but when we got there — nothing.
Not abramble out of place. The car just vanished.'

We walked to the edge and |ooked down the dope. The motorway was carried above the surrounding
countryside on an earth embankment; there was a steep dope that led down about fifteen feet through
ragged vegetation to afence. Beyond thiswas afield, aconcrete bridge over adrainage ditch and
beyond that, about half amile distant, arow of white houses.

‘Nothing just vanishes,' said Spike at last. 'Thereisadways areason. Usually asmple one, sometimesa
weird one — but dways areason. Dowding, what's your story?

'Pretty much the same. His car started to pull over, then just, well, vanished from sight.’
'Vanished?
'Morelike melted, redlly,’ said a confused Dowding.

Spike rubbed his chin thoughtfully and bent down to pick up ahandful of roadside detritus. Small
granules of toughened glass, shards of metd and wiresfrom thelining of acar tyre. He shivered.

'What isit? asked Parks.
'l think President Formby'sgone. . . deadside.’
‘Then where'sthe body? In fact, where's the car?

"There are three types of dead,’ said Spike, counting on his fingers. 'Dead, undead, and semi-dead. Dead
arewhat we call in thetrade "spiritually bereft" —the life forceis extinct. Those are the lucky ones.
Undead are the "spiritualy chalenged" that | seem to spend most of my time degling with. Vampires,
zombies, bogles and what have you.'

'‘And the semi-dead?

‘Spiritudly ambiguous. Those that are moving on from one state to another or arein aspiritua limbo —
what you and | generdly refer to as ghosts.’

Parks laughed out loud and Spike raised an eyebrow, the only outward sign of indignation | had ever
seen him make.

'l didn't ask you dong to listen to some garbage about ghoulies and ghosties and long-legged beadties,



Officer Stoker.'

'Don't forget "things that go bump in the night”, countered Spike. "Y ou won't believe how bad athing can
bump if you don't dedl withiit quick.'

'Whatever. Asfar as| can seethereis one sate of dead and that's "not living". Now, do you have
anything useful to add to thisinvestigation or not?

Spike didn't answer. He stared hard at Parks for amoment and then scrambled down the embankment
towards awithered tree. It had | eafless branches that looked incongruous among the summer greenery,
and the plastic bags that had caught in its branches moved lazily in the breeze. Parks and | looked at one
another then did down the bank to join him. We found Spike examining the short grass with great
interest.

'If you have atheory you should tell us;' said Parks, leaning against the tree. 'I'm getting a bit bored with
al thisNew Age mumbo-jumbo.’

'We all vist therealm of the semi-dead a some point,’ continued Spike, picking at the ground with his
fingerslike achimp checking a partner for fleas, 'but for most of usit isonly amillisecond aswe pass
from one relm to the next. Blink and you'll missit. But there are others. Otherswho loiter around in the
world of the semi-dead for years. The "spiritualy ambiguous' who don't know they are dead, or, inthe
case of the President, are there by accident.’

'And—7? asked Parks, who was becoming less keen on Spike with each second that passed. Spike
carried on rummaging in the dirt so the SO-6 agent shrugged resignedly and started to walk back up the
embankment.

'Hedidn't stop for aleak at Membury or Chieveley services, did he? announced Spikein aloud voice. 'l
wonder if he even went a Reading.'

Parks stopped and his attitude changed abruptly. He did clumsily back down the embankment and
rejoined us.

'How did you know that?

Spike looked around at the empty fields.

"Thereisamotorway services here.!'

"There was going to be one," | corrected, but after Kington St— | mean, Leigh Delamere was built it
wasn't consdered necessary.'

It'sheredl right,’ replied Spike, just occluded from our view. Thisiswhat happened: the President needs
alesk and tdlsMallory to pull over a the next services. Malory istired and hismind is open to those
things usually hidden from our sight. He seeswhat he thinks are the services and pulls over. For a
fraction of asecond the two worlds touch — the presidential Bentley moves across— and then part again.
I'm afraid, ladies and gentlemen, that President Formby has accidentally entered a gateway to the
underworld —aliving person adrift in the abode of the dead.’

There was deathly quiet.

‘That isthe most insanely moronic story | have ever been forced to listen to," announced Perks, not
wanting to lose sight of redlity for even one second. 'If | listened to agaggle of lunaticsfor amonth I'd not
hear acrazier notion.’



"There are more things in heaven and earth, Parks, than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’
There was a pause as the SO-6 agent weighed up the facts.
‘Do you think you can get him back?

'| fear not. The spirits of the semi-dead will be flocking to him like mothsto alight, trying to feed off his
lifeforce and return themsel ves to theland of the living. Such atrip would dmost certainly be suicidd.

Parks sghed audibly.

‘All right. How much?

"Ten grand. Real m-of-the-dead-certam-to-die work pays extra.’

'Each?

'Since you mention it, why not?

'Okay, then," said Parks with afaint grin, 'you'll get your blood money — but only on results.”
'Wouldn't haveit any other way.'

Spike beckoned meto follow him and we climbed back over the fence, the SO-6 agents staring at us,
unsure of whether to be impressed, have us certified, or what.

‘That redlly put the wind up them!" hissed Spike as we scrambled up the embankment, across bits of
broken bumpers and shards of plastic mouldings. 'Nothing like a bit of that woo-woo
crossing-over-into-the-spirit-world stuff to scare the crap out of them!’

'Y ou mean you were making dl that up? | asked, not without a certain degree of nervousnessin my
voice. | had been on two scams with Spike before. On thefirst | was nearly fanged by avampire, on the
second amost esten by zombies.

I wish, hereplied, 'but if we makeit look too easy then they don't cough up the big moolah. It bea
cinch! After al, what do we haveto lose?

'‘Our lives?

'Dahhhh! Y ou must loosen up abit, Thursday. Look upon it as an experience — part of death'srich
tapestry. Y ou ready?

'No.'
'‘Good. Let's hit those semi-deads whereit hurts!

By the fifth time we had driven the circuit between Junctions 16 and 17 without so much asaglimpse of
anything other than bored motorists and acow or two, | was beginning to wonder whether Spike redlly
knew what he was doing.

'Spike?

'Mmm? he replied, concentrating on the empty field that he thought might contain the gateway to the
dead.

'What exactly arewe looking for?



'l don't havethefoggiest idea, but if the President can make hisway in without dying, so can we. Areyou
sure you won't put Biffo on midhoop attack? He's wasted on defence. Y ou could promote Johnno to
striker and use Jambe and Snake to build up defence!

'If I don't find another five players, it might not matter anyway,' | replied. ‘| managed to get Alf
Widdershaine out of retirement to coach, though. Y ou used to play county croquet, didn't you?

'No way, Thursday.'
'Oh, goon.'
‘No.'

Therewas along pause. | stared out of the window at the traffic and Spike concentrated on driving,
every now and then looking expectantly into the fields by the side of theroad. | could see thiswas going
to bealong day, so it seemed as good atime as any to broach the subject of Cindy. | wasn't keen to kill
her and Spike, | knew, would be less than happy to see her dead.

'S0 . . . when did you and Cindy tie the knot?
'About eighteen months ago. Have you ever visited the realm of the dead?

‘Orpheus told me about the Greek version of it over coffee once— but only the highlights. Does she—er
—haveajob?

‘She'salibrarian,’ replied Spike, 'part time. 1've been there a couple of times; it's not half as creepy as
you'd have thought.'

‘Thelibrary?

"The abode of the dead. Orpheus would have paid the ferryman but, you know, that's just a scam. Y ou
can eadily do it yoursdlf; those inflatable boats from Argoswork atrest.’

| tried to visualise Spike paddling hisway to the underworld on a brightly coloured inflatable boat but
quickly swept theimage aside.

'S0 .. .. which library does Cindy work in?

"The onein Highclose. They have acreche so it's very convenient. | want to have another kid but Cindy's
not sure. How's your husband, by the way — il eradicated?

'Wavering between "to be" and "not to be" at the moment.’

'So there's hope, then?

‘Thereis always hope.’

'My sentiments entirely. Ever had anear death experience?

'Yes' | replied, recdling thetime | was shot by apolice marksman in an dternative future,
'What wasit like?

'Dark.’

"That sounds like a plain old common-or-garden death experience,’ replied Spike cheerfully. 'l get them



al thetime. No, we need something abit better than that. To pass over into the dark realm we need to
just come within spitting distance of the grim regper and hover there, tantdisingly just out of hisreach.’

'‘And how are we going to achieve that?
'Havent aclue'

Heturned off the motorway at Junction 17 and took the dip road back on to the opposite carriageway to
do another circuit.

'What did Cindy do before you were married?

‘Shewas alibrarian then, too. She comesfrom along line of dedicated Sicilian librarians— her brother is
alibrarian for the CIA.

TheCIA?
'Y es; he spends histime travelling the world — catal oguing their books, | presume.”

It seemed as though Cindy was wanting to tell him what sheredly did but couldn't pluck up the courage.
The truth about her might easily shock him, so | thought 1'd better plant afew seeds of doubt. If he could
figureit al out himsdlf, it would be agreet ded less painful.

'Doesit pay wdl, being alibrarian?

'Certainly does!" exclaimed Spike. 'Sometimes sheis called away to do freelance contract work —
emergency card-file indexing or something —and they pay her in used notes, too —in suitcases. Don't
know how they manageit, but they do.'

| sighed and gave up.

We drove around twice more. Parks and the rest of the SO-6 spooks had long since got bored and
driven off, and | was beginning to get alittletired of thismysdlf.

'How long do we have to do thisfor? | asked aswe drove on to the Junction 16 roundabout for the
seventh time, the sky darkening and small spots of rain gppearing on the windscreen. Spike turned on the
wipers, which squeaked in protest.

'Why? Am | keeping you from something?

'l promised Mum she wouldn't have to ook after Friday past five.

'What are grannies for? Anyway, you're working.'

"W, that's not the point, isit? | answered. 'If | annoy her she may decide not to look after him again.’

'She should be grateful. My parents love looking after Betty, athough Cindy doesn't have any —they
were both shot by police marksmen while being librarians.'

'Doesn't that gtrike you as unusua?
He shrugged.
'Inmy line of work, it'sdifficult to know what unusud is!

'l know the feeling. Are you sure you don't want to play in the Superhoop?



'I'd sooner attempt root canal work on awerewolf He pressed his foot hard on the accelerator and
weaved around the traffic that was waiting to return to the westbound M4. 'I'm bored with dl this. Desath,
drape your sable coat upon us!’

Spike's car shot forward and rapidly gathered speed down the dip road as adeluge of summer rain
suddenly dumped on to the motorway, so heavy that even with the wipers on full speed it was difficult to
see. Spike turned on the headlights and we joined the motorway at breakneck speed, passing through the
spray of ajuggernaut before pulling into the fast lane. | glanced at the speedometer. The needle was just
touching ninety-five.

'Don't you think you'd better dow down? | yelled, but Spike just grinned maniacaly and overtook acar
ontheinsde. We were going at dmost a hundred when Spike pointed out of the window and yelled:

‘Look!"

| gazed out of my window at the empty fields; there was nothing but a curtain of heavy rain fdling froma
leaden sky. As| stared | suddenly glimpsed adiver of light asfaint asawill-o-the-wisp. It might have
been anything, but to Spike's well-practised eye it was just what we'd been looking for —achink inthe
dark curtain that separates the living from the dead.

'Herewe go!' yelled Spike, and pulled the whedl hard over. The side of the M4 greeted usin aflash and
| had just the faintest glimpse of the embankment, the white branches of the dead tree and rain swirling in
the headlights before the whedl s thumped hard on the drainage ditch and we | eft the road. Therewasa
sudden smoothness as we were airborne and | braced mysdlf for the heavy landing. It didn't happen. A
moment later we were driving dowly into amotorway servicesin the dead of night. Therain had stopped
and the inky-black sky had no stars. We had arrived.

28
Dauntsey Services

‘Artislong, and Timeisfleeting,

And our hearts, though stout and brave,
Stll, like muffled drums, are beeting
Funerd marchesto the grave.'

HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW —
'‘A Psdm of Life

We motored dowly in and parked next to where Formby's Bentley was standing empty with the keysin
theignition.

'Lookslikewere dtill intime. What sort of plan do you suggest?
'Wdll, | understand alyre seemsto work quite well —and not looking back has something to do withiit.'

‘Optiond, if you ask me. My strategy goeslikethis: we locate the President and get the hell out. Anyone
who tries to stop us gets bashed. What do you think?

"Wow!" | muttered. "Y ou planned this down to the smallest detail, didn't you?



'It hasthe benefit of smplicity.’
Spike looked around at the people entering the motorway services building. He got out of the car.

‘This gateway isn't just for road accidents,” he muttered, opening the boot and taking out a pump-action
shotgun. 'From the numbers| reckon this portal must service most of Wessex and abit of Oxfordshire as
‘well. Y ears ago there was no need for this sort of place. Y ou just croaked, then went up or down.
Smple'

'So what's changed?
Spike tore open abox of cartridges and pushed them one by oneinto the shotgun.

"Therise of secularism hasahand in it but mostly it's down to CPR. Desath takes a hold —you come here
— Someone resuscitates you, you leave.”

‘Right. So what's the President doing here?

Spikefilled his pockets with cartridges and placed the sawn-off shotgun in along pocket on the inside of
his duster.

'An accident. He's not meant to be here at all —like us. Are you packing?
| nodded.
"Then let's see what's going on. And act dead —we don't want to attract any attention.’

We strode dowly across the car park towards the services. Tow trucksthat pulled the empty cars of the
departed souls drove past, vanishing into the mist that swathed the exit ramp.

We opened the doors to the services and stepped in, ignoring an RAC man who tried in a desultory
manner to sal us membership. Theinterior waswell lit, airy, smelt vaguely of disinfectant and was pretty
much identica to every other motorway services| had ever beenin. The visitorswere the big difference.
Their talking was muted and low and their movements languorous, as though the burden of lifewere
pressing heavily on their shoulders. | noticed dso that dthough many people werewaking in themain
entrance, not so many people were walking out.

We passed the phones, which were dl out of order, and then walked towards the cafeteria, which smelt
of stewed teaand pizza. People sat around in groups, talking in low voices, reading out-of-date
newspapers or spping coffee. Some of the tables had anumber on a stand that designated some
unfulfilled food order.

'Are dl these people dead? | asked.

‘Nearly. Thisisonly agateway, remember. Have alook over there." Spike pulled me to one side and
pointed out the bridge that connected us — the southside services —to the other sde, the north-side. |
looked out of the grimy windows at the pedestrian bridge which siretched in agentle arc acrossthe
carriageway's towards nothingness.

'No one comes back, do they?

"The undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveller returns;' replied Spike. 'It's the last journey we
ever make.'

The waitress caled out anumber.



"Thirty-two?
'Here!' said a couple quite near us.
‘Thank you, the northside is ready for you now.’

'Northside? echoed the woman. 'l think there's been some sort of mistake. We ordered fish, chipsand
peasfor two.’

'Y ou can take the pedestrian footbridge over there. Thank you!'

The couple grumbled and muttered a bit to themselves, but got up nonetheless, waked dowly up the
steps to the footbridge and began to cross. As| watched their forms became more and more indistinct
until they vanished completely. | shivered and looked by way of comfort towards the living world and the
motorway. | could dimly make out the M4 streaming with rush-hour traffic, the headlights shining and
sparkling on the rain-soaked asphalt. Theliving, heading home to meet their loved ones. What in God's
namewas| doing here?

| was diverted from my thoughts by Spike, who nudged mein theribs and pointed. On the far sde of the
cafeteriawas afrail old man who was sitting by himsdlf at atable. I'd seen President Formby once or
twice before but not for about a decade. According to Dad he would die of naturd causesin six days,
and it wouldn't be unkind to say that he looked about ready. He was painfully thin and his eyes appeared
to be sunken into his sockets. Histeeth, so much atrademark, more protruding than ever. A lifetime's
entertaining can be punishing, ahdf-lifetime in politics doubly so. He was hanging on to keep Kainefrom
power, and by the look of it he waslosing and knew it.

| moved to get up but Spike murmured:
"We might betoo late. Look at histable.'

Therewasa'33 sgnin front of him. | felt Spike tense and lower his shoulders, as though he had seen
someone he recognised but didn't want them to see him.

"Thursday," he whispered, 'get the President to my car by whatever means you can before the waitress
gets back. | haveto take care of something. I'll see you outside’

'What? Hey, Spike!'

But he was away, moving dowly among thelost souls milling around the newsagent until he was gone
from sight. | took a deep breath, got up and crossed to Formby'stable.

"Hullo, young lady!" said the President. "Where are me bodyguards?
'I've no timeto explain, Mr President, but you need to come with me.'

'Ohwell,' he said agreeably, 'if you say so— but I've just ordered pie and chips. Could eat ahorse and
probably will, too!"

He grinned and laughed weskly.

'Wemust go, | urged. 'l will explain everything, | promise!’

‘But I've dready paid—!"

‘Table thirty-three? said the waitress, who had crept up behind me.



"That'sus,' replied the President cheerfully.

‘Ther€'s been a problem with your order. Y ou're going to have to leave for the moment, but well keep it
hot for you.'

| breathed asigh of relief. He wasn't meant to be dead and the staff knew it.

‘Now can we go?

'I'm not leaving until 1 get arefund,” he said stubbornly.

"Your lifeisin danger, Mr President.’

'Been in danger many times, young lady, but I'm not leaving till 1 get my ten bob back.’
‘I will pay it,' | replied, 'now let's get out of here.’

| heaved him to hisfeet and walked him to the exit. As we pushed open the doors and ssumbled out,
three disreputable-looking men appeared from the shadows. They were al armed.

'Well, wel!" said the first man, who was dressed in avery tired and battered SpecOps uniform. He had
stubble, oily hair and was pale to the point of cadaverous. In one hand he held an aged SpecOps-issue
revolver, and the other was planted firmly on the top of his head. 'L ooks like we've got some live ones
here!’

'Drop your gun,’ said the second.
"Youll liveto regret this' | told him, but realised the stupidity of the comment assoon as| had said it.
'Way too late for that!" he replied. Y our gun, if you please.’

| complied and he grabbed Formby and took him back inside while the first man picked up my gun and
put it in his pocket.

'‘Now you," hesaid, 'ingde. Weve got alittle trading to do and timeisfleeting.’

| didn't know where Spike was but he had sensed the danger, that much was certain. | supposed he had
aplan, andif | delayed, perhapsit would help.

'What do you want?
'Nothing much.' The man who had his hand pressed firmly on his head laughed. 'Just. . . your soul .’

'Looks like agood one, too," said the third man, who was holding some sort of humming meter and
pointing it in my direction, 'lots of lifein thisone. The old man has only six daysto run—wewon't get a
lot for that.'

| didn't like the sound of this, not one little bit.
'Move,' said the first man, indicating the doors.
'Whereto?

‘Northside!'

'‘Over my dead body.'



"That's the po—'

The third man didn't finish his sentence. His upper torso exploded into athousand dried fragments that
smdled of mouldy vegetables. The first man whirled round and fired in the direction of the cafeteriabut |
seized the opportunity and ran back into the car park to take cover behind aparked car. After afew
moments | peered cautioudy round. Spike wasinsde, trading shots with the first man, who was pinned
behind the presdentid Bentley, still with hishand on hishead. | cursed mysdlf for giving up my wespon,
but as| stared at the scene, the night-time, the motorway services, a sense of d§avu welled up inside
me. No, it was stronger than that — I had been here before, during alegp through time nearly three years
ago. | witnessed the jeopardy | wasin and left agun for mysdlf. | looked around. Behind me aman and a
woman — Bowden and myself, in point of fact —were jJumping into a Speedster — my Speedster. | smiled
and dropped to my knees, feding under the car tyre for the weagpon. My hands closed around the
automatic and | flicked off the safety catch and moved from the car, firing as| went. Thefirst man saw
me and ran for cover among the milling crowds, who scattered, terrified. | cautioudy entered the now
seemingly deserted services and rgjoined Spike just inside the doorway of the shop. We had a
commanding view of the stairsto the connecting bridge; no one was going northside without passing us. |
dropped the magazine out of my automatic and rel oaded.

‘Thetdl guy is Chesney, my ex-partner from SO-17," announced Spike as he redoaded his shotgun. The
necktie covers the decapitation wound | gave him. He hasto hold his head to stop it falling off

'Ah. | wondered why he was doing that. But losing his head — that makes him dead, right?

'Usually. He must be bribing the gateway guardians or something. It's my guess he's running some sort of
soul reclamation scam.'

'Wait, walit," | said, 'dow down. Y our ex-partner Chesney —who is dead —is now running a service
pulling souls out of the netherworld?

'Lookslikeit. Death doesn't care about persondities— he's more interested in meeting quotas. After al,
one departed soul isvery like another.’

'So
‘Right. Chesney swaps the soul of someone deceased for someone hedlthy and living.'

'I'd say you're shitting me but I've got afedling you'renot.' 'l wish | was. Nicelittle earner, I'm sure. It
looks like that's where Formby's driver Mdlory went. Okay, here's the plan: well do ahostage swap for
the President and once you're in their custody I'll get Formby to safety and return for you.'

'I've got a better idea," | replied, 'how about we swap you for Formby and | go to get help?

'l thought you knew al about the underworld from your bosom pal Orpheus? countered Spike with a
trace of annoyance.

'It was highlights over coffee—and anyway, you've doneit before. What was that about an inflatable
boat from Argosto paddle yoursdf to the underworld?

'Wdll,' said Spike dowly, ‘that was more of a hypothetica journey, redly.’
'Y ou haven't a clue what you're doing, have you?

'No. But for ten grand, I'm willing to take afew risks.



We didn't have timeto argue further as severd shots came our way. There was afrightened scream from
acustomer as one of the bullets reduced a magazine shelf to confetti. Before | knew it Spike had fired his
shotgun into the celling, where it destroyed alight fixture in ashower of bright sparks.

"Who shot at us? asked Spike. 'Did you see?
'l think it'sfar to say that it wasn't the light fixture.’
'l had to shoot at something. Cover me.’

He jumped up and fired. | joined him, fool that | was. | had thought that being out of my depth was okay
because Spike vaguely knew what he was doing. Now that | was certain thiswas not the case, escape
seemed avery good option indeed. After firing severd shotsineffectively down the corridor, we stopped
and dropped back round the corner.

'Chesney!" shouted Spike. 'l want to talk to you!'
"What do you want here? came avoice. Thisismy patch!’

'Let'shave ahead-to-head,’ replied Spike, stifling agiggle. 'I'm sure we can come to some sort of
arangement!’

There was a pause, then Chesney's voice rang out again:
'Hold your fire. Were coming out.'

Chesney stepped out into the open, just next to the children's helicopter ride and a Coriolanus
Will-Spesk machine. His remaining henchman joined him, holding the President.

'Hello, Spike,' said Chesney. He was atall man who looked as though he didn't have adrop of liquid
blood in hisentire body. 'l haven't forgiven you for killing me!'

'l kill vampiresfor aliving, Dave. Y ou became one—1 had to.'
'Had to?

'Sure. Y ou were about to sink your teeth into an eighteen-year-old virgin's neck and turn her into a
lifeless husk willing to do your every bidding.’

'Everyone should have ahobby.'

‘Train sets| tolerate,’ Spike replied, 'spreading the seed of vampirism | do not.’
He nodded towards Chesney's neck.

'Nasty scratch you have there.'

'Very funny. What'sthe dedl ?

'‘Simple. | want President Formby back.'

'And in return?

Spike turned the shotgun towards me.

'| giveyou Thursday. She's got bags of life left in her. Give me your gun, sweetheart.’



'What? | yelled in awell-feigned cry of indignation.

‘Do as| say. The President must be protected at al costs—you told me so yourself
| handed the gun over.

‘Good. Now move forward.’

Wewaked dowly up the concourse, the cowering visitors watching uswith a sort of morbid fascination.
We stopped ten yards from Chesney just near the arcade game area.

'Send the President to me!’
Chesney nodded to his henchman, who let him go. Formby, alittle confused by now, tottered up to us.
'Now send me Thursday.'

'Whoa!' said Spike. 'Still using that old SpecOps-issue revolver? Here, have her automatic — she won't
need it any more!'

And hetossed my gun towards his ex-partner. Chesney, in an unthinking moment, went to caich the gun
— but with the hand he used to keep his head on. Unrestrained, his head wobbled dangeroudly. Hetried
to grab it but this made matters worse and his head tumbled off to the front, past hisflailing hands, and hit
the floor with the sound of alarge cabbage. Thisunseemly Stuation had distracted Chesney's number
two, who was disarmed by ablast from Spike's shotgun. | didn't see why Spike should have al thefun
s0 | ran forward and caught Chesney's head on the bounce and expertly booted it through the door of
the arcade, where it scored adirect hit on the SamDunk! basketball game, earning three hundred points.
Spike had thumped the now confused and headless Chesney in the somach and retrieved both my
automatics. | grabbed the President and we legged it for the car park while Chesney's head screamed
obscenities from where he was stuck upside down in the SamDunk! basket.

Spike smiled aswe reached his car. "Well, Chesney redlly lost his—'
'‘No,' | said, 'don't say it. It'stoo corny.'
'Isthis some sort of theme park? asked Formby as we bundled him into Spike's car.

'Of asort, Mr President,’ | replied aswe reversed out of the car park with asqueal of tyres and tore
towards the exit ramp. No one tried to stop us and a couple of seconds later we were blinking in the
daylight —and the rain — of the M4 westbound. Thetime, | noticed, was 5.03 —lots of timeto get the
President to a phone and oppose Kainesvote in Parliament. | put out my hand to Spike, who shook it
happily and returned my gun, which was gill covered in the desiccated dust of Chesney's hoodlum friend.

'Did you seethelook on hisface when his head started to come off? Spike asked, chuckling. 'Man, |
livefor momentslikethat!'

29
The Cat Formerly Known as Cheshire

DANISH KING IN TIDAL COMMAND FIASCO

In another staggering display of Danish Cupidity, King Canute of Denmark attempted to use his authority
to halt theincoming tide, our reporters have discovered. It didn't, of course, and the Dopey Monarch



was soaked Danish authorities were quick to deny the story and rushed with obscene haste to besmirch
the excellent and unbiased English presswith the following hies. 'For agtart it wasn't Canute, it was Cnut
;" began the wild and wholly unconvincing tirade from the Danish minister of propaganda. "Y ou English
named him Canute to make it sound lesslike you were ruled by foreigners for two hundred years. And
Cnut didn't try to command the sea— it was to demondtrate to his overly flattering courtiersthat thetide
wouldn't succumb to hiswill. And it al happened nine hundred years ago — if it happened at all.' King
Canute himsdlf was unavailable for comment.

Artidein The Toad, 18 July 1988

Wetold the President that yes, he wasright - the whole thing was some sort of motorway servicestheme
park. Dowding and Parks were genuinely pleased to get their President back, and Y orrick Kaine
cancelled the vote in Parliament. Instead, he led asilent prayer to thank providence for returning Formby
to our midst. Asfor Spike and me, we were each given a post-dated cheque and told we would be sure
to receive the '‘Banjulele with Oak Clusters for our steadfast adherence to duty.

Spike and | parted after thetiring day'swork and | returned to the SpecOps office, where | found a
dightly annoyed Mgor Drabb waiting for me near my car.

'No Danish books found again, Agent Next!" he said through clenched teeth, handing me his report.
'Morefailureand | will have to take the matter to higher authority.’

| glared a him, took a step closer and prodded him angrily in the chest. | needed FHanker off my case
until the Superhoop at the very least.

'Y ou blame mefor your fallings?

'Wdll,' he said, faltering dightly and taking a nervous step backward as | moved even closer, ‘that isto
w_l

'Redouble your efforts, Mgjor Drabb, or | will have you removed from your command. Do you
understand?

| shouted the last bit, which | didn't want to do — but | was getting desperate. | didn't want Flanker on
my back in addition to everything else that was going on.

'Of course,’ croaked Drabb, 'l take full responsibility for my failure!

'Good,' | said, straightening up. Tomorrow you are to search the Austraian Writers Guild in Wootton
Bassatt.'

Drabb dabbed his brow and made another salute.
'Asyou say, Miss Next.'

| tried to drive past the mixed bag of journaistsand TV news crews but they were more than insstent so
| stopped to say afew words.

'Miss Next,' said areporter from ToadSports, jostling with the five or Six other TV crewstrying to get
the best angle, ‘what is your reection to the news that five of the Malets have withdrawn from the side
following desth threets?

Thiswasnewsto mebut | didn't show it.



'We arein the process of signing new playersto the team—'
‘Miss Manager, with only five playersin your team, don't you think it better just to withdraw?
'Well be playing, | assureyou.'

'What is your response to the rumour that the Reading Whackers have signed ace player "Bonecrusher™
McSneed to play forward hoop?

"The same as dways— the Superhoop will be amomentous victory for Swindon.'

'And what about the newsthat you have been declared "unfit to manage” given your highly controversid
decisonto put Biffo in defence?

'Pogitions on thefield are yet to be decided and are up to Mr Jambe. Now if you'll excuseme. ..

| started the engine again and drove away from the SpecOps building, the news crews still shouting
questions after me. | wasbig newsagain, and | didn't likeit.

| arrived home just in time to rescue Mother from having to make moreteafor Friday.
'Eight fish fingerd" she muttered, shocked by hisgreed. ‘Eight!'

That's nothing,' | replied, putting my pay cheque into anovelty tegpot and tickling Friday on the ear.
'Y ou wait until you see how many beans he can put away .

"The phone's been ringing al day. Aubrey somebody or other about death threats or something?
I'll call him. How wasthe zoo?

'Ooh!" she cooed, touched her hair and tripped out of the kitchen. | waited until she was gone then knelt
down closeto Friday.

'Did Bismarck and Gran . . . kiss?
‘Tempor incididunt ut labors," hereplied enigmatically, 'et dolore magna aliqua.’

'| hopethat'sa"definitey not”, darling,” | murmured, filling up hisbeaker. Asl did so | caught my
wedding ring on thelip of the cup, and | stared at it in aresigned manner. Landen was back again. |
clasped it tightly and picked up the phone and dialed.

'Hdlo? came Landen's voice.
It's Thursday.'

"Thursday!" he said with amixture of relief and darm. 'What happened to you? | waswaiting for you in
the bedroom and then | heard the front door close! Did | do something wrong?

'No, Land, nothing. Y ou were eradicated again.’
‘Am | ill?
'Of course not.'

Therewasalong pause. Too long, infact. | looked at my hand. My wedding ring had gone again. |



sghed, replaced the receiver and went back to Friday, heavy of heart.

| caled Aubrey as| was giving Friday his bath and tried to reassure him about the missing players. | told
him to keep training and I'd ddliver. | wasn't sure how, but | didn't tell him that. | just said it was 'in hand'.

'l havetogo,' | told him at last. 'I've got to wash Friday's hair and | can't do it with one hand.'

That evening, as| was reading Pinocchio to Friday, alarge tabby cat appeared on the wardrobe in my
bedroom. It didn't appear ingantly, either — it faded in from thetip of itstail, dl theway up toitsvery
large grin. When hefirst started working in Alice in Wonderland he was known as "The Cheshire Cat’
but the authorities moved the Cheshire county boundaries and he thus became The Unitary Authority of
Warrington Cat', but that was a bit of amouthful so he was known more affectionately as The Cat
Formerly Known as Cheshire' or, more smply, The Cat'. Hisreal name was 'Archibald' but that was
reserved for his mother when she was cross with him.

Heworked very closdly with us at Jurisfiction, where hewasin charge of the Grest Library, a cavernous
and dmogt infinite depository of every book ever written. But to call the Cat alibrarian would be an
injustice. He was an Uberlibrarian — he knew about al the booksin his charge. When they were being
read, by whom — everything. Everything, that is, except where Y orrick Kaine was a featured part.
Friday giggled and pointed as the Cat stopped appearing and stared at uswith agrin etched on his
features, eagerly listening to the story.

'Hello!" he said as soon as | had finished, kissed Friday and put out the bedside light. 'I've got some
information for you.'

'About?

'Yorrick Kaine'

| took the Cat downstairs, where he sat on the microwave as| made some tea.
'So what have you found out?

'I've found out that an aligator isn't someone who makes dlegations— it'salargereptile abit likea
crocodile’

'l mean about Kaine.'

'‘Ah. Well, I've had acareful trawl and he doesn't appear anywhere in the character manifests either in the
Grest Library or the Well of Lost Plots. Wherever he'sfrom, it isn't from published fiction, poetry, jokes,
non-fiction or knitting patterns.’

'l don't believe you'd come out hereto tell meyou'vefailed, Chesh,' | said. 'What's the good news?
The Cat's eyes flashed and he twitched hiswhiskers.
'Vanity publishing!" he announced with aflourish.

It was an inspired guess. 1'd never even considered he might be from there. Therealm of the
sef-published book was abizarre mix of quaint loca histories, collections of poetry, magna opera of the
truly talentless - and the occasiond gem. Thething was, if they became officidly published they were
welcomed into the Great Library with open arms - and that hadn't happened.

'You're sure?



The Cat handed me an index card.

'l knew thiswas important to you so | caled in afew favours!

| read the card aloud.

‘At Long Last Lust, 1931. Limited edition run of one hundred. Author: Daphne Farquitt.’

1 looked at the Cat. Daphne Farquitt. Writer of nearly five hundred romantic novels and darling of the
Romance genre.

‘Before she was famous writing truly awful books she used to write truly awful booksthat were
self-published,’ explained the Cat. 'In At Long Last Lust, Yorrick playsalocd politician eager for
self-advancement. Heisn't amgjor part, either. He's only mentioned twice and doesn't even warrant a
description.’

‘Can you get meinto the vanity publishing library? | asked.

‘Thereisno vanity library,’ the Cat said with ashrug. 'We have figures and short reviews gleaned from
vanity publishers manifestsand Earnest Scribbler Monthly, but little else. Still, we need only to find one
copy and he'sours.’

Hegrinned again but | didn't join him.
‘Not that easy, Cat. Takealook at this.'

| showed him the latest issue of The Toad. The Cat carefully put on his spectacles and read: 'Danish
book-burning frenzy reaches new heights with Copenhagen-born Farquitt's novels due to be consigned
to flames'

'l don't get it,' said the Cat, placing ayearning paw on aMoggilicious Cat Food advert, ‘what'she up to
burning al her books?

'Because,' | said, 'he obvioudy can't find dl the origina copiesof At Long Last Lust and in desperation
has whipped up anti-Danish feding as acover. With luck hisbook-burning idiotswill do the job for him.
I'm afool not to have redlised. After al, where would you hide a stick?

There wasalong pause.
'l give up, said the Cat, 'where would you hide astick?
'Inaforest.’

| stared out of the window thoughtfully. At Long Last Lust. | didn't know how many of the hundred
copies still remained, but with Farquitt's books till being consigned to the furnaces | figured there had to
be at least one. An unpublished Farquitt novel the key to destroying Kaine. | couldn't make this stuff up.

'Why would you hide astick in aforest? asked the Cat, who had been pondering this question for some
momentsin slence.

It'san andlogy,’ | explained. 'Kaine needsto get rid of every copy of At Long Last Lust but doesn't
want usto get suspicious, SO he targets the Danes - the forest - rather than Farquitt - the stick. Get it?

'Got it.'



'‘Good.'
‘Well, I'd better be off, then,' announced the Cat, and he vanished.

| was not much surprised at thisfor the Cat usualy left in thismanner. | poured the tea, added some milk
and then put some mugs on atray. | wasjust pondering where | might find acopy of At Long Last Lust
and, more importantly, thinking of caling Julie again to ask her how long her husband flicked on and off
like alight bulb' when the Cat reappeared baanced precarioudy on the Kenwood mixer.

'By the by, he said, 'the Gryphon tells me that the sentencing for your fiction infraction isdue in two
weeks time. Do you want to be present?

Thisrelated to thetime | had changed the ending to Jane Eyre. They found me guilty a& my trid but the
law's delay in the BookWorld just dragged things on and on.

'No,' | said after apause. 'No, tell him to come and find me and let me know what my sentence will be.'
I'll tell him. Well, toodle-00,' said the Cat, and vanished, thistime for good.

| pushed open the door of Mycroft's workshop with my toe, held it open for Pickwick to follow mein,
then closed it before Alan could join us and placed the tray on aworktop. Mycroft and Polly were
garing intently at asmal and oddly shaped geometric solid made of brass.

"Thank you, pet, said Polly. 'How are things with you?
'Fair to not very good at dl, Auntie.’

Polly was Mycroft's wife of some forty-two years and athough seemingly in the background was actualy
amogt as brilliant as her husband. She was a bouncy seventy and managed Mycroft's often irascible and
forgetful nature with a patience that | found inspiring. ‘Thetrick,' shetold me once, ‘isto regard him likea
five-year-old with an IQ of two hundred and sixty.' She picked up her teaand blew onit.

'Still thinking about whether to put Smudger on defence?
| wasthinking of Biffo, actudly.'

'Smudger and Biffo would both be wasted on defence,” muttered Mycroft, making afine adjustment on
one face of the brass polyhedron with afile. "Y ou ought to put Snake on defence. He'suntried, | admit,
but he playswell and hasyouth on hisside.’

'Wdll, I'm redly leaving team strategy to Aubrey.'
'l hope he'sup to it. What do you make of this?

He handed me the solid and | turned the grapefruit-szed object over in my hands. Some of the faces
were odd sided and some even sided — and some, strangely enough, appeared to be both. My eyes
had trouble making sense of it.

'Very ... pretty, | replied. 'What doesit do?
'Do? Mycroft smiled. 'Put it on the worktop and you'll seewhat it does!’

| placed it on the surface but the oddly shaped solid, unstable on the face | had placed it upon, tipped on
to another. Then, after amoment's pause, it wobbled again and fell onto athird. It carried onin thisjerky
fashion across the worktop until it fell against a screwdriver, where it stopped.



'l cal it aNextahedron," announced Mycroft, picking up the solid and placing it on the floor, where it
continued its random perambul ations, watched by Pickwick, who thought it might be chasing her, and ran
away to hide. 'Most irregular solids are only unstable on one or two faces. The Nextahedron is unstable
on all itsfaces- it will continueto fall and tip until asolid object impedesits progress.”

'Fascinating!" | murmured, ways surprised by the ingenuity of Mycroft'sinventions. '‘But what'sthe
point?

'Wdll," explained Mycroft, warming to the subject, 'you know thoseinertial generator things that
sdf-wind awristwatch?

'Yes?

'If we have alarger one of those inside a Nextahedron weighing six hundred tons, | calculate we could
generate as much as a hundred watts of power.'

‘But. . . but that's only enough for alight bulb!’

‘Congdering theinput isnil, | think it's aremarkable achievement,’ replied Mycroft somewhat sniffily. ‘To
generate significant quantities of power we'd have to carve something of considerable mass- Mars, say
— into ahuge Nextahedron with aflat plate faling around the exterior, held firm by gravity. The power
could be transmitted to earth using Tedabeamsand . . .’

Hisvoicetrailed off as he garted to sketch ideas and equationsin asmall notebook. | watched the
Nextahedron fal and rock and jiggle acrossthe floor until it fell againgt aroll of wire.

'On amore serious note,' confided Polly, putting down her teg, 'you could help usidentify some of the
devicesin the workshop. Since both Mycroft and | have taken the Big Blank you might be able to help.’

I'll try,' | said, looking around the room at the bizarre devices. 'That one over there guesses how many
pipsthere are in an unopened orange, the one with the horn is an Olfactrograph for measuring smells, and
the smdll box thing there can change gold into lead.’

'What's the point of that?
'I'm not entirdy sure.’

Polly made notes againgt her inventory and | spent the next ten minutes trying to name as many of
Mycroft'sinventionsas| could. It wasn't easy. He didn't tell me everything.

'I'm not sure what thisoneis, ether,' | said, pointing at asmal machine about the size of atelephone
directory lying on aworkbench.

'Oddly enough,’ replied Polly, ‘thisis one we do have anamefor. It's an ovinator.'
'How do you know if you can't remember?

'Because,’ said Mycroft, who had finished his notes and now rgjoined us, ‘it has "ovinator" engraved on
the case just there. Wethink it's either a device for making eggs without the need of achicken, or for
making chickens without the need of an egg. Or something ese entirely. Here, I'll switchit on.'

Mycroft flicked a switch and asmdl red light came on.

Isthat it?



'Yes,' replied Polly, staring a the smdl and very unexciting metallic box thoughtfully.
'No sign of any eggs or chickens,' | observed.

‘Noneat al.' Mycroft Sghed. ‘It might just be amachine for making ared light come on. Drat my lost
memory! Which reminds me: any ideawhich device actudly is the memory eraser?

We looked around the workshop at the odd-looking and mostly anonymous contraptions. Any one of
them may have been used to erase memories, but then any one of them may have been adevice for

coring apples, too.
We stood in slence for amoment.

' still think you ought to have Smudger on defence,' said Polly, who was probably the biggest croquet
fan in the house.

'Y ou're probably right,' | said, suddenly fedling that it would be easier just to go with the flow. 'Uncle?
'Polly knows best," hereplied. 'I'm abit tired. Who wants to watch Name That Fruit onthetelly?

Weadll agreed that it would be arelaxing way to end the day and | found myself watching the nauseating
quiz show for thefirst timein my life. | realised just how bad it was halfway through, and went to bed,
templesaching.

30
Neanderthal Nation

NEANDERTHALS'OF USE' AT POLITICIANS TRAINING COLLEGE

Neanderthdss, the re-engineered property of the Goliath Corporation, found unexpected employment at
the Chipping Sodbury Coallege for Politicians yesterday when four sdlected individuaswere inducted as
part of the 'Public Office Veracity Economies class. Neanderthals, whose high facia acuity skillsmake
them predisposed to noticing an untruth, are used by studentsto hone their lying skills— something that
trainee politicians might find useful oncein office. 'Man, those Thals can spot everything!' declared Mr
Richard Dixon. afirg-year student. 'Nothing gets past them — even amild embellishment or atactical
omisson!" The lecturers at the college declared themsdlves wholly pleased with the Neanderthals and
privately admitted that: 'If the proletariat were even haf as good at spotting lies, wed redly bein the
soup!”

Artidlein The Toad (politica section). 4 July 1988

Thehunt for At Long Last Lust had been going on al morning but with little success. Kaine had dmost
two years head start on us. Of the one hundred copiesin the print run, sixty-two had changed hands
within the past eighteen months. Initialy they had been for modest sums of athousand pounds or so, but
thereisnothing like amystery buyer with deep pockets to push up the price and the last copy sold was
for £720,000 at Agatha's Auction House - an unprecedented sum, even for apre-war Farquitt.

Thelikelihood of finding acopy of Lust waslooking increasingly dim. | called Farquitt's agent, who said
that the author's entire library had been confiscated and the septuagenarian author questioned at length
about pro-Danish political activism before being released. Even avist to the Library of Farquitt in Didcot
didn't bear any fruit - their origina manuscript of At Long Last Lust and asigned copy had both been
saized by 'government agents nearly eighteen months before. The librarian met usin the sculpted marble



hall and, after telling us not to talk so loudly, reported that representative copies of dl Farquitt'sworks
were packed and ready for removal ‘as soon as we wanted'. Bowden responded that we'd be heading
towards the border just as soon as we finalised the details. He didn't look at me ashe said it but | knew
what hewasthinking - | still needed to figure out away to get us across the border.

We drove back to the LiteraTecs officein silence, and assoon aswe got in | called Landen. My
wedding ring, which had been appearing and disgppearing al morning, had been solid for agood twenty
minutes.

Yo, Thursday!" he said enthusiagtically. "What happened to you yesterday? We were talking and you just
went quiet.’

'Something came up.’

'Why don't you come round for lunch? I've got fish fingers, beans and peas - with mashed bananaand
cream for pudding.’

'Have you been discussing the menu with Friday?
'Whatever made you think that?

'I'dloveto, Land. But you're ftill abit existentidly unstable at the moment, so I'd only end up
embarrassing mysdf in front of your parents again - and I've got to go and meet someone to talk about
Shakespeares.'

'‘Anyone | know?

‘Bartholomew Stiggins.'

‘The Neanderthal ?

s

'Hopeyou like beetles. Call mewhen | exist next. | lo—'

Theline went dead. My wedding ring had gone again too.

| listened to the did tone for amoment, tapping the receiver thoughtfully on my forehead.
'l loveyou too, Land,' | said softly.

'Y our Welsh contact? asked Bowden, walking up with afax from the Karen Blixen Appreciation
Society.

‘Not exactly.’
'New playersfor the Superhoop, then?

'If only. Goliath and Kaine have frightened every player in the country except Penelope Hrah, wholll play
for food and doesn't care what anyone says, thinks or does!'

'Didn't she have aleg torn off during the Newport Strikers versus Dartmoor Wanderers semi-fina afew
years back?

'I'min no position to be choosy, Bowd. If | put her on back-hoop defence she can just growl at anyone



who comes close. Ready for lunch?

The Neandertha population of Swindon numbered about three hundred and they dl lived inasmall
village to the west known as "The Nation'. Because of their tool-using prowess, they were just given Six
acres of land, water and sewage points and told to get on with it, asif they needed to be asked, which
they didnt.

The Neanderthal s were not human nor descendants of ours, but cousins. They had evolved at the same
time as us, then been forced into extinction when they failed to compete successfully with the more
aggressive human. Brought back to life by Goliath Bioengineering in the late thirtiesand early forties, they
were as much a part of modern life as dodos or mammoths. And since they had been sequenced by
Galiath, each individua was actualy owned by the corporation. A less than generous 'buy-back’ scheme
to be able to purchase onesdf hadn't been well received.

We parked alittle way down from the Nation and got out of the car.
'‘Can't we just park inside? asked Bowden.

"They don't like cars,' | explained. They don't see the point in travelling any distance. To Neandertha
logic, anywhere that couldn't be reached in aday'swalk isn't worth visiting. Our Neandertha gardener
used to walk the four milesto our house every Tuesday, and then walk back again, ressting dl offersof a
lift. Walking was, he maintained, "the only decent way to travel — if you drive you missthe conversations
inthe hedgerows'.'

'l can see hispoint,’ replied Bowden, 'but when | need to be somewherein ahurry—'

‘That'sthe difference, Bowd. Y ou've got to get away from the human way of thinking. To Neanderthds,
nothing is so urgent that it can't be done another time— or not done at all. By theway, did you
remember not to wash thismorning?

He nodded. Because scent is so important to Neanderthal communications, the soapy cleanliness of
humans reads more like some form of suspicious subterfuge. Speak to a Neanderthal while wearing scent
and they'll ingtantly think you have something to hide.

We walked through the grassy entrance of the Nation and encountered alone Neanderthd sitting on a
chair in the middle of the path. He was reading the large-print Neanderthal News. He folded up the
paper and sniffed the air delicately before staring at us for amoment or two and then asking:

'Who do you wish to visit?
‘Next and Cable. Lunch with Mr Stiggins'’

The Neanderthd stared at us for moment or two, then pointed us towards a house on the other sde of a
grassed open area that surrounded atotem representing | don't know what. There were five or Six
Neanderthas playing agame of croquet on the grassareaand | watched them intently for awhile. They
weren't playing in teams, just passing the ball around and hooping where possible. They were excellent,
too. | watched one player hoop from at least forty yards away off aroquet. It was a pity Neanderthals
were aggressively non-competitive— | could have done with them on the team.

‘Notice anything? | asked as we waked across the grassed area, the croquet players moving past usin a
blur of well-coordinated limbs.

'No children?



"The youngest Neanderthd isfifty-two,’ | explained, 'the maesareinfertile. It's probably their biggest
source of disagreement with their owners!'

'I'd be pissed off, too.'

Wefound Stigginss house and | opened the door and walked straight in. | knew abit about Neanderthal
customs, and you would never go into aNeandertha home unless you were expected — in which case
you treated it as your own and walked in unannounced. The house was built entirely of scrap wood and
recycled rubbish and was circular in shape with acentral hearth. It was comfortable and warm and cosy,
but not the sort of basic cave | think Bowden expected. Therewasa TV and proper sofas, chairs and
even ahifi. Standing next to the fire was Stiggins, and next to him was adightly smaler Neanderthd.

'Welcome!' said Stig. 'Thisis Fdicity - we are apartnership.’

Hiswifewaked slently up to usand hugged us both in turn, taking an opportunity to smell us, first in the
armpit and then in the hair. | saw Bowden flinch and Stig gave asmall grunty cough that wasa
Neanderthd laugh.

'Mr Cable, you are uncomfortable,’ observed Stig.

Bowden shrugged. He was uncomfortable, and he was familiar enough with Neanderthal s to know that
you can't lieto them.

'l am," hereplied, 'I've never been in aNeandertha house before.'
'Isit any different to yours?

'Very,' said Bowden, looking up a the construction of the roof beams, which had been made by gluing
oddments of wood together and then planing them into shape.

'Not asingle wood screw or bolt, Mr Cable. Have you heard the noise wood makes when you turn a
screw into it? Mogt uncharitable!’

I sthere anything you don't make yourself?

‘Not redly. You areinsulting the raw materid if you do not extract al possble usefrom it. Any cash we
earn hasto go to our buy-back scheme. We may be able to afford our ownership papers by the time we
aredueto leave.

‘Thenwhat, if you'll excuse me, isthe point?
‘Todiefree, Mr Cable. Drink?

Mrs Stiggins appeared with four glasses that had been cut from the bottom of wine bottles and offered
them to us. Stig drank his straight down and | tried to do the same and nearly choked — it was not
unlike drinking petrol. Bowden choked and clasped histhroat asif it were on fire. Mr and Mrs Stiggms
dtared at us curioudly, then collapsed into an odd series of grunty coughs.

'I'm not sure | seethejoke,’ said Bowden, eyes streaming.

‘It isthe Neandertha custom to humiliate guests, announced Stig, taking our glasses from us. 'Y ourswas
potato gin — ours was merely water. Lifeisgood. Have a sedt.’

We sat down on the sofaand Stig poked at the embersin the fire. There was arabbit onastick and |
gave adeep Sgh of rdief - it wasn't going to be beetlesfor lunch.



"Those croquet playersoutside," | began, 'do you suppose anything could induce them to play for the
Swindon Mallets?

'No. Only humans define themselves by conflict with other humans. Winning and losing have no meaning
to us. Thingsjust are asthey are meant to be."

| thought about offering some money. After al, amonth's salary for an averagely rated player would
eadly cover athousand buy-back schemes. But Neanderthals are funny about money — especidly
money that they don't think they've earned. | kept quiet.

'Have you had any more thoughts about the cloned Shakespeares? asked Bowden.

Stig thought for amoment, twitched his nose, turned the rabbit, and then went to alarge rolltop bureau
and returned with a buff file— the genome report he had got from Mr Rumplunkett.

'Definitely clones, he said, 'and whoever built them covered ther tracks— the serid numbersare
scrubbed from the cells and the manufacturer's information is missing from the DNA. On amolecular
level they might have been built anywhere!

'Stig,' | said, thinking of Hamlet, 'l can't stress how important it isthat | find aWill clone - and soon.’
'We haven't finished, Miss Next. Seethis?

He handed me a spectroscopic evauation of Mr Shaxtper's teeth and | looked at the zigzag graph
uncomprehendingly.

'We do thistest to monitor long-term health patterns. By taking a cross-section of Shaxtper's teeth we
can trace the origina manufacturing area solely from the hardness of the water.'

'l see," said Bowden. 'So where do we find this sort of water?

'Smple Birmingham.’

Bowden clapped his hands happily.

"Y ou mean to tell me there's asecret bioengineering lab in the Birmingham area? Well find it in ajiffy!’
Thelab isn'tin Birmingham,' said Stig.

‘But you said—?

| knew exactly what he was driving at.

‘Birmingham importsitswater,' | saidin alow voice, 'from the Elan valey — in the Socidist Republic of
Wales!'

Thejob had just got that much harder. Goliath's biggest biotech facility used to be on the banks of the
Craig Goch reservoir deep in the Elan before they moved to the Presdllis. They had built acrossthe
border owing to the lax bioengineering regulations; they shut down as soon as the Wel sh Parliament
caught up. Thelab in the Presdllisdid only legitimate work.

'Impossible!" scoffed Bowden. 'They closed down decades ago!”

'‘And yet,' retorted Stig dowly, 'your Shakespeares were built there. Mr Cable, you are not anatural
friend to the Neandertha and you do not have the strength of spirit of Miss Next, yet you are



impassioned.

Bowden was unconvinced by Stig's precis.

'How can you know methat well?

There was silence for amoment as Stig turned the rabbit on the spit.

'Y ou live with awoman whom you don't truly love but need for stability. Y ou are suspiciousthat sheis
seeing someone ese and that anger and suspicion hang heavily on your shoulders. Y ou fed passed over
for promotion and the one woman whom you truly love isinaccessibleto you—'

‘All right, dl right,' Bowden said sullenly, 'l get the picture.’

'Y ou humans radiate emotions like aroaring fire, Mr Cable - we are astounded at how you are ableto
deceive each other so easily. We see dl deception so have evolved to have no need for it.'

"Theselabs,' | began, eager to change the subject, 'you are sure?

'We are sure,’ affirmed Stig, ‘and not only Shakespeares were built there. All Neanderthalsup to Version
2.3.5, too. We wish to return. We have an urgent need for that which we have been denied.’

'‘And that is? asked Bowden.

‘Children,’ breathed Stig. "We have planned for just such an expedition and your sapien characteristics
will be useful. Y ou have an impetuosity that we can never have. A Neandertha considers each move
before taking it and is genetically predisposed towards caution. We need someone like you, Miss Next
— ahuman with drive, apropensty towards violence and the ability to take command — yet someone
governed by what is right..

| Sghed.

"We're not going to get into the Socidist Republic,' | said. 'We have no jurisdiction and if we're caught
therewill be hell to pay.’

'What about your plan to take al those books across, Thursday? asked Bowden in aquiet voice.

"Thereisno plan, Bowd. I'm sorry. And | can't risk being banged up in some Welsh dammer during the
Superhoop. | have to make surethe Madletswin. | have to be there!'

Stig frowned a me.

'Strange!’ he said at last. "Y ou do not want to win out of adeluded sense of home-town pride - we seea
greater purpose.’

I can't tell you, Stig, but what you read istrue. It isvital to all of usthat Swindon win the Superhoop.’

Stig looked across at Mrs Stiggms and the two of them held a conversation for agood five minutes —
using only facial expressions and the odd grunt. After they had finished Stig said:

'ltisagreed. You, Mr Cable, and oursalf will bresk into the abandoned Goliath re-engineering labs. Y ou
to find your Shakespeares, weto find away to seed our femaes:’

' can't—"'



'Evenif wefall," continued Stig, ‘the Neanderthd Nation will field five playersto help you win your
Superhoop. There can be no payment and no glory. Isthisthe ded ?

| stared at hissmall brown eyes. Judging by the quaity of the players| had seen outsde and my
knowledge of Neanderthalsin general, we would be in with a chance— even with melocked upina
Welshjall.

| shook his outstretched hand.

Thisistheded.'

"Then we must eat. Do you like rabbit?

We both nodded.

'‘Good. Thisisaspecidity of ours. In Neanderleseit is called Rabiten'bitels!
'Sounds excellent,’ replied Bowden. 'What's it served with?

'Potatoes and a.... tangy greeny-brown crunchy sauce.’

| can't be sure but | think Stig winked at me. | needn't have worried. The meal was excellent and
Neanderthals are quite correct — beetles are severdly underrated.

31
Planning Meeting

COMMON CORMORANT NUMBERS DECLINE

A leading ornithologist claimed yesterday that bear/bird incompatibility isto blame for the cormorant
declinein recent years. 'We have known for many years that cormorants lay eggsin paper bagsto keep
thelightning out,’ explained Mr Daniel Chough, 'but the reintroduction of bearsto England has placed an
intolerable strain on the bird's breeding habits. Even though bears and birdsrarely compete for food and
resources, it seems that wandering bears with buns steal the cormorant's paper bagsin order, according
to preliminary research, to hold the crumbs. Reports that the bears are of Danish origin is suspected but
not yet substantiated.

Artidein Flap! magazine, 20 July 1988
'So what do you know about the Elan? asked Bowden as we drove back into town.

‘Not much,’ | replied, looking at the charts of Mr Shaxtper's teeth. Stig reckoned he had lived in the Elan
for alot longer than the others— perhaps until only afew years ago. If he had survived that long, why
not some of the others? | wasn't going to raise any fal se hopes quite yet, but at least it seemed possible
we could save Hamlet after dl.

'Were you serious about not being able to think of away in?
'I'm afraid so. But we could always pretend to be Brummie water officias or something.'

'Why would water officials have ten truckloads of banned Danish books? asked Bowden, not
unreasonably.



‘Something to read while doing water officidly things?

'If we don't get these books to safety they'll be burned, Thursday - we've got to find away into the
republic.’

I'll think of something."

| spent the rest of the afternoon fielding calls from numerous sports reporters, eager to get astory and
find out who would be playing in what position on thefield. | called Aubrey and told him that he would
have five new players- but | didn't tell him they'd be Neanderthds. | couldn't risk the pressfinding out.

By thetime| returned to Mum's house my wedding ring was firmly back on my finger again. | pushed
Friday around to Landen's house and, noticing that everything seemed to be back to normal, knocked
twice. There was an excited scrabble from within and Landen opened the door.

"Thereyou are!" he said happily. "When you hung up on me | got kindaworried.’
'l didn't hang up, Land.'

'l was eradlicated again?

'I'm afraid 0.

'Will | beagain®

'I'm hoping not. Can| comein?

| put Friday on the floor; heimmediately started to try and climb the airs.

‘Bedtime dready, isit, young man? asked Landen, following him as he clambered al theway up. |
noticed that in the spare room there were two as yet unpacked stair gates, which put my mind at rest. He
had bought a cot, too, and severd toys.

'l bought some clothes!’

He opened adrawer. It was stuffed with al kinds of clothes for the little chap, and athough some looked
abit smdl, | didn't say anything. We took him downstairs and Landen made some supper.

'So you knew | was coming back? | asked as he cut up some broccali.

'Oh, yes," hereplied, 'as soon as you got al that eradication nonsense sorted out. Make us a cup of tea,
would you?

| walked over to the sink and filled the kettle.
'Any closer with aplan for dealing with Kaine? asked Landen.
'No,' | admitted, 'I'm really banking on Zvlkx's seventh Reveal ment coming true.'

'What | don't understand,’ said Landen, chopping some carrots, 'iswhy everyone except Formby seems
to agree with everything Kaine says. Bloody sheep, thelot of them.’

'I must say I'm surprised by the lack of opposition to Kaine's plans,' 1 agreed, staring absently out of the
kitchen window. | frowned as the germ of an idea started to ferment in my mind. 'Land?

Yuh?



'When was the last time Formby went anywhere near Kaine?

‘Never. He avoids him like the plague. Kaine wants to meet him face to face but the President won't have
anything to dowith him.'

That'sit!" | exclamed, suddenly having aflash of ingpiration.

'What'sit?

'Well—'

| stopped because something at the bottom of the garden had caught my eye.
'Do you have nosy neighbours, Land?

‘Not redly.’

'It's probably my stalker, then.'

'Y ou have astalker?

| pointed.

'Sure. Just there, in the laurels, beckoning to me:’

'Do you want meto do the strong mae thing and chase him off with astick?
'No. I've got a better idea.’

'Hello, Millon. How's the stalking going? | brought you a cup of teaand abun.’

‘Pretty well," he said, marking down in his notebook the time | had stopped to talk to him and budging
asdeto makeroom for mein the laurel bush. 'How are things with you?

"They're mostly good. What were you waving & mefor?

'Ah!" he said. 'We were going to run afesture about thirteenth-century seersin Conspiracy Theorist
magazine and | wanted to ask you afew questions.’

'Go ahead.'

'Do you think it's odd that no fewer than twenty-eight Dark Age saints have chosen thisyear for their
second coming?

'I'd not redlly given it that much thought.'

'O-kay. Do you not dso find it strange that of these twenty-eight supposed seers only two of them — St
Zvlkx and Sigter Bettina of Stroud — have actually made any propheciesthat have come remotely true?

'What are you saying?

"That St Zvlikx might not be a thirteenth-century saint at al, but some sort of time-travelling crimind. He
takesanillicit journey to the Dark Ages, writes up what he can remember of history and then at the
appropriate time heis catapulted forward to see hislast "Reved ment” cometrue.’

'Why? | asked. 'If the ChronoGuard get wind of what he's up to he's never been born — literaly. Why



risk non-existence for at most afew years fame as awashed-up vistor from the thirteenth century with a
host of unpleasant skin complaints?

Millon shrugged.

'l don't know. 1 thought you might be ableto help me.’

Helagpsed into silence.

"Tell me, Millon — isthere any connection between Kaine and the ovinator?

'Of course! Y ou should read Conspiracy Theorist magazine more often. Although most of our links
between secret technology and those in power are about as tenuous as mit, thisoneredly is concrete:
his persond assistant, Stricknene, used to work with Schitt-Hawse at the Goliath tech divison. If Goliath
have an ovinator, then Kaine might very well have one too. Do you know what it does, then?

| laughed. Thiswas exactly the news| wanted to hear.

'You'll see. Tell me,' | added, my hopesrising by the second, ‘what do you know about the old Goliath
bioengineering labs?

'Hoooh!" he said, making anoise like any enthusiast invited to comment on their particular field of interest.
‘Now you'retaking! The old Goliath labs are fill standing in what we cdl "Area 21" - the empty quarter
inmid-Wales, the Elan.'

'Empty metaphoricaly or empty literally?

'Empty asin no one goes there except water officials - and we have wholly uncorroborated evidence
which we peddie asfact that an unspecified number of officids have vanished without trace. In any event
itsdl off limitsto everyone, surrounded by an eectrified fence.'

"To keep people out?

'No, said Millon dowly, 'to keep whatever genetic experiments Goliath were working on in. Thewhole
of Area 21 isinfested with chimeras. I've got files and files of dubious stories about people bregking in,
alegedly never to be seen again. What's your interest in the Elan plant anyway?

'lllegdl genetic experiments on humans undertaken covertly by an gpparently innocent multinationa.’
Millon nearly passed out with congpiracy overload. When he had recovered he asked how he could help.
'l need you to find any pictures, plans, layout drawings, anything that might be of usefor avist.’

Millon opened his eyes wide and scribbled on his notepad.

‘You'regoing to go into Area21?

'No." | replied, 'we both are. Tomorrow. Leaving here at seven in the morning, sharp. Can you find what
| asked for?

He narrowed his eyes.

'l can get you your information, MissNext,' he said dowly and with agleam in hiseye, 'but it will cost.
Let me beyour officid biographer.’



| put out a hand and he shook it gratefully.
'Ded.’

| walked back indgdeto find Landen talking to aman dressed in dightly punky clothes, brightly coloured
Spectacle frames, bleached blond hair and an infinitesmally smal goatee firmly planted just under his
lower lip.

'Darling,’ he said, grasping the hand that | had just rested on his shoulder, 'thisismy very good friend
Handley Paige’

| shook his hand. He seemed pretty much the same as any other SF writers| had ever met. Slightly
geeky but pleasant enough.

'Y ou write the Emperor Zhark books," | observed.
Hewinced dightly.

'No one ever talks about the decent stuff | write," he moaned, 'they just ask me for more and more Zhark
suff. | did it asajoke— apastiche of bad sciencefiction, and blow me down if it isn't the most popular
thing I've ever done!'

| remembered what Emperor Zhark had told me.

'Y ou're going to kill him off, aren't you?

Handley sarted.

'How did you know that?

‘Sheworksfor SO-27," explained Landen, 'they know everything.’
'l thought you guys were more hooked on the classics?

'We dedl with al genres;' | explained. 'For reasonsthat | can't reveal, | advise you to maroon Zhark on
an uninhabited planet rather than submit him to the humiliation of a public execution.’

Handley laughed.
"Y ou talk about him asif he were ared person!’

‘She takes her work very serioudy, Handley,' said Landen without the glimmer of asmile. 'lI'd adviseyou
to consider very serioudy anything she happensto say. Whed swithin wheds, Handley.'

But Handley was adamant.

'I'm going to kill him off so utterly and completely that no one will ever ask mefor another Zhark nove
again. Thanksfor lending me the book, Land. I'll see mysdlf out.’

'IsHandley in danger? asked Landen as soon as he had gone.

'Quite possibly. I'm not sure the Zharkian desth ray worksin the real world, and I'd hate for Handley to
be the one who finds out.’

‘ThisisaBookWorld thing, isn't it? Let's just change the subject. What did your stalker want?



| amiled.
"Y ou know, Landen, things are beginning to look up. | must cal Bowden.'
| quickly didled hisnumber.

'‘Bowd? It's Thursday. I've figured out how we're going to get across the border. Set everything up for
tomorrow morning. Well muster at Leigh Delamereat eight ... | can't tell you . . . Stigand Millon. . . see
you there. ‘Bye.’

| caled Stig and told him the same, then kissed Landen and asked him whether held mind feeding Friday
on hisown. Hedidn', of course, and | dashed off to speak to Mycroft.

| was back intime to help Landen scrub the food off Friday, read him a story and put him to bed. It
wasnt late but we went to bed ourselves. Tonight there was no shyness or confusion and we undressed
quickly. He pushed me back on to the bed and with hisfingertips—

'Wait!" | cried out.

'What?

'l can't concentrate with al those people—!"

Landen looked round the empty bedroom.

"What people?

‘Those people,’ | repeated, waving a hand in the generd direction of everywhere, 'the ones reading us.’
Landen stared at me and raised an eyebrow. | felt stupid, relaxed and gave out anervous giggle.

'Sorry. I've been living indgdefiction for too long; sometimes| get thisweird feding that you, meand
everything dse arejust, well, charactersin abook or something.’

‘Hainly, that isridiculous!
'l know, | know. I'm sorry. Where were we?
‘Just here'
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Area 21: The Elan

FREEDOM OF |||l ACT
A STEP CLOSER, ANNOUNCES MR ||l

Open government came one step closer yesterday with the announcement that Mr |||||| would lend his

weight to the Freedom of |[||||| Act. The act, which amsto bring once top-||||| information from ||||[[|[lll]| into
hands of the

[llll, was halted as a ‘great leap forward” by Mr [[[[[{lll, the Departmnt of [[[{iliilfs senior [I{lilll. The
chief opponent to the draft bill, Mr ||, gave his assurance that ‘aslong as my nameis ||l | won't

alow this ||[[||llllf to be passed'.



Artidlein The [[[illl newspaper, (Il July 19

'So, what's the plan? asked Bowden as we drove towards the Welsh border town of Hay-on-Wye. It
was about ten in the morning, and we were travelling in Bowden's W sh-built Griffin Sportinawith
Millon de Flossand Stig in the back sest. Behind uswas a convoy of ten lorries, all loaded with banned
Danish books.

'Wdll,' | said, 'ever thought it odd that Parliament just roll over and do anything that Kaine asks?
'I've given up even trying to understand Parliament,’ said Bowden.

They'redl snivelling toadies,' put in Millon.

'If you even need agovernment,’ added Stig, 'you are alife form flawed beyond redemption.’

'l was confused, too," | continued. ‘A government wholly agreeable to the worst excesses of Kaine could
mean only onething: some form of short-range mind control wielded by unscrupul ous power brokers."

'Now that's my kind of theory!" exclaimed Millon excitedly.

'l couldn't figureit out at first, but then when | was up a Goliathopolis| felt it myself. A sort of
mind-numbing go-with-the-flow feding when | just wanted to follow the path of least resistance, no
matter how pointless, or wrong. | had seen its effect a the Evade the Question Time TV show, too —
the front row were eating out of Kaine's hand, no matter what he said.'

'So what's the connection?

'| fdltit again in Mycroft'slab. It was only when Landen made a sarcastic comment that | twigged. The
ovinator. We dl thought the "ovine" part of it wasto do with eggs, but it's not. It'sto do with sheep. The
ovinator transmits sub-apha brain waves that inhibit free will and ingtil sheep-like tendenciesinto the
minds of anyone close by. It can be tuned to the user so they are unaffected; it's possible that Goliath
may have developed along-range version called the Ovitron and an anti-serum. Mycroft thinks he
probably invented it to transmit public health messages, but he can't remember. Goliath get hold of it,
Stricknene givesit to Kaine -bingo. Parliament do everything Kaine asks. The only reason Formby is till
anti-Yorrick is because he refuses to go anywhere near him.'

Therewasslenceinthecar.
'What can we do about it?

‘Mycroft's working on an ovi-negator that should cancel it out, but we carry on with our plans as before.
The Elan - and win the Superhoop.’

'Even I'm finding this hard to bdlieve,” murmured Millon, 'and that's afirst for me!’

'How doesit get us out of England? asked Bowden.

| patted the briefcase that was Sitting on my |ap.

'With the ovinator on our side, no one will want to oppose.us.’

'I'm not sure that's morally acceptable,’ said Bowden. 'l mean, doesn't that make us as bad as Kaine?

' think we should stop and talk this through,’ added Millon.



'It's one thing making up stories about mind control experiments, but quite another actualy using them.’
| opened the briefcase and switched the ovinator on.

'Who's with meto go to the Elan, guys?

'Wdll, dl right, then," conceded Bowden, 'l guess I'm with you on this!'

'Millon?

'I'll do whatever Bowden does!’

'It redlly doeswork, doesn't it? observed Stig, giving a short snorty cough. | chuckled dightly mysdlf,
too.

Getting through the English checkpoint a Clifford was even easier than | had imagined. | went ahead with
the ovinator in the briefcase and stood for some time at the border station, chatting to the duty guard and
giving him and the small garrison agood soaking for half an hour before Bowden drove up with the ten
trucks behind him.

'What are in those trucks? asked the guard with a certain degree of torpidity in hisvoice.
'Y ou don't need to look in the trucks,' | told him.

'We don't need to look in the trucks,' echoed the border guard.

'We can go through unimpeded.’

"Y ou can go through unimpeded.’

"Y ou're going to be nicer to your girlfriend.’

'I'm definitely going to be nicer to my girlfriend . . . Move dong.'

He waved us through and we drove across the demilitarised zone to the Welsh border guards, who
called their colond as soon as we explained that we had ten truckloads of Danish books that required
safe-keeping. Therewas along and convoluted phone cal with someone from the Danish consulate, and
after about an hour we and the trucks were escorted to adisused hangar at the Llandrindod Wellsairfield
park. The colond in charge offered us free passage back to the border but | switched on the ovinator
again and told him that he could take the truck drivers back but to let us go on our way, a plan that he
quickly decided was probably the best option.

Ten minutes|ater we were on the road north towards the Elan, Millon directing us all theway with a
1950s tourist map. By the time we were past Rhaydr the countryside became more rugged, the farms
less and less frequent and the road more and more potholed until, as the sun reached its zenith and
darted its downward track, we arrived at atal set of gates, strung liberdly with rusty barbed wire. There
was an old stone-built guardhouse with two very bored guards, who only needed a short burst from the
ovinator to isolate the eectrified fence, alowing usto pass. Bowden drove the car through and stopped
at another internal fence twenty yardsingde thefirst. Thiswas not eectrified and | pushed it opento let
the car pass.

Theroad wasin worse repair on the Area 21 sde of the gates. Tussocky grass was growing from the
cracksin the concrete roadway, and on occasion trees that had fallen across the road impeded our

progress.



'Now can you tdl me what we're doing here? asked Millon, staring intently out of the window and taking
frequent photographs.

"Two reasons,' | said, looking at the map that Millon had obtained from his conspiracy buddies, fird,
because we think someone's been cloning Shakespeares and | need one as amatter of some urgency,
and second, to find vita reproductive information for Stig.'

'So it'strue you can't have children?

Stig liked Millon because he asked such direct questions.

'Itistrue, hereplied smply, loading up his dart gun with trangs the Size of Havanacigars.
‘Take aleft here, Bowd.'

He changed gear, pulled the whedl around and we drove on to a stretch of road with dark woodland on
either side. We proceeded up ahill, took aleft turn past an outcrop of rock, then stopped. Therewasa
rusty car upside down on the road in front of us, blocking the way.

'Stay in the car, keep it running,’ | said to Bowden. 'Millon, stay put. Stig— with me!’

Stigand | climbed out of the car and cautioudy approached the upturned vehicle. It was alicence-built
Studebaker, probably about ten yearsold. | peered in. Vandas never came here. The glassin the
gpeedometer was unbroken, the rusty keys gill in theignition, the seat leather hanging in rotten strands.
There was a sun-bleached briefcase lying on the ground and it wasfull of water-related technica stuff, all
now mushy and faded by the wind and rain. Of the occupants there was no sign. | had thought Millon
was overcooking it with dl his'chimeras running wild' stuff, but &l of asudden | felt nervous.

'Miss Next!'

It was Stig. He was about ten yards ahead of the car and was squatting down, rifle across his knees. |
walked dowly up to him, looking anxioudy into the deep woodland on either side of the road. It was
quiet. Rather too quiet. The sound of my own footfalsfelt deafening.

'What's up?

He pointed to the ground. There was a human ulnalying on the road. Whoever wasin this accident, one
of them never left.

'Hear that? asked Stig.

| listened.

‘No.'

'Exactly. Nonoiseat al. Wethink it advisable to leave!

We pivoted the car on its roof to give usroom to pass and drove on, thistime much more dowly, and in
slence. There were three other cars on that stretch of road, two on their sides and one pushed into the
verge. None of them showed the least sign of the occupants, and the woods to either Side seemed
somehow even more dark and deep and impenetrable as we drove past. | was glad when we reached
thetop of the hill, cleared the forest and drove down past asmall dam and alake beforeariseinthe
road brought us within sight of the old Goliath bioengineering labs. | asked Bowden to stop. He pulled up
slently and we dl got out to observe the old factory through binoculars.



It wasin aglorious location, right on the edge of the reservoir. But compared to what we had been led to
expect by Millon's hyper-active imagination and atatty photograph taken in its heyday, it was something
of adisappointment. The plant had once been avast, sprawling complex, built in the art deco style then
popular for factoriesin the thirties, but now it looked as though a hurried and not entirely successful effort
had been made to demolish it along time ago. Although much of the building had been destroyed or had
collapsed, the east wing looked as though it had survived relatively unscathed. Even o, it didn't appear
that anyone had been therefor years, if not decades.

'What wasthat? said Millon.

'What was what?

'A sort of yummy noise!’

'Hopefully just thewind. Let's have acloser look at the plant.’

We motored down the hill and parked in front of the building. The front facade was till imposing though
half collapsed, and even retained much of the ceramic tile exterior and decoration. Clearly, Goliath had
great things planned for this place. We picked our way among the rubble that lay strewn acrossthe steps
and approached the main doors. They had both been pushed off their hinges and one of them had large
gouge marks, something that Millon was most interested in. | stepped inside. Broken furniture and falen
masonry lay everywherein the ova lobby. The once fine suspended glass celling had long since
collgpsed, bringing natural light to an otherwise gloomy interior. The glass squesked and cracked aswe
stepped acrossit.

'Where arethe main labs? | asked, not wanting to be here aminute longer than | had to.
Millon unfolded a blueprint.
'Where do you get dl this stuff? asked Bowden increduloudy.

'l swapped it for aCairngorm yeti'sfoot,' Millon replied, as though talking about bubble-gum cards. 'It's
thisway.'

We walked through the building, among more falen masonry and partidly collapsed ceilings, towardsthe
relatively undamaged east wing. The roof was moreintact here and our torchesflicked into officesand
incubating rooms where row upon row of abandoned glass amnio jarswere lined up againgt thewall. In
many of them the liquefied remnants of a potentid life form had pooled in the bottom. Goliath had left ina
hurry.

'What was this place? | asked, my voice barely louder than awhisper.

"Thiswas," muttered Millon, consulting his blueprint, ‘the main sabre-tooth tiger manufacturing facility. The
Neandertha wing should be through there and the first on the lft.’

The door was locked and bolted but it was dry and rotten and it didn't take much to force it open. There
were papers scattered everywhere, and a half-hearted attempt had been made to destroy them. We
stopped in the doorway and et Stigginswalk in done. The room was about a hundred feet long and
thirty feet wide. It was similar to the tiger facility next door but the amnio jarswere larger. The glass
nutrient pipeswere il in evidence and | shivered. To me, the room was undeniably creepy, but to Stig it
was hisfirst home. He, along with many thousands of hisfellow extinctees, had been grown here. | had
sequenced Pickwick at home using nothing more complex than average kitchen utensils and cultivated her
in adenucleated goose egg. Birds and reptiles were one thing; umbilica cultivation of mammals quite



another. Stig trod carefully among the twisted pipes and broken glassto afar door and found the
decanting room where the infant Neandertha s were taken out of their amnio jars and breathed for the
first time. Beyond this was the nursery where the young had been brought up. We followed Stig through.
He stood at the large window that overlooked the reservoir.

'When we dream, it isof this," he said quietly. Then, obvioudy feding that he was wasting time, he strode
back to the incubating room and started rummaging in filing cabinets and desk drawers. | told himwed
meet him outside and rgjoined Millon, who wastrying to make sense of hisfloor plan.

After walking in silence through severa more rooms with even more ranks of amnio jars, we arrived at a
steel-gated secure area. The gate was open and we stepped through, entering what had once been the
most secret area of the entire plant.

A dozen or so paces farther on the corridor led into alarge hall, and we knew we had found what we
had been looking for. Built within the large room was a full-scale copy of the Globe Thesetre. The stage
and groundling area were strewn with torn-out pages of Shakespeare's plays, heavily annotated in black
ink. In an adjacent room we found a dormitory that might have contained two hundred beds. All the
bedding was upended in a corner, the bedsteads broken and lying askew.

'How many do you think went through here? asked Bowden in awhisper.

'Hundreds and hundreds," replied Millon, holding up a battered copy of The Two Gentlemen of Verona
with the name 'Shaxpreke, W., 769" written on the inside front cover. He shook his head sadly.

'What happened to them dl?
'‘Dead,’ said avoice, 'dead as aducat!'

33
Shgakespeafe

'‘ALL THE WORLD'SA STAGE', CLAIMSPLAYWRIGHT

That was the andogy of life offered by Mr William Shakespeare yesterday when hislatest play opened at
the Globe. Mr Shakespeare went on to further compare plays with the seven stages of life by declaring
that 'All the men and women merely players. They havether exits and their entrances, And onenunin his
time plays many parts.' Mr Shakespeare's latest offering, acomedy entitled As You Like It, opened to
mixed reviewswith the Southwark Gazette declaring it ‘arollicking comedy of the highest order’ while
the Westminster Evening News described it as ‘tawdry rubbish from the Warwickshire shithouse. Mr
Shakespeare declined to comment as heis dready penning afollow-up.

Artidein Blackfriar New, September 1589

Weturned to find asmall man with wild, unkempt hair standing in the doorway. Hewas dressed in
Elizabethan clothesthat had seen far better days and his feet were bound with strips of cloth as makeshift
shoes. He twitched nervoudy and one eye was closed - but beyond thisthe smilarity to the
Shakespeares Bowden had found was unmistakable. A survivor. | took astep closer. Hisface was lined
and weathered and those teeth he still possessed were stained dark brown and worn. He must have been
at least seventy but it didn't matter. The genius that had been Shakespeare had died in 1616 but
genetically spesking he waswith usright now.

'William Shakespeare?



'I am aWilliam, sir, and my name is Shgakespeafe, he corrected.

'Mr Shgakespeafe,' | began again, unsure of how to explain exactly what | wanted, 'my nameis Thursday
Next and | have a Danish prince urgently in need of your help.'

Helooked from me to Bowden to Millon and then back to me again. Then asmile broke across his
wesathered features.

'O, wonder!" he said at last. "How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world, That has such peopleint!’

He stepped forward and shook our hands warmly; it didn't look as though he had seen anyone for a
while

'What happened to the others, Mr Shgakespeafe?

He beckoned usto follow him and then was off like agazelle. We had a hard job keeping up with him as
he darted down the |abyrinthine corridors, nimbly avoiding the rubbish and broken equipment. We caught
up with him when he stopped at a broken window that overlooked what had once been alarge exercise
compound. In the middle were two grassy mounds. It didn't take a huge amount of imagination to guess
what was undernegth them.

'O heart, heavy heart, Why sgh'st thou without breaking? murmured Shgakespeafe sorrowfully. "After
the daughter of so many peers by falsehood and by treachery, when will our great regenitors be
conquered?

'l only wish | could say your brotherswould be avenged,' | told him sadly, ‘but in al honesty the men
who did this are now dead themselves. | can only offer yoursalf and any otherswho survived my
protection.’

Hetook in every word carefully and seemed impressed by my candour. | looked beyond the mass
graves of the Shakespeares to several other mounds beyond. | had thought they might have cloned two
dozen or S0, not hundreds.

'Are there any other Shakespeares here? asked Bowden.

'Only mysdlf — yet the night echoes with the cries of my cousins,’ replied Shgakespeafe. 'Y ou will hear
them anon.’

Asif in answer there was a strange cry from the hills. We had heard something like it when Stig
dispatched the chimeraback in Swindon.

'We are not safe, Clarence, we are not safe,' said Shgakespeafe, looking around nervoudy. 'Follow me
and give me audience, friends.’

Heled usaong the corridor and into aroom that was full of desks set nestly in rows, each with a
typewriter upon it. Only one typewriter was anything like still functioning; around it stood stacks and
stacks of typewritten sheets of paper — the product of Shgakespeafe's outpourings. He led us across
and gave us some of hiswork to read, looking on expectantly as our eyes scanned the writing. It was,
disappointingly, nothing specid at al — merely scragps of existing plays cobbled together to give new
meaning. | tried to imagine the whole room full of Shakespeare clones clattering away at ther typewriters,
their mindsfilled with the Bard's plays, and scientists moving among them trying to find one, just one,
who had even one hdf the tdent of the origind.

Shgakespeafe beckoned usto the office next to the writing room, and there showed us mounds and



mounds of paperwork, al packaged in brown paper with the name of the Shakespeare clone who had
written it printed on alabdl. Asthe production of writing outstripped the ability to evauateit, the people
working here could only file what had been written and then store it for some unknown employeeinthe
future to peruse. | looked again at the mound of paperwork. There must have been twenty tons or more
in the storeroom. There was aholein the roof and the rain had got in; much of this smal mountain of
prose was damp, mouldy and unstable.

It would take an age to sort through it for anything of potentid brilliance,” mused Bowden, who had
arrived by my side. Perhaps, ultimately, the experiment had succeeded. Perhaps there was an equa of
Shakespeare buried in the mass grave outside, his work somewhere deep within the mountain of
unintdligible prose facing us. It was unlikely we would ever know, and if we did it would teach us nothing
new - except that it could be done and others might try. | hoped the mound of paperwork would just
dowly rot. In the pursuit of great art Goliath had perpetrated a crime that far outstripped anything | had
so far seen.

Millon took pictures, hisflashgun illuminating the dim intenor of the scriptorium. | shivered and decided |
needed to get away from the oppressiveness of theinterior. Bowden and | walked to the front of the
building and sat among the rubble on the front steps, just next to afalen satue of Socratesthat held a
banner proclaiming the vaue of the pursuit of knowledge.

'Do you think welll have trouble persuading Shgakespeafe to come with us? he asked.

Asif in answer, Shgakespesfe walked cautioudy from the building. He earned a battered suitcase and
blinked in the harsh sunlight. Without waiting to be asked he got in the back of the car and started to
scribble in anotebook with a pencil stub.

'Doesthat answer your question?

The sun dropped below the hill in front of usand the air suddenly felt colder. Every timetherewasa
strange noise from the hills Shgakespeafe jumped and |ooked around nervoudy, then continued to
scribble. | wasjust about to fetch Stig when he gppeared from the building carrying three enormous
leather-bound volumes.

'Did you find what you needed?

He passed methe first book, which | opened at random. It was, | discovered, a Goliath biotech manual
for building aNeandertha. The page | had sdlected gave a detailed description of the Neandertha hand.

'A complete manud,' he said dowly. 'With it we can make children.’

| handed back the volume and he placed it with the othersin the boot of the car. There was another
unearthly wall in the distance.

‘A deadly groan,’ muttered Shgakespeafe, Sitting lower in his sedt, like life and death's departing!”

'We had better get going,' | said. "Thereis something out there and I've afedling we should leave before it
getstooinquigtive.

'Chimera? asked Bowden. 'To be honest we've seen the grand total of none from the moment we came
in here!

"We do not see them because they do not wish to be seen,’ observed Stig. 'There are chimera here.
Dangerous chimera'



"Thanks, Stig,' said Millon, dabbing his brow with ahandkerchief, ‘that'sared help.'
'Itisthetruth, Mr de Floss!'
'Wdll, keep the truth to yourself in future.'

| shut the rear door as soon as Stig had wedged himself in next to Shgakespeafe and climbed in the front
passenger seet. Bowden drove off asrapidly asthe car would allow.

'Millon, isthere any other route out that doesn't take us through that heavily wooded area where we
found the other cars?

He consulted the map for amoment.

'‘No. Why?

'Becauseit looked like a good place for an ambush.'
‘Thisredly gets better and better, doesn't it?

'On the contrary,’ replied Stig, who took all speech at face value, 'thisis not good at al. Wefind the
prospect of being eaten by chimeras extremely awkward.'

'‘Awkward? echoed Millon. 'Being eaten is awkward?

'Indeed,’ said Stig, ‘the Neanderthd instruction manuas are far more important than we.!'
"That's your opinion,' retorted Millon. 'Right now there is nothing more important than me.'
'How very human,’ replied Stig smply.

We sped up the road, drove back through the rock cutting and headed towards the wood.

‘By the pricking of my thumbs,’ remarked Shgakespesfe in an ominous tone of voice, 'something wicked
thisway comed!’

‘There!" yelled Millon, pointing aquivering finger out of the window. | caught aglimpse of alarge beast
before it vanished behind afallen oak, then another jumping from one tree to another. They weren't hiding
themselves any more. We could al see them as we drove down the wooded road, past the abandoned
cars. Lolloping beasts of aragged shape flitted through the woods, experimentd creations of an industry
before regulation. We heard a thump as one legpt out of the woods, sprang upon the stedl roof of the car
and then disappeared with awhoop into the forest. | looked out of the rear window and saw something
unspeakably nasty scrabble across the road behind us. | drew my automatic and Stig wound down the
window, tranquilliser gun at the ready. We rounded the next corner and Bowden stamped on the brakes.
A row of chimeras had placed themselves across the road. Bowden threw the car into reverse but atree
came crashing down behind us, cutting off our escape. We had driven into the trap, the trap was sprung
— and al that remained wasfor the trapper to do with the trapped whatever they wished.

'How many? 1 asked.
"Ten up front,’ said Bowden.
"Two dozen behind, answered Stig.

'Lotsether sde!’ quivered Millon, who was more used to making up factsto fit his bizarre congpiracy



theoriesthan actualy witnessing any first hand.
'What asignitisof evil life,” murmured Shgakespeafe, "Where desth's gpproach is seen so terrible!’
‘Okay," | muttered, ‘everyone stay cam and when | say, open fire.'

'Wewill not survive,' said Stig in amatter-of-fact tone. "'Too many of them, not enough of us. We suggest
adifferent strategy .

'‘And that is?
Stig was momentarily lost for words.
'We do not know. Just different.’

The chimeras davered and emitted low moans as they moved closer. Each one was a kal el doscope of
varying body parts, asthough their creators had been indulging in some sort of perverse genetic
mix-and-match one-upmanship.

"When | count to three rev up and drop the clutch,’ | instructed Bowden. 'The rest of you open up with
everything weve got.' | handed Bowden's gun to Floss. 'Know how to use one of these?

He nodded and flipped off the safety.
'One...Two..".

| stopped counting because a cry from the woods had startled the chimeras. Those that had ears pricked
them up, paused, then began to depart in fright. It wasn't an occasion for relief. Chimeras are bad but
something that frightened chimeras could only be worse. We heard the cry again.

"It sounds human,’ murmured Bowden.
'How human? added Millon.

Therefollowed severd more cries from more than oneindividua, and asthe last of the terrified chimeras
vanished into the undergrowth | breathed asigh of relief. A group of men gppeared out of the brush to
our right. They were al extremely short and wore the faded and tattered uniform of what appeared to be
the French army. Some wore shabby cockaded hats, others had no jackets at al and some only adirty
white linen shirt. My redlief was short-lived. They stood at the edge of the forest and regarded us
suspicioudy, heavy cudgelsin their hands.

'‘Qu'est-ce que C'est? said one, pointing at us.

'‘Anglais? said another.

'Lesroshifs? Ici, en France? said athird in ashocked tone.
'Non, ce n'est pas possible!’

It didn't take ageniusto figure out who they were.

'A gang of Napoleons," hissed Bowden. 'Looks like Goliath weren't just trying to eterndise the Bard. The
military potentia of cloning aNapoleon in his prime would be consderable.’

The Napoleons stared at us for amoment and then talked among themselvesin low tones, had an



argument, gesticulated wildly, raised their voices and generally disagreed with one another.
‘Let'sgo,’ | whispered to Bowden.

But as soon as the car clunked into gear the Napoleons leaped into action with cries of: *Au secours! Les
roshifs'séchappent! N'oubliez pas Agincourt! Vite! Vite!" and then rushed the car. Stig got off a shot
and managed to tranq a particularly vicious-looking Napoleon in the thigh. They smashed their cudgels
againgt the car, broke the windows and sent a cascade of broken glassdl over us. | thumped the central
door-locking mechanism with my elbow as a Napoleon grappled with my door handle. | was just about
to fire at point-blank range into the face of another Napoleon when there was a tremendous explosion
thirty yardsin front of us. The car was rocked by the blast and enveloped momentarily in adrifting cloud
of smoke.

'Sacrebleu!” shrieked Napoleon, breaking off the attack. 'Le Grand Nez! Avancez, mes amis, mart
aux ennemis de la République!’

'Gol" | shouted at Bowden, who, despite having been struck a glancing blow by Napoleon, was il just
about conscious. The car juddered away and | grabbed the steering wheel to avoid aband of twenty or
s0 Wélingtons of varying degrees of shabbiness who were streaming past the car in their haste to dispose
of Napoleon.

'Up, guards, and at them!" | heard Wellington shout as we gathered speed down the road, past a
smoking artillery piece and the abandoned cars we had seen on the way in. Within afew minuteswe
were clear of the wood and the battling factions, and Bowden dowed down.

'Everyone okay?

They al answered in the affirmative, although they were not unscathed. Millon was till ashen and | took
Bowden's gun off him just in case. Stig had a bruise coming up on his cheek and | had severd cuts on my
facefromtheglass.

'Mr Shgakespeafe,' | asked, 'are you okay?
'Look about you," he said grimly, 'security givesway to conspiracy.’

We droveto the gates, out of Area 21 and through the darkening evening sky to the Welsh border, and
home.

A
S 2vikx and Cindy

KAINE 'FICTIONAL' CLAIMSBOURNEMOUTH MAN

Retired gas-fitter Mr Martin Piffco made the ludicrous comment yesterday, claiming that the beloved
leader of the nation was Ssmply afictiona character ‘cometo life. Speaking from the Bournemouth Home
for the Exceedingly Odd where he has been committed 'for his own protection’, Mr Piffco was more
gpecific and likened Mr Y orrick Kaineto aminor character with an over-inflated opinion of himself ina
Daphne Farquitt book entitled At Long Last Lust. The Chancellor's office dubbed the report ‘a
coincidence”, but ordered that the Farquitt book be confiscated nonetheless. Mr Piffco, who faces
ungpecified charges, made newslast year when he made asimilar outrageous claim regarding Kaine and
Galiath investing in 'mind-controlling experiments.



Articlein the Bournemouth Bugle, 15 March 1987

| awoke and gazed at Landen in the early morning light that had started to creep around the bedroom.
Hewas snoring ever so quietly and | gave him along hug before | got up, wrapped mysdf in adressing
gown and tiptoed past Friday's room on my way downstairs to make some coffee. | walked into
Landen's study as | waited for the kettle to boil, sat down at the piano and played a very quiet chord.
The sun crept above the roof of the house opposite at that precise moment and cast afinger of orange
light across the room. | heard the kettle click off and returned to the kitchen to make the coffee. Asl
poured the hot water on the grounds there was a small wail from upstairs. | paused to see whether
another ‘would follow it. A snglewail might only be astirring and he could be left done. Two wailsor
more would be Hungry Boy, eager for agallon or two of porridge. There was a second wail ten seconds
later and | was just about to go and get him when | heard athump and a scraping as Landen pulled on his
leg and then walked aong the corridor to Friday's room. There were more footsteps as he returned to his
room, then silence. | relaxed, took asip of coffee and sat at the kitchen table, deep in thought.

The Superhoop was tomorrow and | had my team — the question was, would it make a difference?
There was a chance we might find acopy of At Long Last Lust, too— but | wasn't counting on this,
either. Of equal chance and equal risk of failure was Shgakespeafe being ableto unravel The Merry
Wives of Elsinore, and Mycroft coming up with an ovi-negator a short notice. But none of these
pressing matters was foremost in my mind: most important to me wasthat at eleven o'clock this morning
Cindy would try to kill mefor thethird and find time. Shewould fail, and shewould die. | thought of
Spike and Betty and picked up the phone. | figured held be a heavy deeper and was right — Cindy
answered the phone.

It's Thursday.'
‘Thisisprofessionally very unethica,’ said Cindy in adeepy voice. 'What'sthetime?

'Half six. Listen, | rang to suggest that it'd be agood ideaiif you stayed at home today and didn't go to
work.'

There was a pause.

'l can't dothat, she said at last. 'I've arranged childcare and everything. But there's nothing to stop you
getting out of town and never returning.

"Thisismy town too, Cindy.'
'Leave now or the Next family crypt will be up for adusting.’
'l won't do that.'

"Then," replied Cindy with asigh, ‘we've got nothing else to discuss. I'll see you later — dthough | doubt
you'll seeme!

The linewent dead and | gently replaced thereceiver. | felt sick. Thewife of agood friend would die
today and it didn't feel good.

'What's the matter? said avoice close at hand. Y ou seem upset.’
It was Mrs Tiggy-Winkle.

'No," | replied, ‘everything'sjust asit should be. Thanksfor dropping round; I've found usaWilliam
Shakespeare. HE's not the original, but close enough for our purposes. He's in this cupboard.



| opened the cupboard door and a very startled Shgakespeafe looked up from where he had been
scribbling by the light of a candle end he had stuck upon his head. The wax had begun to run down his
face, but he didn't seem to mind.

'Mr Shgakespedfe, thisisthe hedgehog | wastelling you about.’

He shut his notebook and stared at Mrs Tiggy-Winkle. He wasn't the dightest bit afraid or surprised -
after the abominations he'd dodged on an almost daily basisin Area 21, | suspect asix-foot-tal
hedgehog was something of ardief. Mrs Tiggy-Winkle curtsyed gracefully.

'Delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr Shgakespeafe,' she said politely. 'Will you comewith me,
please?

"‘Who wasthat? Landen called out as he walked downstairs alittle later.

It was Mrs Tiggy-Winkle picking up a William Shakespeare clonein order to save Hamlet from
permanent destruction.’

'Y ou can't ever be serious, can you? Helaughed as he gave me ahug. | had smuggled Shgakespeafe into
the house without Landen seeing. | know you're meant to be honest and truthful to your spouse but |
thought there might be alimit, and if therewas | didn't want to reach it too soon.

Friday came down to breskfast ten minuteslater. He looked touded, deepy and abit grumpy.
'Quis nostrud laboris, he moaned. 'Nisi ut aliquip ex consequat.’

| gave him sometoast and rummaged in the cupboard under the stairsfor my bullet-proof vest. All my
stuff was now back at Landen's house asif | had never moved out. Sidedlips are confusing, but you can
get used to dmost anything.

'Why are you wearing a bullet-proof vest?

It was Landen. Drat. | should have put it on at the station.
'What bullet-proof vest?

‘The oneyou'retrying to put on.’

'Oh, that one. No reason. Ligten, if Friday gets hungry you can always give him asnack. Helikes
bananas— you may have to buy some more, and if agorillacals, it'sonly that Mrs Bradshaw | was
telling you about.’

'Don't change the subject. How can you go to work wearing avest for "'no reason?
'It'saprecaution.’

'Insuranceisa precaution. A vest means you're taking unnecessary risks.'

'I'd be taking a bigger one without it."

'What's going on, Thursday?

| waved ahand vaguely inthe air and tried to make light of it.

"Jugt an assassin. A small one. Barely worth thinking about.’



'Which one?
'l can't remember. Window . . . something.'

"The Windowmaker ? A contract with her and you stick to reading short stories? Sixty-seven known
victims?

'Sixty-eight if shedid Samuel Pring.’

"That's not important. Why didn't you tell me?

I ... 1 ... didn't want you to worry.’

He rubbed hisface with his hands and stared at me for amoment, then sighed deeply.
‘Thisisthe Thursday Next | married, isn't it?

| nodded my head.

Hewrapped hisarms around me and held metightly.

'Will you be careful ? hewhispered in my ear.

'I'm dways careful.

'No, really careful. The sort of careful that you should be when you have a husband and son who'd be
surpremely pissed off if they wereto lose you?

'Ah," | whispered back, 'that sort of careful. Yes, | will.'

We kissed and | Ve croed up the vest, put my shirt over thetop of it and my shoulder holster on top of
this. | kissed Friday and told him to be good, then kissed Landen again.

I'll seeyou thisevening,' | told him, ‘and that'sapromise.’

| drove to Wanborough to find Joffy. He was officiating at aGSD civil union ceremony and | had to wait
in the back of thetemple ' until he had finished. | had sometime before | had to dedl with Cindy, and
looking more closdly into St Zvlkx seemed like agood way to fill it. Millon'sideathat Zvikx wasn't a seer
but a rogue member of the ChronoGuard involved in some sort of timecrime seemed, on the face of i,
unlikely. Y ou couldn't hide from the ChronoGuard. They would always find you. Perhaps not here and
now, but then and there— when you least expected it. Long before you even thought about doing
something wrong. The ChronoGuard |eft no trace, either. With the perpetrator gone, then the timecrime
never happened ether. Very nest, very clever. But with the historical record so closdly scrutinised and
the ChronoGuard themsalves giving Zvikx the sed of gpprova, how on earth did Zvlkx - if he was afake
— get around the system?

'Hello, Doofud!' said Joffy as the happy couple kissed outside the church in ashower of confetti. "What
brings you here?

'St ZvIkx — whereis he?
'He got the businto Swindon this morning. Why?

| outlined my suspicions.



"Zvlkx arogue member of the ChronoGuard? But why? What's he up to? Why risk permanent
eradication for dubious fame as a thirteenth-century seer?

'How much did he get from the Toast Marketing Board?
Twenty-fivegrand.’
'Hardly afortune. Can we look in hisroom?

‘Outrageous!’ replied Joffy. 'l would be guilty of ashameful breach of trust if | wereto dlow aroom
search in his absence. | have aspare key here!’

Zvlkx's room was much as you would suppose a monk's cell to be - spartan in the extreme. He dept on
amattress stuffed with straw and had only atable and chair asfurniture. On the table was aBible. It was
only after we started searching that we found a CD Wakman under the mattress along with afew copies
of Big & Bouncy and Fast Horse.

'A betting man? | asked.

'Drinking, betting, smoking, wenching— hedidit al.’

"The magazines show he can read English, too. What are you looking for, Joff?
Joffy had been rummeaging under the pillow.

'His Book of Revealtments. Heusualy hidesit here!’

'So! Y ou've searched his room before. Suspicious?

Joffy looked sheepish.

'I'm afraid so. His behaviour islesslikethat of asaint and morelike that of, well, a chegp vulgarian -
when | trandate | have to make certain . . . adjustments.’

| pulled out his desk drawer and turned it over. Stuck to the bottom was an envelope.

'Bingo!"

It contained a single one-way Gravitube ticket to Bdi. Joffy raised his eyebrows and we exchanged
nervous glances. Zvlkx was definitely up to something.

Joffy accompanied meinto Swindon and we drove up and down the streets trying to find the wayward
saint. Wevidited the site of hisold cathedral a Tesco's but couldn't find him, so went on acircuit that
took in the law courts, the SpecOps building and the theetre before driving past the university and down
Commercid Road. Joffy spotted him outside Pete & Dave's, lumbering up the street.

Theredl'
' seehim.'

We abandoned the car and trotted to keep up with the scruffy figure dressed in only ablanket. It was
just bad luck that he glanced furtively behind and spotted us. He darted across the street. | don't know
whether hislank and uncut hair had got in hiseyes, or he had forgotten about traffic during his stay in the
Dark Ages, but he didn't look where he was going and ran straight in front of abus. His head cracked
the windscreen and his bony body was thrown sideways on to the pavement with a thump. Joffy and |



werefirst on the scene. A younger man might have survived rdatively unscathed, but Zvikx, his body
weakened through poor diet and disease, didn't stand much of a chance. He was coughing and crawling
with al the strength he could muster towards the entrance of the nearest shop.

'Easy, Your Grace, murmured Joffy, laying ahand on his shoulder and stopping him moving. '
You're going to be all right.'

'‘Bollocks,' said Zvlkx in agtate of exasperation, ‘bollocks, bollocks, bollocks. :Survived the
plague to get hit by a sodding number twenty-three bus. Bollocks.

'Wheat did he say?

'He's annoyed.

'Who are you? | said. 'Are you ChronoGuard?

His eyesflicked across to mine and he groaned. Not only dying, but dying and rumbled.
He made another attempt to reach the doorway and collapsed.

‘Someone cdl for an ambulance!’ ydled out Joffy

'It's too late for that,' Zvlkx muttered. 'Too late for me, too late for all of us. This wasn't
how it toas meant to turn out; time is out of joint - anb it wan't be for me to set it
right. Joffy, take this and use it wisely as | would not have done. Bury me in the
grounds of my cathedral - and don't tell them who | was. | lived a sinner but I'd like
to die a saint, Oh, and if a fat slapper named Shirley tells you | promised her a
thousand quid, she's a bloody liar.

He coughed again, shivered for amoment and stopped moving. | placed my hand on his grimy neck but
could fed no pulse.

'What did he say?

‘Something about an overweight lady named Shirley, time being out of joint - and using his Revea ments
as| seefit!

'What did he mean by that? That his Revealment is not going to come true?
'l don't know — but he handed methis!'

It was Zvlkx's Book of Reveal ments. Joffy flicked through the yellowed pages, which outlined in Old
English every supposed prophecy he had made, next to an anthmetic sum of some sort. Joffy closed
Zvlkx's eyes and placed hisjacket over the dead saint's head. A crowd had gathered, including a
policeman, who took charge. Joffy hid the book and we stood to one side as the blare of an ambulance
started up in the distance. The owner of the shop had come out and told us that tramps dying on his
doorstep was bad for business but changed his mind when he found out who it was.

'My goodness!' he said in arespectful tone. 'Imagineared live saint honouring us with his death on our
doorstep!’

| nudged Joffy and pointed at the shopfront. It was a betting shop.

Typica!" snorted Joffy. 'If he hadn't died trying to get to the booki€e's it would have been the brothe. The
only reason | knew he wouldn't be at the pub is because it's not opening time.’



Startled, | looked at my watch. It was 10.50. Cindy. | had been thinking about St Zvlkx so much | had
forgotten al about her. | backed into the doorway and glanced around. No sign of her, of course, but
then she was the best. | thought at first that the fact a crowd had gathered was good, as she would be
unlikely to want to kill innocent people, but changed my mind when | redised that Cindy's creed of
respect for innocent life could be written in very large | etters on the back of amatchbox. | had to get
away from the crowd in case someone el se was hurt. | dashed off up Commercial Road and was
approaching the corner with Granville Street when | stopped abruptly. Cindy had walked around the
corner. My hand automatically closed around the butt of my gun but | paused, al of asudden uncertain.
Shewas not done. She had Spike with her.

'Wel!" said Spike, looking beyond me to the melee in the street behind me. 'What's going on here?
‘The death of Zvlkx, Spike!

| was staring at Cindy, who stared back at me. | could see only one of her hands. The other was hidden
in her handbag. She had failed twice - how far would she go to kill me? In broad daylight with her
husband aswitness? | was standing awkwardly with my hand on my automatic but it was il inits
holgter. | had to trust my father. He had been right about her on the previous attempt. | pulled out my gun
and pointed it at her. There was agasp from several passers-by, who scattered.

‘Thursday? yelled Spike. 'What the hell is going on? Put that down!*
'No, Spike. Cindy isn't alibrarian, she'sthe Windowmaker.'

Spike looked at me, then at his petite wife, and laughed.

'Cindy, an assasin? Y ou're joking!'

'‘She'sdelusond and I'm frightened, Spikey," whimpered Cindy, in her best pathetic girlievoice. 'l don't
know what she's talking abouit. |'ve never even held agun!’

"Very dowly take your hand out of your handbag, Cindy.'

But it was Spike who made the next move. He pulled out his gun and pointed it — at me.
'Put the gun down, Thurs. I've dways liked you but | have no problem making this choice.”
| bit my lip but didn't stop staring at Cindy.

'Ever wondered why she was paid cash to do those freelance library jobs? Why her brother works for
the CIA? Why her parents were killed by police marksmen? Have you ever heard of librarians being
killed by the police?

‘There's an explanation for it dl, Spikey!" whined Cindy. Kill her! She's mad!'

| saw her game now. She wasn't even going to do the job hersdlf. In broad daylight, her husband pulls
thetrigger and it'sdl lega: agood man defending hiswife. She was good. She was the best. She wasthe
Windowmaker. A contract with her and you're deader than corduroy.

'She has a contract out on me, Spike. Already tried to kill me on two occasions—!"
'Put down the gun, Thursday!'
'Spikey, I'm frightened!’



'Cindy, | want to see both your hands!’
'DROP THE GUN, Thursday!'

We had reached an impasse. As | stood there with Spike pointing agun at my head and with me pointing
my gun a Cindy's, | realised thiswas quite possibly the worst situation to bein. If | lowered my gun,
Cindy would kill me. If I didn't lower my gun, Spikewould kill me. If | killed Cindy, Spikewould kill me.
Try as| might, | couldn't think of a scenario that didn't end in my own death. Tricky, to say theleast. And
it was then that the grand piano fell on her.

I'd never heard apiano falling thirty feet on to concrete before, but it was exactly as| imagined. A sort of
musica concussion that reverberated around the street. As chance would have it the piano - a Steinway
baby, | learned later - missed usdll. It wasthe stool that hit Cindy, and she went down like a sack of
cod. Onelook at her and we both knew it was bad. A serious head wound and a badly broken neck. It
was atime of mixed emotionsfor Spike. Grief and shock at the accident but also redlisation that | had
been right — still clagped in Cindy's hand was aslenced .38 revolver.

'No!" ydled Spike, placing his hand gently upon her pale cheek. 'Not again!’

Cindy groaned weskly as the policeman who had been dedling with St Zvikx rushed up with two
paramedics at hisside.

'Y ou should have told me," Spike muttered, refusing to look a me, his powerful shoulders quivering
dightly astearsrolled down his cheeks.

'I'm so sorry, Spike!

Hedidn't reply but moved aside so the paramedics could try to stabilise her.

'Who is she? asked the policeman. 'In fact, who are you two?

'SpecOps,' we said in unison, producing our badges.

'‘And thisis Cindy Stoker," said Spike sadly, 'the assassin known as the Windowmaker - and my wife.'

35
What Thursday Did Next

KAINIAN GOVERNMENT TO FUND ‘ANTI-SMOTE SHIELD'

Mr Y orrick Kaine yesterday announced plansto set up adefensive network to counter the growing
threat of God's wrath unto His creations. Specific details of the "anti-smote shield' are il classed top
secret but defence experts and top theol ogians have both agreed that a system might be in place within
fiveyears. Kainesfollowers point to the smoting of the smal town of Owestry with a'ram of cleansing
fire' last October and the Rutland plague of toads. 'Both Oswestry and Rutland are wake-up callsto our
nation, said Mr Kaine. They may have been sinful but ultimate retribution without due process of law is
something that | will not tolerate. In today's modern world where the accepted definition of Sin has
become blurred we need to protect ourselves against an over-zealous deity keen to promote an outdated
st of rules. It isfor this reason that we are investing in anti-smote technology.' The 14bn contract will be
awarded exclusively to Goliath Wespons. Inc.

Artidein The Mole, July 1988



The news networks had afield day. The death of St Zvikx so soon after hisresurrection raised afew
eyebrows, but the Windowmaker's somewhat bizarre accident while ‘on assignment’ became a sensation,
supplanting even the upcoming Superhoop from the front pages. Incredibly, despite severe interna
injuries and a devastating head wound, she didn't die. She was taken to St Septyk'’s, where they battled
to stabilise her. Not from any great sense of mora duty, you understand, but because she could finger the
Sxty-seven or sixty-eight clientswho had paid her to carry out her foul trade, and thiswas aprize the
prosecutors were keen to claim. Within an hour of her coming out of surgery, three attempts by
underworld bosses had been made to silence her for good. She was moved to the secure ward at the
Kingsdown home for the criminaly insane, and there she stayed, comatose, attached to aventilator.

'Spikewas right. | should have told him earlier,’ | said to Gran, "or tipped off the authorities or
something!”

Granny Next wasfedling alot better today. Although greatly enfeebled by her advanced years, she had
actualy walked around for a bit this morning. When | arrived she had her reading glasses on and was
surrounded by stacks of well-read tomes. The kind of thing one generally reads for study, and rarely for
pleasure.

'But you didn't,’ she replied, looking over the top of her spectacles, 'and your father knew you wouldn't
when hetold you.'

'He aso0 said that | would decide whether shelived or died, but he was wrong — it's out of my hands
now.' | rubbed my scalp and sighed. 'Poor Spike. He'staking it very badly.’

'Whereishe?

'Still being interviewed by SO-9. They got an agent down from London who's been after her for over ten
years. I'd be there yet but for Flanker.'

'Hanker? queried Gran. 'What did he do?

'He cameto thank mefor leading SO-14 to a huge stockpile of hidden Danish literature.’
'l thought you weretrying not to help them?

| shrugged.

'So did I. How was | to know the Danish underground redlly were using the Audtrdian Writers Guild as
adepository?

'Did you tdl them it was Kaine who had paid her to kill you?

'No," | said, looking down. 'l don't know who | can trust and the last thing | need isto be taken into
protective custody or anything. If I'm not at the touchline tomorrow for the Superhoop, the Neanderthals
won't play.’

‘But thereisgood news, surely?

'Yes,' | said, brightening somewhat. 'We got some Danish books out of the country, Hamlet ison the
mend — and | got Landen back.’

Gran stared a me and lifted my face with her hand.

'For good"



| looked down at my wedding ring.
"Twenty-four hours and counting.’

"They did the sameto me." Gran sighed, taking off her glasses and rubbing her eyes with abony hand.
'We were very happy for over forty years until he was taken away again — thistimein amore natura
and inevitable way. And that was over thirty years ago.’

Shefel slent for amoment, and to distract her | told her about St Zvikx, his degth and his Reved ments,
and how little of it made any sense. Time-travelling paradoxes tended to make my head spin.

'‘Sometimes," said Gran, holding up the cover of the Svindon Evening Globe, ‘thefactsaredl in front of
us- we just haveto get themin theright order.’

| took the picture and stared at it. It had been taken afew seconds after the piano stoal fell on Cindy. |
hadn't realised how far the wreckage of the Steinway had scattered. A little way down the road the
londly figure of Zvikx was il lying on the pavement, abandoned in the drama.

‘Can | keep this?

'Of course. Be careful, my dear — remember that your father can't warn you of every single one of your
potential demises— invulnerability isreserved only for superheroes. The croquet find isfar from won
and anything can happen in the next twenty-four hours.’

| thanked her for her kind words, plumped up her pillowsfor her and then departed.

'A Neandertha defence? repeated Aubrey and Alf when | found them taking "pegging out' practice at the
croquet stadium. They had threatened to firemeif | didn't tell them what | was up to.

'Of course, any team would spend millionstrying to get aNeandertha on the sde - but they just won't do
it

'I've dready got them. Y ou can't pay them and | redlly don't know how they will work as ateam with
humans - | get the fedling that they'll be ateam of their own within your team.’

'l don't care,' said Aubrey, leaning on his mallet and sweeping ahand in the direction of the squad. 'l was
fooling mysdlf. Biffo'stoo old, Smudger has adrink problem and Snakeis mentally unstable. Georgeis
okay and | can handle mysdlf but afresh crop of talent hasinfused the Whackers team. They'll be
fielding peoplelike "Bonecrusher" McSneed.

Hewasn't kidding. A mysterious benefactor - probably Goliath — had given avast amount of money to
the Whackers. Enough for them to buy almost anyone they wanted. Goliath were taking no chances that
the seventh Reved ment would be fulfilled.

'So were dill in the game with five Thais?
'Yes,' said Aubrey with asmile, ‘were dill in the game!’

| dropped in to see Mum on the way home, ostensibly to take Hamlet and the dodos round to Landen's
place. | found my mother in the kitchen with Bismarck, who seemed to bein the middle of telling her a
joke.

... and then the white horse he says. "What, Erich?"

'Oh, Herr B!" said my mother, giggling and dapping him on the shoulder. 'Y ou are awag!’



She noticed me standing there.
"Thursday! Areyou okay? | heard on the radio there was some sort of accident involving apiano. . .

I'mfine, Mum, redlly.’ | stared coldly at the Prussian Chancellor, who, | had decided, wastaking liberties
with my mother's affections. ‘Good afternoon, Herr Bismarck. So, you haven't sorted out the
Schleswig-Holstein question yet?

'l anwaiting ill for the Danish prime minigter,' replied Bismarck, rising to greet me, 'but | am growing
impatient.’

'l expect him very soon, Herr Bismarck,' said my mother, putting the kettle on the stove. 'Would you like
acup of teawhileyoure waiting?

He bowed politely again.
‘Only if Battenberg cake we will be having.'

'I'm suretheresabit left over if that naughty Mr Hamlet hasn't eaten it!" Her face dropped when she
discovered that, indeed, naughty Mr Hamlet had eaten it. 'Oh dear! Would you like an dmond dice
instead?

Bismarck's eyebrows twitched angrily.

'Everywhere | turn the Danish are mocking my person and the German confederation, he intoned angrily,
smacking hisfist into his open palm. Theincorporation of the Duchy of Schleswig into the Danish Sate
overlooked | might have, but personal Battenberg insult | will not. It iswar!'

'Hang on aminute, Otto," said my mother, who, having brought up alarge family dmost single-handed,
waswdll placed to sort out the whole Battenberg-Schleswig-Holstein issue, 'l thought we'd agreed that
you weren't going to invade Denmark?

"That was then, thisis now, muttered the Chancellor, puffing out his chest so aggressively that one of his
brass buttons shot across the room and struck Pickwick aglancing blow on the back of the head.
'Choice: Mr Hamlet for his behaviour gpologises on behalf of Danish people, or we go to war!’

'He'staking to that nice conflict resolution man at the moment,’ replied my mother in an anxioustone.

Thenit iswar,' announced Bismarck, sitting down at the table and having an amond dice anyway. 'More
talk is pointless. Return | wish to 1863

But then the door opened. It was Hamlet. He stared at us al and looked, well, different.

'Ah!" he said, drawing hissword. 'Bismarck! Y our aggressive stance against Denmark is at an end.
Prepare ... to die!

The conflict resolution talk had obvioudy affected him deeply. Bismarck, unmoved by the sudden threat
to hislife, drew apistol.

'So! Battenberg you finish behind my back, yes?
And they might have killed one another there and then if Mum and | hadn't intervened.

‘Hamlet!' | said. 'Killing Bismarck won't get your father back, now, will it?



‘Otto!" sad Mum. 'Killing Hamlet won't dter the fedings of the Schleswiggers, now, will it?

| took Hamlet into the hall and tried to explain why sudden retributive action might not be such agood
ideaafter dl.

'| disagree,' he said, swishing his sword through the air. Thefirst thing | shal do when | get homeiskill
that murdering uncle of mine, marry Ophelia and take on Fortmbrass. Better till, | shal invade Norway
in apre-emptive bid, and then Sweden and — what's the one next to that?

'Finland?
That'sthe one!'

He placed his|eft hand on his hip and lunged aggressvely with his sword at someimaginary foe.
Pickwick made the mistake of walking into the corridor at that precise moment and made a startled
plooock noise asthe point of Hamlet's rapier stopped two inches from her head. She looked unsteady
for amoment, then fainted clean away.

"That conflict management specidist redly taught me athing or two, Miss Next. Apparently, my problem
was an unresolved or latent conflict — the death of my father — that perssts and festersin an individua
— me. To face up to problems we must meet those conflicts head on and resolve them to the best of our
ability!'

It wasworse than | thought.
'So you won't pretend to be mad and talk alot, then?

'No need,’ replied Hamlet, laughing. Thetime for talking is over. Polomuswill be for the high jump, too.
Assoon as| marry hisdaughter helll befired as adviser and made chief librarian or something. Yes,
we're going to have some changes around my play, | cantell you.'

'What about building tol erances between opponents for alongstanding peaceful and ultimately rewarding
coexistence between the conflicting parties?

'l think he was going to cover that in the second session. It doesn't matter. By thistime tomorrow
Hamlet will be adynamic tale of one man's revenge and rise to power asthe single greatest king
Denmark has ever seen. It'sthe end of Hamlet the ditherer and the beginning of Hamlet the man of
action! There's something rotten in the state of Denmark and Hamlet says. . . it's payback time!'

Thiswasbad. | couldn't send him back until Mrs Tiggy-Winkle and Shgakespeafe had sorted his play
out, and in this Sate there was no saying what he was capable of. | had to think fast.

'‘Good idea, Hamlet. But before that | think you might like to know that Danish people are being insulted
and maigned herein England, and that Kierkegaard, Andersen, Branner, Blixen and Farquitt are having
their books burned.’

Hewent quiet and stared at me with dumbstruck horror in hiseyes.
'l am doing what | can to stop this,' | went on, 'but—'

'Daphne's books are being burned?

'Y ou know of her?

'Of course. I'm abig fan. We have to have something to do during thoselong winters at Elsnore. Mum's



abig fan, too -athough my uncle prefers Catherine Cookson. But enough talk," he carried on, his
post-prevarication non-hesitative brain clicking over rapidly, ‘what shall we do about it?

'Everything hinges on us winning the Superhoop tomorrow, but we need a show of forcein case Kaine
tries anything. Can you get together as many Danish supporters asyou can?

'Isit very important?
‘It could bevitd.'

Hamlet's eyes flashed with stedly resolution. He picked his skull off the hdl table, placed ahand on my
shoulder and struck a dramatic pose.

'By tomorrow morning, my friend, you will have more Danes than you know whét to do with. But stay
thisidle chitter-chatter; | must away!'

And without another word he was out of the door. From all-talk-no-action he was now
all-action-no-talk. | should never have brought himinto the real world.

'By theway,' said Hamlet, who had popped his head back around the door, 'you won't tell Ophelia
about Emma, will you? 'My lipsare sedled.’

| gathered up the dodos and popped them in the car, then drove home. | had called Landen to say | was
unhurt soon after Cindy's accident. He said held known al dong I'd cometo no harm, and | promised
that 1'd avoid assassins where possible from now on. | couldn't pull up outside the house as there were a
least three news vans, so | parked round the back, walked through the aleyway, nodded a greeting to
Millon and walked across the back lawn to the French windows.

‘Lipsum!" said Friday, running up to give me ahug. | picked him up as Alan sized up his new home,
trying to work out the areas of highest potential mischief.

‘Therésatelegram for you on the table," said Landen, 'and if you're feding masochistic the presswould
love you to reiterate how the Malletswill win tomorrow.’

'Well, I'm not,' | replied, tearing open the telegram. 'How wasyour . . .'

My voicetrailed off as| read the telegram. It was clear and to the point.

WE HAVE UNFINISHED BUSINESS. COME ALONE, NO TRICKS, HANGAR D, SWINDON AIRPARK —KAINE.
'Darling? | called out.

'Y es? came Landen's voice from upgtairs.

'l haveto go out.’

'Assassins?

'No — mega omaniac tyrants keen on globa domination.’
'Do you want meto wait up?

'No, but Friday needs abath— and don't forget behind the ears.’



36
Kaine versus Next

ANTI-SMOTE TECHNOLOGY FACESCRITICISM

Leading churchmen were not keen on Mr Kaine s use of anti-smote technology. "We're not sure Mr
Kaine can place hiswill above that of God," said a nervous bishop, who preferred not to be named, 'but
if God decidesto smote something, then we think He probably has very good reason to do so." Athelsts
weren't impressed by Kaines plans, nor do they believe that the cleansing of Oswestry was anything but
an unlucky hit by ameteorite. This smacks of the usual Kainian policy of kegping us cowed and afraid,’
said Rupert Smercc of Ipswich. 'While the popul ation worries about non-existent threats from a product
of mankinds need for meaning in adark and bruta world, Kaineisraising taxes and blaming the Danes
for everything.' Not everyone was so forthright in their condemnation. Mr Pascoe, official spokesman of
the Federated Agnostics, claimed: There might be something in the whole smoting thing, but we're not
sure!’

Artidein The Mole, July 1988

It was night when | arrived at Swindon Airpark's maintenance depot. Although arships still droned out
into the night sky from the terminal opposite, this side of the field was deserted and empty, the workers
long since punched out for the day. | showed my badge to Security then followed the Sgnsaong the
perimeter road and passed adocked arship, its slvery flanks shimmering with the reflected moon. The
eight-storey-high main doors of the gargantuan Hangar D were shut tight, but | soon found a black
Mercedes sports car near an open Side door, so | stopped alittle way short and killed my engine and
lights. I replaced the clip in my automatic with the spare that | had |oaded with five eraserheads - the
most | had managed to smuggle out of the BookWorld. | got out of the car, paused to listen and, hearing
nothing, made my way quietly into the hangar.

Since the transcontinenta 'thousand-footer' airships were built these days at the Zeppelinwerksin
Germany, the only airship within the cathedral-sized hangar was arelatively smal sixty-seater, hafway
through congtruction and looking like a very spartan basket, its duminium ribs held together with a
delicatefiligree of interconnecting struts, each riveted carefully to the next. It looked overly complex for
something in essence so smple. | glanced around the lofty interior but of Kaine therewasno sign. |
pulled out my automatic, chambered the first eraserhead and released the safety catch.

'Kaine?
No answer.

| heard a noise and whipped my gun towards where a part-completed engine nacelle was resting on
sometrestles. | cursed mysdlf for being so jumpy and suddenly realised that | wished Bradshaw were
withme. Then, | fdtit - or at least, | smelt it. The lazy stench of death borne on alight breeze. | turned
asadark, fetid shape loomed rapidly towards me. | had a brief vison of some unearthly terror before |
pulled the trigger and the hollow thud of my first eraserhead hit home. The hell-beast evaporatedin a
flurry of theindividud lettersthat made up its existence. They fdl about mewith the light tinkling sound of
Christmas decorations shattering.

| heard the sound of asingle dow handclap and noticed the silhouette of Kaine standing behind the
part-finished control gondola. | didn't pause for amoment and let fly a second eraser-head. In an instant
Kaneinvoked aminor character - asmall man, with glasses - right in the path of the projectile, and he,
not Kaine, was erased.



Y orrick moved into the light. He hadn't aged aday since | had seen him last. His complexion was
unblemished and he didn't have ahair out of place. Only the finest described characters are
indistinguishable from rea people - the rest, and Kaine was among them, had avague plagticity thet
belied their fictiond origins.

'Enjoying yoursdf? | asked him sarcagtically.
'Ohyes,' hereplied, giving meafant smile.

Hewasa'B' character in an 'A' role and had been dlevated far beyond his capabilities— achildin
control of anation. Whether by virtue of Goliath or the ovinator or smply hisfictiond roots | wasn't sure,
but what | did know was that he was dangerousin the real world and dangerousin the BookWorld.
Anyone who could invoke hell-beasts at will was not to be ignored.

| fired again and the same thing happened. The character was different - from a costume drama, | think -
but the effect was the same. Kaine was using expendable bit-parts as shields. | glanced nervoudy
around, sensing atrap.

'Youforget, said Kaine, as he stared a me with his unblinking eyes, 'that | have had many yearsto hone
my powers, and as you can see, nobodies from the Farquitt canon are ten apenny.’

‘Murderer!’
Kainelaughed.
'Y ou can't murder afictional person, Thursday. If you could, every author would be behind bars!’

'Y ou know what | mean,’ | growled, beginning to move forward. If | could just grasp hold of him | could
jump into fiction and take him with me. Kaine knew this and kept his distance,

'Y ou're something of apest, you know," he carried on, 'and | redlly thought the Windowmaker would
have been able to dispose of you so | wouldn't have to. Despite the woefully poor odds on Swindon
winning tomorrow, | redly can't risk Zvlkx's Revealment coming true, no maiter how unlikely. And my
friends at Goliath agree with me.’

‘This placeisnot your place,' | told him, ‘and you are messing with real peopl€eslives. Y ou were created
to entertain, not torule.’

'Have you any idea," he carried on as we dowly encircled one another about the airship's unfinished
control gondola, just what it's like being stuck as a B-9 character in a self-published novel ?

Never being read, having two lines of diaogue and congtantly being bettered by my inferiors?
'What's wrong with the character exchange programme? | asked, sdling for time.

'l tried. Do you know what the Council of Genrestold me?

I'mdl ears’

"They told meto do the best with what | had. Well, I'm doing exactly that, Miss Next!'

'l have some swing with the council, Kaine. Surrender and I'll do the best | can for you.'

'Lied’ gpat Kaine. 'Lies, lies, and morelies! Y ou have no intention of helping me!’



| didn't deny it.

'Well," he carried on, 'l said | needed to speak to you, and hereit is: you've found out where I'm from,
and despite my best effortsto retain dl copiesof At Long Last Lust thereisill aposshility you might
find a copy and delete me from within. | can't have that. So | wanted to give you the opportunity of
entering into amutualy agreeable partnership. Something that will benefit both of us. Mein the corridors
of power and you as head of any SpecOps division you want — or SpecOpsitself, cometo that.'

'l think you underestimate me,' | said quietly. The only deal I'm listening to tonight will be your
unconditional surrender.’

'Oh, | didn't underestimate you at dl,’ continued the Chancellor with adight smile. 'l only said that to give
aGorgon friend of mine enough time to creep up behind you. Have you met . . . Medusa, by the way?

| heard a hissing noise behind me. The hairs on my neck rose and my heart best faster. | looked down as
| twisted and jumped to the Side, resisting any temptation to glance at the naked and repellent creature
that had been dinking towards me. It'sdifficult to hit atarget that you are trying not to look at, and my
fourth eraserhead impacted harmlessly on agantry on the other side of the hangar. | stepped back,
caught my foot on a piece of metal and collapsed backward, my gun skittering across the floor towards
some packing cases. | swore and attempted to scrabble away from the mythologica horror, only to have
my ankle grasped by Medusa, whose head-snakes were now hissing angrily. | tried to kick out of her
grasp but she had agrip like avice. Her free hand grabbed my other ankle and then, cackling wildly, she
crept her way up my body as| struggled in vain to push her away, her sharply nailed claws biting into my
flesh and making me cry out in pain.

‘Stare into my face!" screamed the Gorgon as we wrestled in the dust. ‘Stare into my face and accept
your destiny!" | kept my eyes averted as she pinned me against the cold concrete and then, when her
bony and foul-smelling body was sitting on my chest, she cackled again and took hold of my head in both
hands. | screamed and shut my eyestight, gagging at her putrid breath. It was no escape. | felt her hands
move on my face, her fingertipson my eydids.

'‘Come aong, Thursday, my love,' she screeched, the hissing of the snakes dmost drowning her out, 'gaze
into my soul and fedl your body turn to stone—!"

| strained and cried out as her fingers pulled my eydlids open. | swivelled my eyesaslow in their sockets
as| could, desperate to stave off the inevitable, and wasjust beginning to see glimmers of light and the
lower part of her body when there was the sound of steel being drawn from a scabbard and a soft
whoop noise. Medusafdl limp and silent on my chest. | opened my eyes and pushed the severed head of
the Gorgon into the shadows. | jumped up, dipped oncein the pool of blood issuing from her headless
corpse and ran backward, stumbling in my panic to get away.

'Wdll,' said afamiliar voice, 'lookslikel got herejust intime!'

It wasthe Cat. He was Stting on an unfinished airship rib and was grinning wildly. He wasn't done. Next
to him stood aman. But it wasn't any ordinary man. Hewastall - at least seven foot six and broad with
it. He was dressed in rudimentary armour and grasped in his powerful hands ashield and sword that
gppeared to weigh dmost nothing. He was afrightening warrior to behold; the sort of hero for whom
epics are written — the likes of which we have no need of in our day and age. He was the most apha of
males - he was Beowulf. He made no sound, knees dightly bent in readiness, bloody sword moving
elegantly in adow figure-of-eight pattern.

'‘Good move, Mr Cat,' said Kaine sardonically, stepping from behind the gondola and facing us across
the only open arealin the hangar.



"Y ou can end thisright now, Mr Kaine," said the Cat. 'Go back to your book and stay there— or face
the consequences.’

'l choose not to," he replied with an even amile, ‘and since you have raised the stakes by invoking an
eighth-century hero, | chalenge you to aone-on-one invocation contest pitting my fictional champions
againg yours. You win and | say forever in At Long Last Lust; | win and you leave me unmolested.’

| looked at the Cat, who was, for once, not smiling.

'Very well, Mr Kaine. | accept your challenge. Usua rules? One beast at atime and strictly no
Krakens?

'Yes, yes,' replied Kaine impatiently. He closed his eyes and with awild shriek Grendd gppeared and
flew towards Beowulf, who expertly diced it into eight more or less equal pieces.

'l think we got him riled," whispered the Cat out of the corner of his mouth. 'That was abad move —
Beowulf always vanquishes Grendd.'

But Kaine didn't waste any moretime and amoment later there was aliving, breathing Tyrannosaurus
rex tramping the concrete floor, fangs drooling with sdliva. It whipped itstail angrily and knocked the
enginenacdleontoitssde.

'From The Lost World?' queried the Cat. 'Or Jurassic Park?
‘Neither,' replied Kaine. "The Boy's Bumper Book of Dinosaurs.'
'Ooh!” replied the Cat. 'The non-fiction gambit, eh?

Kaine clicked hisfingers and the thunder lizard lunged forward as Beowulf went into the attack, sword
flailing. | retreated towards the Cat and asked anxioudy: This Beowulf isn't the origind, isit?

'‘Good lord, no, quite the reverse!’
It wasjust aswell. Beowulf had made mincemest of Grenddl

but the Tyrannosaurus, in turn, made mincemesat of him. Asthe giant lizard durped down the remnants
of thewarrior, the Cat hissed to me: 'l do so love these compstitions!'

| wiped my scratched face with my handkerchief. | must say | couldn't redlly share the Cat's mischievous
sense of glee, or enjoyment.

'What's our next move? | asked him. 'Smaug the dragon?

'No point. Hed invoke aBagginsto kill it. Perhaps it would be best to make atactical retreat and
introduce an Alan Quartermain with an ephant gun, but I'm late for my son's birthday party, soit'sgoing
tobe... him!'

Therewas another shimmer in the air about us and with awhiffling and aburbling, a bat-winged creature
appeared. It had along tail, reptilian fegt, flaming eyes, huge sort of catchy hairy claws. . and was
wearing alilac-coloured tunic with matching socks.

The Tyrannosaurus looked up from its feast at the Jabberwock, who stared back at it while hovering in
the air and making dangerous whiffling noises. It was about the same size as the dinosaur and went for it
aggressvely, jaws biting, claws catching. Asthe Cat, Kaine and | looked on, the Jabberwock and the
Tyrannosaurus rolled around in mortal combat, tailsflailing. At one point it looked asthough Kaine's



champion had the upper hand until the Jabberwock executed a manoeuvre known in wrestling circlesas
an ‘aeroplane spin and body dam'’ that shook the ground. The giant lizard lay till, moving feebly. An
animal that large does not need to fal from very high to break bones. The Jabberwock burbled
contentedly to itsdlf, doing alittle triumphant two-step dance as he walked back over to us.

‘Right!" yelled Kaine. 'lI've had just about my fill of thig!'

Heraised hisarmsin the air and a gale seemed to fill the hangar. There were several crashes of thunder
from outside and alarge shape started to rise within the empty framework of the half-built airship. It grew
and grew until it was wearing the airship skeleton like a corset, then broke free of it and with one tentacle
clasped the Jabberwock and raised it high in the air. Kaine had cheated. It was the Kraken. Wet,
strangely shapeless and smelling of overcooked oysters, it wasthe largest and most powerful cregture
that | knew of infiction.

'Now, now!" said the Cat, waving aclaw at Kaine. 'Remember the rules!'

"To hell with your rules!" shouted Kaine. 'Puny Jurisfiction agents, prepare to meet thy doom!'
'Now that," said the Cat, addressing me, 'was a very corny line'

'He's Farquitt! What did you expect? What are we going to do?

The Kraken wrapped adippery tentacle several times around the Jabberwock's body and then squeezed
until his eyes bulged ominoudly.

'Cat!" | said more urgently. 'What's the next move?

'I'mthinking, replied the Cat, lashing histail angrily. Trying to come up with something to defegt the
Kraken isnot that easy. Wait. Wait. | think I've got it!"

Therewas a bright flash and there, facing the Kraken, was. . . asmal fairy no higher than my knee. It
had delicate wings like those of adragonfly, asiver tiaraand awand which shewaved in Kaine's
direction. In an instant the Kraken had melted away and the Jabberwock fell to the ground, gasping for
bresth.

'What the hell—? shouted Kaine in anger and surprise, waving his hands uselessly to try to bring the
Kraken back.

'I'm afraid you've lost,' replied the Cat. 'But you cheated and | had to chegt abit too, and now, even
though I'vewon, | can'tingst on my prize. It'sal in Thursday's hands now.’

'What do you mean? shouted Kaine angrily. "Who was that and why can't | summon up beasts from
fiction any longer?

'Well,' said the Cat as he began to purr, ‘that was the Blue Fairy, from Pinocchio.’

"Y ou mean—7? asked Kaine, mouth agape.

‘Right,’ replied the Cat. 'She made you into areal person, just as she made Pinocchio into ared boy.'
He touched his handsto his chest, then hisface, trying to figureit out.

‘But. . . that means you have no authority over me—!"

‘Alas not, replied the Cat. 'Jurifiction has no jurisdiction over rea peopleinthered world. Asl sad, it's



al up to Thursday now.’

The Cat stopped and repeated the two words asif to see which sounded better. 'Jurisfiction
—jurisdiction —Jurisfiction —jurisdiction.'

Kaneand | stared a one another. If he wasred it definitely meant Jurisfiction had no mandate to control
him - and it also meant we couldn't destroy him through his book. But then he couldn't escape from the
real world, either - and would bleed and die and age like area man. Kaine arted to laugh.

'Well, thisisaturnaround! Thank you very much, Mr Cat!' The Cat gave a contemptuous snort and
turned to face the other direction. 'Y ou have done me agreat service,' continued Kaine. 'l am now free
to lead this country to new heights without the meddling of you and your fictiond band of idiots. I'll be
freeto put behind me the last vestiges of kindnessthat | was forced to carry in regard of my written
character. Mr Cat, | thank you, and the people of the unified Britain thank you.' He laughed again and
turned to me. ‘And you, Miss Next, won't be able to even get close!'

Theres gill the seventh Revedment,' | said rather weakly.

'Win the Superhoop? With that ragtag bunch of no-hopers? | think you grossly overrate your chances,
my lady — and with Goliath and the ovinator to help me, | can't begin to overestimate mine!’

And he laughed again, looked at hiswatch and walked briskly from the hangar. We heard his car start up
and drive away.

'Sorry,' said the Cat, il looking the other way. 'l had to think of something quickly. At least thisway he
didn't win — tonight.’

| sighed.

'Y ou did well, Chesh - | would never have thought of invoking the Blue Fairy.'

‘It was quite good, wasn't it? agreed the Cat. ‘Can you smell hot buttered crumpets?
‘No.'

'Me neither. Who are you going to put in mid-field?

'Biffo, probably,’ | said dowly, picking up my automatic from where it had fallen and replacing the clip.
'‘And Stig as roquet-taker.'

'‘Ah. Wéll, good luck and see you soon,’ said the Cat, and vanished.

| sighed and looked around at the quiet and empty hangar. The fictiona gore and corpses of the Medusa,
the Tyrannosaurus and Beowulf had vanished, and gpart from the wrecked airship, there was no
evidence of the battle that had been fought here. We had scored avictory againgt Kaine, but not the total
victory | had hoped for. | was just walking back towards the exit when | noticed that the Cat had
reappeared, balanced on the handle of apallet trolley.

'Did you say Stig, or fig? said the Cat.

'l said Stig,' | replied, ‘and 1 wish you wouldn't keep gppearing and vanishing so suddenly: you make one
quite giddy.'

‘All right,’ said the Cat; and thistime it vanished quite dowly, beginning with the end of thetail, and ending



with the grin, which remained some time after the rest of it had gone.

37
Before the Match

ZVLKX FOLLOWERSHOLD NIGHT-TIME PEACE MARCH

All saventy-six members of the Idolatry Friends of St Zvikx spent the night silently marching between the
places of interest relating to their interworshipful leader, who was hit by a Number 23 bus on Friday. The
march began at Tesco's car park and visited places in Swindon that St Zvlikx held most deer - seven
pubs, six betting shops and Swindons leading brothd - before undertaking asilent prayer at his plate of
death. The march went oft peacefully, except for numerous inertruptions by awoman who gave her name
as'Shirley' and ingsted Zvlkx owed her money.

Articleinthe Swvindon Daily Eyestraw, 22 July 1988

| arrived a the croquet stadium at eight. The fans were dready waiting at the turngtiles, hoping to get the
best seatsin the stands. | was waved past and parked my Speedster in the manager's parking spot, then
made my way into the changing rooms. Aubrey was waiting there for me, pacing up and down.

'Wedl? he said. 'Where's our team?
"They'll be here at one o'clock.’
‘Can't we get them here earlier? he asked. 'We need to discusstactics.'

'No,' | said firmly. "They'll be here ontime. It's sensdlessto try and impose human time congtraints on
them. They're playing on our side, that's the main thing.'

'Okay," agreed Aubrey reluctantly. 'Have you met Penelope Hrah?

Penel ope was alarge and powerful woman who looked as though she could crack walnuts with her
eyelids. She had taken up croquet because hockey wasn't violent enough, and athough at thirty-two she
was a the end of her career, she might prove an asset — as aterror wegpon, if nothing else. She scared
me — and | was on the same team.

'Hello, Pendlope,' | said nervoudly, 'l redlly gppreciate you joining us.’
‘Urg.'

'Everything okay? Can | get you something?

She grunted again and | rubbed my hands together anxioudly.

‘Right, well, leave you toiit, then.'

| 1eft her to talk strategy with Alf and Aubrey. | spent the next couple of hours doing interviews and
ensuring that the team's lawyers were up to speed on the game's complex legal procedures. At midday
Landen and Friday arrived with Mycroft, Polly and my mother. | took them down to the seating reserved
for the VIPsjust behind the players benches and sat them down next to Joffy and Miles, who had
arived earlier.



'I's Swindon going to win? asked Polly.
'l hope s0,' | said, not brimming with confidence.

"The problem with you, Thursday,' put in Joffy, ‘isthat you have no faith. We in the Idolatry Friends of St
Zvlkx have complete faith in the Revedments. Lose and Goliath move to new heights of human
explaitation and unfathomable avarice, hidden among the trappings of religious formality and perverted
ecclesiagtica dogma.'

‘That was avery good speech.’

'Yes, | thought so too. | was practising on the march last night. Don't feel you're under any pressure
now.'

"Thanksfor nothing. Wherés Hamlet?
'Hesaid hedjoin uslater.'

| 1eft them to do alive broadcast with Lydia Startright, who was really more interested in knowing where
| had been for the past

two and ahaf years than asking me about Swindon's chances. After this| hurried down to the players
entrance to welcome Stig -who was playing — and the four other Neanderthals. They were completely
unfazed by the media attention and ignored the phalanx of pressmen completely. | thanked them for
joining our team and Stig pointed out that they were there only because that was part of the dedl, and
nothing more.

| walked them towards the changing rooms, where the human team members greeted them with agood
measure of curiogty. They taked haltingly with one another, the Neanderthas confining their speech to
the technical aspects of croquet play. It was of no matter or consequence to them whether they won or
lost — they would smply do the best they could. They refused body armour asthey preferred instead to
play barefoot in shorts and brightly coloured Hawaiian shirts. This caused adight problem with the Toast
Marketing Board, who had inssted that their name be on the team strip, but | smoothed it over with them
eventudly, and al was well. There was less than ten minutes before we were due out, so Aubrey made a
gtirring speech to the team that the Neanderthals didn't really comprehend. Stig, whose understanding of
humans was perhaps allittle better than mogt, just told them to 'hoop as much aswe can’, which they
understood.

'‘Miss Next?

| turned to find athin, cadaverous man staring a me. | recognised him ingtantly. It was Erngt Stricknene,
Kanes adviser — and hewas carrying ared briefcase. | had seen asimilar case at Goliathopolisand on
Evade the Question Time. It doubtless conceded an ovinator.

'What do you want?

‘Chancellor Kaine would like to meet the Swindon team for apep talk.’
"Why?

Strickene looked at me coldly.

Itisnot for you to question thewill of the Chancellor, young lady.'

It was then that Kaine marched in, surrounded by his goons and entourage. The team stood up



respectfully - except the Neanderthals, who, completely ambivaent to the vagaries of perceived
hierarchy, carried on talking to one another in soft grunts. Kaine looked at me triumphantly but | noticed
too that he had changed dightly. His eyes|ooked tired and his mouth had adight sag to it. Hed started to
show signs of being human. He was beginning to age.

'Ah!" he said. 'The ubiquitous Miss Next. LiteraTec, team manager, saviour of Jane Eyre. Isthere
anything you can't do?

'I'm not that good at knitting.'

Therewas aripple of laughter among the team, and also from Kaine's followers, who abruptly silenced
themsdlves as Kaine glanced around the room, scowling. But he controlled himself and gave a
disngenuous smile after nodding to Stricknene.

'l just came down hereto talk to theteam and tell all of you that it would be afar better thing for this
country if | stayed in power, and even though | don't know how Zvlkx's Reved ment will work, | can't
leave the secure future of this nation to the vagaries of a thirteenth-century seer with poor persond
hygiene. Do you understand what | am saying?

| knew what he was up to. The ovinator. It would, aslikely as not, have usdl eating out of hishand in
under aminute. But | wasn't figuring on Hamlet, who appeared suddenly from behind Stricknene, rapier
drawn. It was now or nothing and | yelled:

‘The briefcase! Destroy the ovinator!'

Hamlet needed no second bidding and he legpt into action, expertly piercing the case, which gave off a
brief flash of green light and a short high-pitched wail that started the police dogs outside barking. Hamlet
was swiftly overpowered by two SO-6 agents, who handcuffed him.

'Who isthisman? demanded Kaine.
'Heé'smy cousin Eddie.’

'NO!" yelled Hamlet, slanding up straight, even though he had two men holding him. 'My nameis Hamlet,
Prince of Denmark. Danish, and proud of it!"

Kane gave asnug laugh.

'Captain, arrest Miss Next for harbouring aknown Danish person - and arrest the entire team for aiding
and abetting.’

It was abad moment. With no players the game had to be forfeited. But Hamlet, actioneer that he had
become, was not out of idess.

'l shouldn't do that if | were you'

'And why not? sneered Kaine, not without a certain quaver in hisvoice; he was now acting solely on his
wits. He had neither hisfictional roots nor the ovinator to help him.

‘Because,’ announced Hamlet, 'l am avery specia friend of Ms Daphne Farquitt.’
'And—7? enquired Kainewith adight smile.

'Sheisoutside, awaiting my return. If | fail to regppear or you try any sort of anti-Malets skulduggery,
shewill mobilise her troops:”



Kainelaughed and Stricknene, sycophant that he was, laughed with him.
"Troops? What troops are these?
But Hamlet was deadly serious. He glowered at them for amoment before answering.

"Her fan club. They're highly organised, armed to the teeth, serioudy angry at having had their books
burned and ready to move at her command. There are thirty thousand stationed near the stadium and a
further ninety thousand in reserve. One word from Daphne and you're finished.'

'| have reversed the law banning Farquitt,' replied Kaine hagtily. "'They will disperse when they learn this!

"They will believe nothing from your lying tongue,' replied Hamlet softly, ‘only that which Ms Farquitt tells
them. Y our power iswaning, my friend, and destiny's inel egant toe creaks the boards to your door.’

Therewas atense silence as Kaine stared at Hamlet and Hamlet stared back at Kaine. 1'd witnessed
quite afew stand-offs but none with so much at stake.

'Y ou haven't ahopein hell anyway," announced Kaine after
congdering his options carefully. I'm going to enjoy watching the Whackerstrash you. Release him.
The SO-6 agents uncuffed Hamlet and escorted Kaine out of the door.

'Well,' said Hamlet, 'looks like were back in the game. I'm going to watch with your mother — win this
onefor the Farquitt fans, Thursday!"

And he was gone.

None of us had any time to ponder the matter further as we heard a klaxon go off and an excited roar
from the crowd echoed down the tunndl.

'Good luck, everyone,' said Aubrey with agood measure of bravado. 'It's showtime!'

The crowd erupted into screams of jubilation as we trotted down the tunnel on to the green. The stadium
could seet thirty thousand and it was packed. Large monitors had been set up outside for the benefit of
those who could not get aseat, and the TV networks were beaming the match live to an estimated two
billion people in seventy-three countries worldwide. It was going to be quite a show.

| stayed on the touchline as the Swindon Mallets lined up face to face with the Reading Whackers. They
al glared a one another as the Swindon & District Whed - Tappers brass band marched on, headed by
LolaVVavoom. There was then a pause while President Formby took his seet in the VIP box and, led by
MsVavoom, the audience stood to sing the unofficia English nationd anthem, 'When I'm Cleaning
Windows. After the song had finished, Y orrick Kaine appeared in the VIP box, but his reception was
derisory at best. There was a smattering of applause and afew 'Hails!" but nothing like the reception he
was expecting. His anti-Danish stance had lost agood ded of popular support when he made the
mistake of accusing the Danish women's handball team of being spies, and arrested them. | saw him Sit
down and scowl at the President, who smiled back warmly.

| was standing at the touchline with Alf Widdershaine, watching the proceedings.
I sthere anything more we could have done? | whispered.

'No,' said Alf after apause. 'l just hope those Neanderthal s can cut the mustard.’



| turned and walked back towards Landen. On hislap was Friday, gurgling and clapping his hands. | had
taken him once to the chariot race in the novel Ben-Hur and held loved it.

"What are our chances, darling? asked Landen.
'Reasonable to middling with the Neanderthas playing. I'll spesk to you later.’
| gave them each akiss and Landen wished me good luck.

'Dolor in reprehenderit— Mummy,' said Friday. | thanked him for hiskind words and heard rny name
being called. It was Aubrey, who was talking to the umpire, who, as custom dictated, was dressed asa
country parson.

'What do you mean? | heard Aubrey say in an outraged tone as | moved closer. It seemed there was
some sort of altercation and we hadn't even begun play yet. 'Show mewhereit saysthat in the rules!’

'What's the problem? | asked.

'It'sthe Neanderthals," Aubrey said between gritted teeth. 'According to the rulesit seemsthat
non-humans are barred from taking part!'

| glanced back to where Stig and the four other Neanderthaswere Sitting in acircle, meditating.

'Rule 78b-45 (ii),’ quoted the umpire, as O'Fathens, the Reading Whackers captain, looked on with a
gleeful expression. ‘No player or team may use an equine or any other non-human creature to gain
an advantage over the opposing team.”

'But that doesn't mean players,’ | said. That rule clearly refers only to horses, antelope and so forth - it
was brought in when the Dorchester Sammers attempted to gain the advantage by playing on horseback
in1962.

"The rules seem clear to me," growled O'Fathens, taking a step forward. 'Are Neanderthals human?
Aubrey aso took astep forward. Their noses were almost touching.

‘Wdll. . . sort of

There was nothing for it but to seek ajudgment. Since the rules regarding on-field litigation had been
relaxed ten years earlier, it was not uncommon for the first half-hour of a match to be taken up with lega
wranglings by the teams lawyers, of which each side was permitted two, with one substitute. It added a
new form of dramato the proceedings, but one not without its own problems; after a particularly litigious
Superhoop sx years previoudy when alega argument was overturned in the High Court two years after
the match was played, it became mandatory that three High Court judges be ready to give an instant,

unquestionable ruling on any legd point.

We approached the Port-a-Court and our respective lawyers made their representations. The three
judges retired to their chambers and returned afew minutes later to announce:

It isthe finding of this Croquet Appellant Court in the action Mallets versus Whackers (Neanderthal
player legdity) that the Whackers complaint isupheld. In the eyes of English lav Neanderthas are not
human, and cannot play.’

The Reading side of the crowd erupted into joyous yells as the judges ruling was run up on the screen.

Aubrey opened hismouth but | pulled him aside.



'Don't waste your breath, Aubrey.'

"We can prepare an appeal in seven minutes,” said Mr Runcorn, one of our lawyers. 'l think we canfind a
non-human precedent in the Worcester Sauices versus Taunton Ciders Superhoop semifinas of 1963.

Aubrey scratched his head and looked a me.
‘Thursday?

'A failed appedl could result in atwo-hoop forfeit,' | pointed out. 'l say we get the lawyersworking oniit.
If they think it'sworth atry well lodge an apped a the end of thefirgt third.'

‘But werefive players down and we haven't even picked up our mallets!’
"The games not lost until it'slost, Aubrey. We've got afew tricks up our deeve, too.'

| wasn't kidding. | had visted the lawyers pavilion earlier when they were performing background
checks on every player on the opposing side. The Whackers striker, George 'Rhino’ McNasty, had
fourteen unpaid parking violations and our lega team successfully pleaded that his case should be heard
here and now; he was sentenced to an hour's community service, which effectively had him picking up
litter in the car park until the end of the second third. Jambe turned back to Mr Runcorn.

‘Okay, prepare an apped for the end of thefirst third. Well start with what we've got.'

Even with our subgtitute brought on, we gtill had only six playersto their full complement of ten. But it got
worse. To play on alocal sideyou had to have been born in the town or lived there for at least Six
months before playing. Our substitute, ‘Johnno’ Swift, had lived here only for five months and twenty-six
days when he began his career at the Mdllets three years before. The Reading lawyers argued that he
was playing illegdly in hisfirst match, atransgresson that should have won him alife ban. Once again, the
judges upheld the complaint, and to another excited yell from the crowd, Swift walked dgectedly back
to the dressing rooms.

'Well,' said O'Fathens, putting out his hand to Jambe, ‘'well just accept you've conceded the match,
okay?

'We're playing, O'Fathens. Even if Swindon wereto lose by athousand hoops, people would till say this
wasther finest—

'l don't think so," interrupted the Whackers team lawyer with atriumphant grin. 'Y ou're now down to
only five players. Under Rule 681 g, subsection (f/6): Any team that fails to start the game with the
minimum of six players forfeits the match.'

He pointed out the entry in volume seven of the World Croquet League rule book. It wasthere dl right,
just under the rules governing the minimum raisin requirement in the buns served a the concession stands.
Besaten! Beaten even before we'd picked up amallet!

Swindon could wegther it but the world could not — the Revealment would be proven fase and Kaine
and Goliath would carry on with their perverse plans unmolested.

I'll announceit,’ said the umpire.
'No, sad Alf, dicking hisfingers, 'we do have aplayer we can fidd!
'Who?



He pointed a me.

"Thursday!

| was gobsmacked. | hadn't played for over eight years.

‘Objection!” blurted out the Whackers lawyer. 'Miss Next is not anative of Swindon!'
My incluson would be of questionable value— but at least it meant we could play.

'l wasborn at St Septyk's,' | said dowly. I'm Swindon enough for thisteam.'

'Perhaps Swindon enough,’ said the lawyer, consulting arule book hurriedly, 'but not experienced
enough. According to Rule 23f subsection (¢/9) you areindigible to play international-standard croquet
since you have not played the minimum of ten matchesto county standard.'

| thought for amomen.
‘Actudly, | have'

It wastrue. | used to play for the SpecOps Middlesex team when | was based in London. | was quite
good, too — but nothing like these guys.

'It isthe decision of the Croquet Appellant Court,' intoned the three judges, who wanted to see agood
game as much as anyone, 'that Miss Next be alowed to represent her city in thismatch.’

O'Fathenssfacefell.

‘Thisis preposterous! What kind of stupid decison isthat?

Thejudgeslooked at him sternly.

‘It isthe decision of this court — and we find you in contempt. The Whackerswill forfeit one hoop.'

O'Fathens boiled with inner rage, but held it within him, turned on his hed and, followed by hislawyers,
strode to where histeam were waiting.

'‘Good one!l" Aubrey laughed. "'The whistle hasn't even gone and werre winning!'

Hetried to sound full of enthusiasm but it was difficult. We werefidding asix-strong team — fiveand a
quarter if you counted me— and till had an entire gameto play.

"We've got ten minutes to the off. Thursday, get changed into Snake's spare et - he's about your size!'

| dashed off to the changing rooms and dressed mysalf up in Snake'sleg guards and shoulder pads.
Widdershaine helped me adjust the straps around my chest and | grabbed a spare mallet before running
back on to the field, fiddling with my helmet strap just as Aubrey was beginning his Srategy talk.

'In past matches," he said in a hushed tone, 'the Whackers have been known to test aweak sdewith a
gandard "Bomperini" opening tactic. A deflective feint towards midhoop left but actually aming for an
undefended backhoop right.’

Theteam whistled softly.

‘But wéelll be ready for them. | want them to know we're playing an aggressive game. Instead of
backfooting it well go straight into a surprise roquet manoeuvre. Smudger, you're to lead with asideways



deflection to Biffo, who'll passto Thursday—
'Wait," put in Biffo, ‘'Thursday is here making up the numbers. She hasn't hit abdl in years!'
Thiswastrue. But Jambe had bigger plans.

'Exactly. | want them to think Thursday isadark horse — that we planned thislate addition. With a bit
of luck they'll waste agood player marking her. Thursday, drive it towardstheir red ball and Spike will
intercept. It doesn't matter if you miss- | want them to be confused by our tactics. And Penel ope -just
frighten the other team.’

'Urg,’ grunted the wingwoman.

'Okay, keep it tight, no more violence than is necessary and keep an eye out for the Duchess. She's not
averseto abit of ankle swiping.’

Wedl tapped our fists together and made a'harrump' noise. | walked dowly to my place on the green,
my heart besting with the pump of adrendin.

'Y ou okay?
It was Aubrey.
‘Sure!’

'‘Good. Let's play some croquet.’

33
WCL Superhoop '88

2.00 p.m., Saturday, 22 July 1988, Swindon Stadium, Wessex

Reading Whackers:

Tim O'Fathens (captain),

Carolyn The Mark’ Mays, midfield

Raph "The Book' Spurrier, forward striker
'‘Bonecrusher' M cSneed, forward hoop
Emma TV Longhurst. defence

Louis Sherwin-Stark, roquet-taker

Han 'Magnet' Ismail, forward hoop
Freddie 'Dribbler' Loehms, peg defence
Duchess of Sheffidd, wingman

LEGAL TEAM: Wapcaplitt & Sfortz
LINESMAN: lan Paten
COACH: Geoffrey Snurge

Swindon Mallets:
Aubrey Jambe (captain)



Alan'Biffo Mandible, niidfied
'Snake Spillikin, forward striker

‘Srnudger’ Blamey, forward hoop
.y erthol).siri

Penel ope Hrah, tnid-hoop wingman

Thursday Next, manager/midfield

LEGAL TEAM: Runcorn & Twizzit
SUB: John 'Jonno' Swift
COACH: Alf Widdershame

| took up my station at the twenty-yard line and looked around the green. The rhododendron bushesin
the centre occluded my vision of the backhoop right; | glanced up at the Scoreboard and clock. Two
minutes to go. There were three other natura hazards that we were to play around on the green — the
tea party, which even now was being stocked by volunteers, the garden roller and the Italian sunken
garden. Once the tea party volunteers were safe and the parson umpire was happy that his curate
linesmen were dl in position, the klaxon went off with aloud blare.

Many things happened a once. There were two amost smultaneous clacks as both teams whacked off,
and | ran forward ingtinctively to intercept the pass from Biffo. Since the Whackers didn't think | was of
any use | had been left unmarked, and Biffo's pass came sailing towards me. | was flushed by the
excitement and caught it in midair, smashing it towards the opponent's ball for what looked like an aerid
roquet. It didn't work. 1 missed by about afoot. The opponent's ball carried on to the forty-yard line,
where Spurrier blasted it through the backhoop right — the classic 'Bomperini’ opener. | didn't havetime
to think about it as there was ashout of "Thursday!" from Aubrey and | turned to make a swipe at the
opposition'sbal. The klaxon went and everyone stopped playing. | had touched the opponent's ball
when south of the forty-yard line after it had been passed from the last person to have hit ared ball in the
opposite direction - one of the more obvious offsde transgressions.

'Sorry, guys,' | said asthe Whackers lined up to take their penalty. O'Fathens took the shot and
catapulted our ball into the rhododendrons. As Georgetried to find it, and with our other ball out of play
in the Italian sunken garden, the Whackers team went on the offensive and hooped three times before
we'd even caught our breath. Even when we found the ball we were too dispersed, and after another
twenty-eight minutes of hard defensve footwork we managed to end the first third with only four hoops
to Reading'seight.

"There are too many of them,' panted Snake. 'Eight—four is the worst opening score for a Superhoop
find ever.'

'We're not beaten yet,' replied Jambe, taking adrink. Thursday, you played well.'

'Wdl? | returned, taking off my helmet and wiping the sweet from my brow. 'l sank the ball with my firgt
whack and dropped us a hoop on the offside penaty!'

‘But we dtill scored ahoop - and we would aready havelost if you hadn't joined us. Y ou just need to
relax more. Y ou're playing as though the world depended onit.’

Theteam didn't know it, but | was.



‘Just relax a bit, take a second before you whack and you'll be fine. Biffo— good work, and nice hoop,
Penelope, dthough if you chase their wingman again you might be booked.'

'Urg, replied Penelope.

'Mr Jambe? said Mr Runcorn, who had been working on arearguard legal challengeto the
anti-Neanderthd ruling.

'Y es? Do we have a case?

'I'mafraid not. | can't seem to find any grounds. The non-human precedent was overruled on appeal —
I'm very sorry, gir. | think I'm playing very badly - might | resign and bring on the lega substitute?

'It'snot your fault,' said Jambe kindly. 'Have the substitute lawyer continue the search.’

Runcorn bowed and went to St on the lawyers bench, where ayoung man in abadly fitting suit had been
gtting slently throughout thefirst third.

‘That Duchessis murder,’ muttered Biffo breathlesdy. 'She dmost had metwice.'
'lan't striking an opponent a red-card three-hoop pendty offence? | asked.

'Of course! But if she can take out our best player, then it might be worth it. Keep an eye on her,
everyone.

'‘Mr Jambe?

It was the referee, who told usthat further litigation had been brought against our team. We dutifully
approached the Port-a-Court, where the judges were just Signing an amendment to the World Croquet
League book of law.

'What isit?

'Asaresult of the Danish Economic (Scapegoat) Act coming into law, people of Danish descent are not
permitted to vote or take key jobs.’

'When did thislaw comeinto effect?

'Five minutes ago.'

| looked up at Kainein the VIP box. He smiled and waved at me.

'So? asked Jambe. 'Kaine's dopey ideas have no relevance to croquet - thisis sport, not politics.'
The Whackers lawyer, Mr Wapcaplitt, coughed politely.

'Inthat you would be mistaken. The definition of "key job" includes any highly paid sports persondiity.
We have conducted some background checks and discovered that Ms Penelope Hrah was born in
Copenhagen — she's Danish.’

Jambewas glent.

'l might have been born there but I'm not Danish' said Hrah, taking a menacing step towards Wapcaplitt.
'My parentswere on holiday at thetime.'

'We are wd| aware of the facts," intoned Wapcaplitt, ‘and have already sought judgment on this matter.



Y ou were bornin Denmark, you are technicaly Danish, you are ina"key job" and are thus disqudified
from playing on thisteam.’

'Ballg!" yelled Aubrey. 'If shewas bornin akennd would that make her adog?
'Hmm,' replied the attorney thoughtfully, 'it'san interesting legal question.’

Penelope couldn't contain hersalf any longer and went for him. It took four of usto hold her back, and
she had to beforcibly restrained and frog-marched from the green.

'‘Downto five players,” muttered Jambe. 'Below the minimum player requirement.’
'Yes,' said Mr Wapcaplitt glibly, ‘it appears the Whackers are the winners—'

'l think not," interrupted our substitute lawyer, whose name we learned was Twizzit. '"As my most
esteemed colleague o rightly pointed out, the rule Sates. "any team that failsto start the gamewith the
minimum of six playersforfeitsthe match”. Theway | seeit, the match has aready begun and we can
carry on playing with five. Y our honours?

The judges put their heads together for amoment and then pronounced:

"This court finds for the Swindon Mdletsin this matter. They may continue to play into the second third
with five players!

Wewaked dowly back to the touchline. Four of the Neanderthd players were il sitting on the bench,
garing off into space.

'Where's Stig? | asked them.

| didn't get an answer. The klaxon for the second third went off and | grabbed my mallet and helmet and
hurried on to the green.

'‘New drategy, everyone, said Jambe to myself, Smudger, Snake and Biffo— dl that remained of the
Swindon Madlets. 'We play defensvely to make sure they don't score any more hoops. Anything goes—
and watch out for the Duchess

The second third was probably the most interesting third ever seen in World League Croquet. To begin
with Biffo and Aubrey whacked both of our own ballsinto the rhododendrons. Thiswas anovd tactic
and had two consequences. firgt, we weren't going to score any hoopsin the middle third by natura
hooping, and second, we denied the opposition any roquets off our balls. No advantage in terms of
winning, clearly, but we weren' trying to win - we werefighting for survival. The Whackershad only to
score thirty hoops and hit the centre peg to win outright - and the way it was going we wouldn't make the
last third. Staving off theinevitable, perhaps, but World League Croquet islike that. Frustrating, violent,
and full of the unexpected.

'No prisonerd’ yelled Biffo, waving his mallet above his head in adisplay of bravado that would sum up
our second-third strategy. It worked. Freed from the constraint of ball defence we dl went into the
attack and together caused some considerable problems to the Whackers, who were thrown by the
unorthodox playing tactics. At one point | yelled 'Offsde!” and made up something so outrageoudy
complex that it sounded asif it could betrue - it took ten minutes of precioustimeto prove that it wasn'.

By the time the second third ended we were amost completely exhausted. The Whackers now led by
twenty-one hoopsto twelve,



and we only won another eight because 'Bonecrusher’ M cSneed had been sent off for trying to hit Jambe
with hismdlet and Biffo had been concussed by the Duchess.

'How many fingersam | holding up? asked Alf

'Fish," sad Biffo, eyeswandering.

'Y ou okay? asked Landen when | had returned to the stands to see him.
'I'm okay,' | puffed. 'I'm out of shape, though.'

Friday gave meahug.

"Thursday? hissed Landen in ahushed voice. 'I've been thinking. Where did that piano actudly come
from?

'What piano?

"The onethat fell on Cindy.'

'Wdll, | suppose, it just, well.fdl, didn't it? What are you saying?
"That it was amurder attempt.’

‘Someonetried to nate the nwith a piano?

‘No. It hit her accidentdly. | think it was intended — for you!"
'Wrho'd want to kill me with apiano?

'l don't know. Have there been any other unorthodox attempts on your life recently?
‘No.'

'l think you're still in danger, sweetheart. Please be careful.

| kissed him again and stiroked his face with amuddy hand.

‘Sorry!" | muttered, trying to rub it off and making it worse. '‘But I've got too much to think about at the
moment.'

| ran off and joined Jambe for alagt-third pep talk.

'Right," he said, handing out the Chelsea buns, ‘we're going to lose this match but werre going to go out in
glory. | don't want it to be said that the Malets didn't fight until the last man standing. Right, Biffo?

Trilby.

Weadl knocked our fists together and made the 'harrump' noise again, the team reinvigorated - except for
me. It was true that no one could say we hadn't tried, but for al Jambe's well-meaning rhetoric, in three
weeks time the earth would be smouldering radioactive cinder, and no amount of tarnished glory would
help Swindon or anyone ese. But | helped mysdlf to a Chelsea bun and a cup of teaanyway.

| say," said Twizzit, who had suddenly appeared in the company of Stig.

'Have abun!" said Aubrey. 'Were going out in style!’



But Twizzit wasn't amiling.

'Weve been looking at Mr Stig's genome—

'Hiswhat?

'His genome. The complete genetic plan of him and the other Neanderthals!
'‘And?

Twizzit rummeaged through some papers.

"They wered| built between 1939 and 1948 in the Goliath bioengineering labs. Thething is, the
prototype Neanderthal could not speak in words that we could understand — so they were built using a
human voice box.' Twizzit gave a curious haf-smile, as though he had produced a spare ace from his
deeve, and announced with great drama "The Neanderthas are 1.03 per cent human.’

‘But that doesn't make them human,’ | observed. 'How does it help us?

'| agreethey're not human,’ conceded Twizzit, till with the ghost of asmile, ‘but the rules specificaly
exclude anyone "non-human". Since they have some human in them, they technicaly can't fdl into this

category.'
There was another long pause. | looked at Stig, who stared back and raised his eyebrows.

'l think we should lodge an appedl," muttered Jambe, leaving his Chelsea bun half eaten in hishaste. 'Stig,
have your men limber up!'

The judges agreed with us. The 1.03 per cent was enough to prove they weren't non-human and thus
could not be excluded from play. While Wapcaplitt ran off to search the croquet statutes for areason to
appedl, the Neanderthas, Grunk, Warg, Dorf, Zim

and Stig, limbered up as the Whackers looked on nervously. Neanderthal s had often been approached
to play asthey could run al day without tiring, but no one until now had ever managed it.

'Okay, listen up,’ said Jambe, gathering us around, ‘we're back in the game at full strength. Thursday, |
want you to stay on the benches to get your breath back. We're going to fool them with a Puchonski
switch. Biffo isgoing to take the red ball from the forty-yard line over the rhododendron bushes, past the
Italian sunken garden and into a close position to hoop five. Snake, you'l take it from there and croquet
their yellow — Stig will defend you. Mr Warg, | want you to mark their number five. He's dangerous, so
you're going to have to use any tricks you can. Smudger, you're going to foul the Duchess— when the
vicar givesyou thered card, I'm calling in Thursday. Y es?

| didn't reply; for some reason | was having a sudden heavy bout of degjavu.
"Thursday? repeated Aubrey. 'Are you okay? Y ou look like you're in adream world!'
I'mfine | said dowly, I'll wait for your command.'

‘Good.'

Weadl did the'harrump’ thing and they went to their placeswhilst | sat on the bench and looked once
again at the Scoreboard. We were losing twenty-one hoops to twelve.

The klaxon went off and the game started with renewed aggression. Biffo whacked the yellow bdl inthe



direction of the up-end hoop and hit the Whackers ball. Warg took the roquet. With an expert swing the
opponent's bal tumbled into the Italian sunken garden, and ours sailed as Straight as adie over the
rhododendrons; adistant clack was mirrored by aroar from the crowd, and | knew the ball had been
intercepted by Grunk and taken through the hoop. Aubrey nodded at Smudger, who took out the
Duchessin grand style: they both careered into the tea party and knocked over the table. The klaxon
sounded for atime-out while the Duchess was pulled clear of the teathings. She was conscious but had a
broken ankle. Smudger was given the red card but no hoop pendty as the Duchess had been shown the
yellow card earlier for concussing Biffo. | joined the fray as play started up again but the Whackers early
confidence was soon evaporating under awithering attack from the Neandertha s, who could anticipate
their every move smply by reading their body language. Warg passed to Grunk, who gave the bal such
an amighty whack that it passed clear through the rhododendrons with atearing of foliage and was
converted by Zim on the other side towards an undefended hoop.

Three minutes from time we had amost caught up: twenty-five hoops to the Whackers twenty-nine.
Firmly rattled, the Whackers missed aroquet, and with only aminute to run scored their thirtieth hoop
with us only two behind. All they had to do to win was 'peg out’ by hitting the centre post. Whilethey
weretrying to do this, and we tried our best to stop them, Mr Grunk, with eight seconds to go and two
hoops to make, whacked a clear double-hooper that went through one up-end hoop, the entire forty
yards down the green and through the mid. I'd never heard acrowd yell more.

We had levelled the score and desperately tried to get our ball to the peg in the scrum of playerstrying to
stop the Whackers from doing the same. Warg grunted to Grunk, who ran towards the scrum and tore
into them, taking six players down as Warg whacked the bal| towards the now unprotected peg. It hit the
peg fair and square — but asecond after the klaxon had sounded. Play had ended — in adraw.

39
Sudden Death

NEANDERTHALSTURN DOWN CROQUET OFFER

A group of Neanderthals unwisgly turned down an exciting and unrepeatabl e offer from the Gloucester
Meteors yesterday following their astonishing performance at the 1988 Whackers versus Ml lets Super-
hoop on Saturday. The generous offer of ten brightly coloured glass beads wasrgected by a
Neanderthal spokesman, who declared that conflict, howsoever staged, wasinherently insulting. The
offer wasraised to aset of solid-bottomed cookware, and this was also roundly rejected. A spokesman
for the Meteors | ater Sated that the Neanderthal tactics displayed on Saturday were actudly the result of
some clever tricks taught them by the Mallets team coach,

Articein The Toad, 24 July 1988

'‘Good work," said Alf aswe sat on the ground, panting hard. | had lost my helmet in the scrum
somewhere but hadn't noticed until now. My armour was dirty and torn, my mallet handle had split and
there was a cut on my chin. The whole team was muddy, bruised and worn out - but we were till in with
agood chance.

'What order? asked the umpire, referring to the 'sudden death’ penalty shoot-out. It worked quite
samply. Wetook it in turnsto hit the peg, each time moving back ten yards. Therewere six linesdl the
way back to the boundary. If we got them al, we started again until someone missed. Alf looked at the
playerswho were gill ableto hold amallet and put me seventh, so if we went round again | was on the



easedt ten-yard line.
‘Biffofirgt, then Aubrey, Stig, Dorf, Warg, Grunk and Thursday.’
The umpire jotted down our names and moved away; | went to see my family and Landen again.

'What about the steamroller? he asked. "What about the steamroller? 'Didn't it nearly run you over? 'An
accident, Land. Gottago. 'Bye.’

Theten-yard linewas smple; both players hit the peg with ease. The twenty-yard line was till no
problem. The Whackers supporters roared as Reading hit the peg first, but our side roared equally when
we hit ours. Thirty yards was no problem, either - both teams hit the peg - and we all moved back to the
forty-yard line. From this distance the peg wastiny and | couldn't see how anyone could hit it, but they
did - first Maysfor Reading, then Dorf for us. The crowd roared their support, but then there was adight
rumble of thunder and it began to rain, the full sgnificance of which wasyet to dawn.

'Where are they going? asked Aubrey as Stig, Grunk, Dorf and Warg ran off to find shelter.

'It'saNeandertha thing,' | explained astherain increased dramatically to adownpour, the water
streaming down our armour and on to the turf. ‘Neanderthals never work, play or even stand intherain if
they can help it. Don't worry, they'll be back as soon asit stops.'

But it didn't stop.
'Fifty-yard pendty,’ announced the umpire. 'O'Fathens for the Whackers and Mr Warg for the Mallets.

| looked at Warg, who was sitting on the bench under the stands, staring at the rain with amixed
expression of respect and wonder.

'He's going to lose us the game!’ muttered Jambe in my ear. 'Can't you do something?

| ran across the soggy green to Warg, who stared at me blankly when | implored him to come and take
the pendty.

It'sraining,’ hereplied, 'and it'sonly agame. It doesn't really matter who wins, doesit?

'Stig? | implored.

'Weld work in therain for you, Thursday - but we've taken

our turn dready. Rain isprecious, it giveslife— you should respect it more, too.'

| returned to thefifty-yard lineasdowly as| could to try to givetherain timeto finish. It didn't.
'Well? demanded Jambe.

| shook my head sadly.

'I'm afraid not. Winning has never been of any interest to the Neanderthas. They played only asafavour
tome!

Aubrey sghed.

'Wed like to delay the next pendty until it stopsraining,’ announced Twizzit, who had appeared holding a
newspaper over his head. He was on legal marshland with this request and he knew it. The umpire asked



the Whackers whether they wanted to delay but O'Fathens stared at me and said that he didn't. So the
next person on the list took their turn &t the fifty-yard line— me.

| wiped therain from my eyes and tried even to see the peg. Therain was coming down so heavily that
the cascading droplets created a watery haze afew inches above the turf. Still, | had the second shot -
O'Fathens might misstoo.

The Whackers captain concentrated for amoment, swung and connected well. The bal went sailing high
towards the peg and seemed st to hit it fairly and squarely. But with aloud 'plop' it landed short. There
was an expectant rumble from the crowd.

The word was relayed up the field — O'Fathens had landed four feet from the peg. | had to get closer
than that to win the Superhoop.

'Good luck," said Aubrey, giving my arm a squeeze.

| walked up to the fifty-yard line, the now muddy ground oozing around my boots. | removed my
shoulder pads and cast them aside, made afew practice swings, wiped my eyes and Stared at the
multicoloured peg, which somehow seemed to have retreated another twenty yards. | squared up in front
of the bal and shifted my weight to maintain theright poise. The crowd fell silent. They didn't know how
much wasriding on this, but | did. | didn't dare miss. | looked at the ball, stared towards the peg, looked
at the bdl again, clasped the handle of my malet and raised it high in the air, then swung hard into the
ball, yelling out as the wood connected and the ball went sailing off in agentle arc. | thought about Kaine
and Galiath, about Landen and Friday and the consequencesif | missed. Thefate of dl lifeon this
beautiful planet, decided on the swing of acroquet mallet. | watched as my bal plopped into the soggy
ground and the groundsman dashed ahead to compare distances. | turned away and walked back
through the rain towards Landen. | had done my best and the gamewas over. | didn't hear the
announcement, only aroar from the crowd. But whose crowd? A flashbulb went off and | felt dizzy as
the sounds became muted and everything appeared to dow down. Not in the way that my father could
engineer, but a post-adrenain moment when everything seems odd, and other . | searched the seating for
Landen and Friday but my attention was distracted by alarge figure dressed in aduster coat and hat who
had vaulted over the barrier and was running towards me. He drew something from his pocket as heran,
his feet throwing up great splashes of muddy water on to histrousers. | stared at him as he came closer
and noticed that his eyes were yellow and beneath his hat were what appeared to be ... horns. | didn't
see any more; there was a bright white flash, adeafening roar, and dl the rest was silence.

40
Second First Person

YACHT CHOICE OF FAMED LITERARY DETECTIVE A MYSTERY

The shooting of Thursday Next last Saturday |eaves the question of her favourite yacht unanswered, our
Swindon correspondent writes. 'From the look of her | would expect athirty-two-foot ketch,
spinnaker-rigged and with a Floon automeatic pilot.’ Other yachting commentators disagree and think she
would have gone for something larger, such asadoop or ayawl, dthough it is possible she may only
have wanted a boat for coastal day work or along weekend, in which case she may have gonefor a
compact twenty-footer. We asked her husband to comment on her taste in sailing but he declined to give
an answer.

Artidein Yachting Monthly, July 1988



| was watching her, right up to the moment she was shot. Shelooked confused and tired as she walked
back from the pendlty, and the crowd roared when | shouted to get her atention, so she didn't hear me.
It was then that | saw a man vault across the barrier and run up to her. | thought it was anutty fan or
something and the shot sounded more like a firecracker. There was a puff of blue smoke and she looked
incredulous for amoment and then she just crumpled and collgpsed on the turf. Assmple asthat. Before
| knew what | was doing | had handed Friday to Joffy and jumped over the barrier, moving asfast as|
could. | wasthefirgt to reach Thursday, who was lying perfectly still on the muddy ground, her eyes
open, aneat red hole two inches above her right eye.

Someoneyelled: 'Medic!" It was me.

| switched to automatic. For the moment the idea that someone had shot my wife was expunged from my
mind; | was smply dealing with a casudty - and heavens knows I'd done that often enough. | pulled out
my handkerchief and pressed it on the wound.

| said: "Thursday, can you hear me?

Shedidn't answer. Her eyes were unblinking asthe rain struck her and | placed my hand above her head
to shied her. A medic appeared at my side, doshing down into the muddy ground in hishaste to help. He
sd:

'What's happened?
| said: 'He shot her.'

| reached gingerly around the back of her head and bresthed a small sigh of relief when | couldn't find an
exit wound.

A second medic — awoman thistime —joined thefirst and told me to step asde. But | moved only far
enough for her to work. | kept hold of Thursday's hand.

Thefirst medic said: "We've got apulse,’ then added: ‘where's the blasted ambulance?
| stayed with her dl the way to the hospital and let go of her hand only when they took her into thestre.

A friendly casuaty nurse at St Septyk’'s said: 'Here you go," as she gave me ablanket. | sat on ahard
EHS chair and stared at the wall clock and the public information posters. | thought about Thursday,
trying to figure out how much time we had spent together. Not long for two and ahaf years, redly.

A boy next to me with his head stuck in a saucepan said: "Wot you in herefor, mister?

| leaned closer, spoke into the hollow handle so he could hear me and said: 'I'm okay but someone shot
my wife'

Thelittle boy with his head stuck in a saucepan said: 'Bummer, and | replied: 'Y es, bummer.'
| sat and looked at the posters again for along time until someone said:

'Landen?

| looked up. It was Mrs Next. She had been crying. | think | had, too.

Shesaid: 'How isshe?

And | sad: 'l don't know.'



She sat down next to me.

'l brought you some Battenberg.'

| said: 'I'm not redly that hungry.’

'l know. But | just don't know what elseto do.'

We both stared at the clock and the postersin silence for some minutes. After awhile | said: 'Where's
Friday?

Mrs Next patted my arm.
'With Joffy and Miles!
‘Ah," | said, ‘good.’

Thursday came out of surgery three hours later. The doctor, who had ahaggard look but stared mein the
eye, which | liked, told me that things weren't terrific but she was stable and afighter and | wasn't to give
up hope. | went to have alook at her with Mrs Next. There was alarge bandage around her head and
the monitors did that beep thing they do in movies. Mrs Next sniffed and said: 'I've lost one son dready. |
don't want to lose another. Well, adaughter, | mean, but you know what | mean— achild.’

| said: 'l know what you mean.’
| didn't, having never logt ason, but it seemed the right thing to say.

We sat with her for two hourswhile the light failed outside and the fluorescents flickered on. When we
had been there another two hours Mrs Next said:

'I'm going to go now but I'll be back in the morning. Y ou should try and get some deep.’
| said: 'l know. I'm just going to stay here for another five minutes.’

| stayed there for another hour. A kindly nurse brought me acup of teaand | ate some Battenberg. | got
home at eleven. Joffy was waiting for me. He told me that he had put Friday to bed and asked me how
hissster was.

| said: 'It's not looking very good, Joff."

He patted me on the shoulder, gave me ahug and told me that he and everyone at the GSD had joined
the Idolatry Friends of St Zvlkx and the Sisters of Eterna Punctudlity to pray for her, which was good of
him, and them.

| sat on the sofafor along time until there was a gentle knock at the kitchen door. | opened it to find a
small group of people. A man who introduced himsdlf as Thursday's'Cousin Eddi€’ but whispered that
actualy hisnamewasHamlet said to me:

'Isthisabad time? We heard about Thursday and wanted to tell you how sorry we were.'

| tried to be cheery. | really wanted them to sod off but instead | said: "Thank you. | don't mind at al.
Friends of Thursday are friends of mine. Teaand Battenberg?

If it's not too much trouble.’



He had three otherswith him. The first was a short man who looked exactly like aVictorian big-game
hunter. He wore a pith hemet and safari suit and had alarge bushy white moustache. He gave me his
hand to shake and said:

‘Commander Bradshaw, don'tcha know. Damn fine lady, your wife. Appreciate agirl who knows how to
carry hersdf in ascrap. Did shetell you about the time she and | hunted Morlock in Trollope?

‘No.'
‘Shame. I'll tell you al aout it one day. Thisisthe memsahib, Mrs Bradshaw.'

Meaniewaslarge and hairy and looked like agorilla In fact, she was agorilla, but had impeccable
manners and curtsied as | shook her large coa-black hand which had the thumb in an odd place so was
difficult to shake properly. Her deep-set eyes were wet with tears and she said: 'Oh, Landen! Can | call
you Landen? Thursday used to talk about you dl the time when you were eradicated. We dl loved her a
great ded - | mean, we gtill do. How is she? How is Friday? Y ou must fed awful!”

| said: 'Shel'snot redlly very well," which wasthe truth.

The fourth member of the party was atall man dressed in black robes. He had a very large bald head
and high arched eyebrows. He put out afindy manicured hand and said: 'My name's Zhark but you can
cal meHorace. | used to work with Thursday. Y ou have my condolences. If it will help | would happily
daughter afew thousand Thraals as atribute to the gods.'

| didn't know what a Thraa was but told him that it really wasn't necessary. He said: ‘It'sredlly no
trouble. I've just conquered their planet and I'm redlly not surewhat | should do with them.

| told himthat thisredlly, really wasn't necessary and added that | didn't think Thursday would have liked
it, then cursed mysdlf for using the past tense. | put on the kettle and said:

‘Battenberg?

Hamlet and Zhark answered together. They were obvioudy quite keen on my mother-in-law's specidity.
| smiled for thefirgt timein eight hours and twenty-three minutes and said: 'Ther€'s plenty for everyone.
Mrs Next keeps on sending it over and the dodos won't touch it. Y ou can take away acake each.'

| made the tea, Mrs Bradshaw poured it and there was an uncomfortable silence. Zhark asked whether |
knew where Handley Paige lived, but the big-game hunter gave him astern look and he was quiet.

They al talked to me about Thursday and what she had donein the fictional BookWorld. The stories
weredl highly unbelievable but | didn't think to question any of them — | wasjust glad of the company,
and happy to hear about what she had been doing over the past two years. Mrs Bradshaw gave me a
rundown of what Friday had been up to aswell; and even offered to corne and look after him whenever |
wanted. Zhark was more interested in talking about Handley, but till had timeto tell me awholly
unbelievable story about how he and Thursday had dedlt with a Martian who had escaped from The War
of the Worlds and turned up in The Wind in the Willows.

It'sa"W" thing," he explained, 'in thetitles, | mean. Wind-War, Worlds-Willows, they are so smilar
that—

Bradshaw nudged him to be quiet.

They left two hourslater, dightly full of drink and very full of Battenberg. | noticed that thetall oneinthe
black cloak had rifled though my address book before he left and when | looked he had |€ft it open at



Handley's address. | returned to the living room and sat on the sofa until deep overcame me.

| was woken by Pickwick wanting to be let out, and Alan wanting to belet in. The smaller dodo had
some paint spilled on him, smet of perfume, had a blue ribbon tied around hisleft foot and was holding a
mackerd in hisbeak. | have no ideato this day what he'd been getting up to. | went upstairs, checked
that Friday was deegping in his cot, then had along shower and ashave.
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Death Becomes Her

SUPERHOOP ASSAILANT 'VANISHES

The mysterious nwho shot the Mdlets team manager has not yet been found, despite avigorous
SpecOps search. 'lts il early daysin the investigation,' said a police spokesman, 'but from clothes | eft at
the crime scene we are interested in interviewing a Mr Norman Johnson, who we understand has been
staying at the FinisHotel for the past week." Asked to comment further on the rumoured link between the
attack on Miss Next and agrand piano incident last Friday, the same police spokesman confirmed that
the attacks were connected, but wouldn't be pressed on details, Miss Next is till in St Septyks Hospital
where her condition isreported as ‘critical.'

Articleinthe Snvindon Daily Eyestrain, 24 July 1988
‘Table seventeen?

‘Sorry?

"Table seventeen. Y ou are table seventeen, | take it?

| looked up at the waitressin a confused manner. A second ago | had been taking a pendty during a
Superhoop — and now | wasin a cafeteria somewhere. She was akindly woman with afriendly manner.
| looked at the table marker. | was table seventeen.

'Yes?
‘You'retogo ... northside.'

| must have looked confused because she repeated it and then gave me directions. aong the concourse,
past the Coriolanus Will-Speak machine, up the stairs and across the pedestrian walkway .

| thanked her and got up. | was still dressed in my croquet gear

but without mallet or helmet, and | touched my head gently where | could fed asmall hole. | sopped for
amoment and looked around. | had been here before, and recently. | wasin amotorway services. The
sameonethat | had visited with Spike. But where was Spike? And why couldn't | remember how | got
here?

'Wéll, looky what we have herel" came avoice from behind me. It was Chesney, thistime wearing some
sort of neck brace but with a bruise on the side of his head where | had kicked him. Next to him was one
of his henchmen, who was minusan arm.



'Chesney,’ | muttered, looking around for aweapon, 'still in the soul reclamation business?
‘And how!"
"Touch me and I'll knock your block off

'‘Ooooh!" said Chesney. 'Don't flatter yourself, girlie - you've just been called to go northside, haven't
you?

'So?

'Wéll, there's only one reason you go over there,’ replied Chesney's sidekick with an unkindly laugh.

Y ou mean—"7?

‘Right, said Chesney with agrin, 'you're dead.’

'‘Dead?

'Dead. Join the club, sweetheart.'

'How can | be dead?

'Remember the assassin at the Superhoop?

| touched the holein my head again.

'l was shot.'

'In the head. Get out of that one, Miss Next!'

‘Landen must be devastated,’ | murmured, ‘and | have to take Friday for a health check-up on Tuesday.'
'Ain't none of your concern no longer!" sneered Chesney's sidekick, and they walked off, laughing loudly.

| turned to the steps of the pedestrian footbridge that |ed towards the northside and looked around.
Oddly, | didn't feel any great fear about being dead - | just wished I'd had the chance to say goodbye to
the boys. | took the first step on the staircase when | heard a screeching of tyresand aloud crash. A car
had just pulled up outsde the services, jumped the kerb and collided with arubbish bin. A large man had
legped out and was running through the doors, looking up and down in desperation until he saw me. It
was Spike.

"Thursday—!" he gasped. 'Thank heavens| got to you before you went across!’

‘Youredive?

'Of course. It took me two days driving up and down the M4 to get here. Lookslike | wasjustintime.’
'Intime? Intimefor what?

'I'm taking you home.’

He gave me hiscar keys.

‘That's the ignition but the engine starter isa push button in the middle of the dash.’



'Middle of the dash, okay. What about you?
'I've got some unfinished business with Chesney so I'll see you on the other side.”
He gave me ahug, and trotted off towards the newsagent's.

| walked outside and got into Spike's car, grateful that | had afriend like him who knew how to dedl with
thingslikethis. I'd be seeing Friday and Landen again, and everything would be just hunky-dory. |
pressed the Starter, reversed off the rubbish bin and drove towards the exit. | wondered whether we'd
won the Superhoop. | should have asked Spike. PIKE!!!

| stamped on the brakes and reversed rapidly back to the services, jumped out of the car and ran across
the footbridge leading to the northside.

Only it wasn't the northside, of course. It was alarge cavern of incal culable age lit by dozens of burning
torches. The gaactites and stalagmites had joined, giving the impression of organic Doric columns
supporting the high roof, and snaking among the columns and the boul der-strewn floor was an orderly
gueue of departed souls who had lined up ready to crosstheriver that guarded the

entrance to the underworld. The lone ferryman was doing a brisk trade; for an extra shilling you could be
taken on aguided tour on the way. Another entrepreneur was selling guides to the underworld, how best
to ensure the departed soul went to aland of milk of honey, and for the more dubious characters afew
helpful hints on how to square yoursdf with the Big Guy on Judgment Day.

| ran up the queue and found Spike ten souls from the front.

'Absolutely no way, Spike!'

'Seh!" said someone ahead of us.

‘Nutsto you, Thursday. Just look after Betty, would you?

"You are NOT taking my place, Spike.'

'Let medo this, Thursday. Y ou deserve along life. Y ou have many wonderful thingsin front of you.'
'So do you.'

'It's debatable. Battling the undead was never abowl of cherries. And without Cindy?

'She's not dead, Spike.'

'If she pullsthrough they'll never let her out of jail. She was the Windowmaker. No, after the shit I've
been through, this actually seemslike agood option. I'm staying.’

‘You are not.’

‘Try and stop me.'

'Sssh!" said the man in front again.

'l won't let you do it, Spike. Think of Betty. Besdes, I'm the one that's dead, not you. SECURITY!"
A mouldy skeleton holding alance and dressed in rusty armour clanked up.

'What's going on here?



| stabbed afinger a Spike.
"This man's not dead.’

'Not dead? replied the guard in ashocked tone. The queue of people all turned round to stare asthe
guard drew arusty sword and pointed it at Spike, who reluctantly raised his hands and, shaking his head
sadly, walked back towards the footbridge.

"Tell Landen and Friday | lovethem!' | yelled at his departing form, suddenly redlising that | should have
asked him who'd won the Superhoop. | turned to the queue behind me, which snaked around the
boulder-strewn cavern, and said:

'Does anyone know the results of Superhoop 887

'Shhh!" said the man in front again.

'Why don't you poke your "shhhh" up your. . . Oh. Hello, Mr President.’
As soon as he recognised me he gave me a broad toothy grin.

'Eeee, MissNext! Isthisthat theme park again?

‘Sort of'

| was glad that the trip acrossthe river led up aswell as down. One thing was for sure: unless there had
been some sort of dreadful adminigtrative mix-up, Formby was certainly not for eterna torment within
the dl-consuming flames of hdll.

'So — how areyou? | asked, momentarily lost for words when confronted with the biggest — and last
— cdlebrity | would belikely to mest.

'Pretty good, lass. One moment | was giving a concert, next thing | wasin the cafeteria ordering pie and
chipsfor one’

Spike had said he had driven for two daysto get to me, so it must be the 24th - and, as Dad had
predicted, Formby had died as he had meant to, performing for the Lancaster Regiment Veterans. My
heart fell as| redised that the days following Formby's death would mark the beginning of the Third
World War. Still, it was out of my hands now.

The boat arrived for the ex-President and he stepped in.
The ferryman pushed the small craft into the river and dropped his pole into the dark water.

'Mr Formby, isn't it? said the ferryman. 'I'm abig fan of yours. | had that Mr Garrick in the back of my
boat once. Do you do requests?

'Ooh, aye,' replied the entertainer, 'but | don't have me uke with me.'

'‘Borrow mine,' said the ferryman. 'l do abit of entertaining myslf, you know.'
Formby picked up the ukulele and srummed the strings.

'What would you like?

The ferryman told him and the dour cavern was soon filled with a chirpy rendition of 'Weve Been aL.ong



Time Gone'. It seemed afitting way to go for the old man, who had given so much to so many — not
only as an entertainer, but as afreedom fighter and elder stlatesman. The boat, Formby and the ferryman
disappeared into the mist that drifted across theriver, obscuring the far bank and muting the sound. It
was my turn next. What had Gran said? The worst bit about dying is not knowing how it al turns out?
Stll, at least | got Landen back, so Friday wasin good hands.

'Miss Next?

| looked up. Theferryman had returned. Hewas dressed in a sort of dirty mudin cloth; | couldn't see his
face.

'Y ou have the fare?
| dug out a coin and was about to hand it over when—
'WAIT!H!

| turned around as a petite young woman trotted up, out of breath. She brushed the blonde hair from her
face and smiled shyly a me. It was Cindy.

'I'mtaking her place,’ shetold the ferryman, handing over acoin.
'How canyou? | said in some surprise. 'Y ou're dmost dead yoursdlf!'

'No," she corrected me, 'I'm not. And what's more, | pull through. | shouldn't, but | do. Sometimes the
Devil looks after hisown.'

‘But you'l leave Spike and Betty—
‘Listen to me for amoment, Thursday. I've killed sixty-eight peoplein my career.’
'So you did do Samue Pring.’

It was afluke. But listen: sixty-eight innocent souls sent acrossthisriver before their time, al down to
me. And | did it al for cash. Y ou can play the self-righteous card for dl | care, but the fact remains that
I'll never seethelight of day when | recover, and I'll never get to hold Betty again, or hug Spike. | don't
want that. Y ou're a better person than me, Thursday, and the world isfar better off withyou init.’

‘But that's not the point, surdly? | said. 'Whenit'stimeto go—

'Look,' sheinterrupted angrily, 'let me do one good thing to make up for even one quarter of one per
cent of the misery I've caused.'

| stared at her asthe skeleton in rusty armour clanked up again.

'Moretrouble, Miss Next?

'Give usaminute, will you?

'Please,’ implored Cindy, 'you'd be doing me afavour.'

| looked at the skeleton, who probably would have rolled hiseyesif he had had any.

'It'syour decision, Miss Next,' said the guard, 'but someone has to take that boat or I'm out of ajob —
and I've got abony wife and two small skeletonsto put through college.’



| turned back to Cindy, put out my hand and she shook it, then pulled me forward and hugged metightly
whilewhisperinginrny ear:

"Thank you, Thursday. Keep an eye on Spike for me.’

She hopped quickly into the boat before | had a chance to change my mind. She gave awan smile and
sat in the bows as the ferryman leaned on his pole, sending the small boat noisdlesdy acrosstheriver. In
terms of the burden of her sins, saving me was only small recompense, but she felt better for it, and so
did I. Asthe boat containing Cindy faded into the mists of the river | turned and walked back towards
the pedestrian footbridge, the southside of Dauntsey services, and life.

42
Explanations

STATE FUNERAL ATTRACTSWORLD'SLEADERS

Millions of heartbroken citizens of England and the most important world leaders arrived in
Wigan yesterday to pay tribute to President George Formby, who died two weeks ago. The
funeral cortege was driven on a circuitous route round the Midlands, the streets lined with
mourners eager to bid a final goodbye to England's President of the past thirty-nine years. At his
memorial service in Wigan Cathedral the new Chancellor, Mr Redmond van de Poste, spoke
warmly of the great man's contribution to world peace. After the Lancashire Male Voice Choir
sang 'With My Little Sick of Blackpool Rock' accompanied by two hundred ukul€eles, the
Chancellor invited the Queen of Denmark to accompany himin a duet of "Your Way Is My Way',
something that might well serve to mend the rift between our respective nations.

Artidlein The Toad, 10 August 1988

"It was touch and go for amoment,’ said Landen, who was sitting by my hospital bed holding my hand.
"There was a moment when we redly didn't think you'd makeit.'

| gave awan smile. | had regained consciousness only the day before and every movement felt likea
dagger in my head. | looked around. Joffy and Miles and Hamlet were there, too.

'Hi, guys

They smiled and welcomed me back.

'How long? | asked in awhisper.

"Two weeks," said Landen. 'We redly thought—

| gently squeezed his hand and looked around. Land divined my thoughts perfectly.
'He'swith his grandmother.'

| raised a hand to touch the side of my head but could fed only aheavy bandage. Landen took my hand
and returned it to the sheet.

'What—7?

'Y ou were agtonishingly lucky," he said in a soothing tone. 'The doctors say you'll make afull recovery.
The calibre was quite small and it entered your skull obliquely; by the timeit had gone through most of



the energy was gone.' He tapped the side of his head. 'It lodged between your brain and the inside of the
skull. Gave us quite afright, though.'

'Cindy died, didn't she?

Joffy answered.

'Looked to be improving but then septicaemiaset in.'

‘They redlly loved one another, you know, despitetheir differences!’

'She was a hit-woman, Thursday, atrained assassin. | don't think she regarded desth as anything more
than an occupationa hazard.'

| nodded. He wasright.

Landen leaned forward and kissed my nose.

'Who shot me, Land?

'Does the name "Norman Johnson” mean anything to you?

'Yes,' | sad, 'the Minotaur. Y ou were right. HEd been trying to dapstick me to death all week -
steamroller, bananaskin, piano - | wasafool not to seeit. Mind you, agun's hardly dapstick, isit?

Landen amiled.

It had alarge "bang" sign that came out of the barrdl, aswell asthe bullet. The police are il trying to
make sense of it.'

| sighed. The Minotaur was long gone but 1'd still have to be careful. | turned to Landen. There was il
something | needed to know.

'‘Didwewin?

'Of course. Y ou pegged afoot closer than O'Fathens. Y our shot has been voted " sporting moment of the
century” - in Swindon, at any rate.’

'So we aren't at war with Wales?
Landen shook his head and smiled.

'Kanesfinished, my darling— and Goliath have abandoned dl attemptsto become ardigion. St Zvikx
doesindeed work in mysterious ways.'

'Areyou going to tell me? | said with awan smile. 'Or do | haveto begt it out of you with astick?

Joffy unfolded the picture of St Zvlkx and Cindy'sfatal pianoing on Commercia Road, the one from the
Swindon Evening Globe that Gran had given me.

'We found thisin your back pocket,' said Miles.

'And it got usto thinking,' continued Joffy, ‘exactly where Zvikx was heading that morning, and why he
had the ticket for the Gravitube in his bedroom. He was cutting hislosses and running. | don't think even
Zvlkx — or whoever he was— believed that Swindon could possibly win the Superhoop. Dad dways
sad that time wasn't immutable!’



'l don't get it.'

Milesleaned forward and showed me the picture again.

'Hedied trying to get to Tudor Turf Accounting.'

'So? Oldest betting shop in Swindon.'

'No - inthe world. We made afew calls. It had been trading continualy snce 1264."

| looked at Joffy quizzicdly.

'What are you saying?

"That the Book of Reveal ments was nothing of the kind — it's a thirteenth-century betting dlip!’
‘A what?

He pulled Zvlkx's Reved ments from his pocket and opened it to the front page. Therewasa
countersigned receipt for afarthing that we had thought was abookbinder's tax or something. The small
arithmetical sum next to each Revealment was actudly the odds againgt that particular event coming true,
each one countersigned by the same signature as on the front page. Joffy flicked through the dim volume.

"The Spanish Armada Reved ment had been given the odds of six hundred to one, Wellington's victory at
Waterloo four hundred and twenty to one." He flicked to the final page. 'The outcome of the croquet
match was set at 124,000 to one. The odds were generous because Zvikx was betting on things
centuries before they happened; indeed, centuries before croquet was even thought of No wonder the
person who had underwritten the bet felt confident in offering such odds.’

'Well,' | said, ‘don't hold your breath — 124,000 farthingsonly addsupto...upto.. .

'One hundred and thirty quid,’ put in Miles.

‘Right. One hundred and thirty quid. Nelson's victory would net Zvlkx only, what — nine bob?
| ill didn't quite get it.

"Thursday - it's a totalizer . Each bet or event that comestrue is multiplied by the winnings of the previous
event - and any prophecy that didn't come true would would have negated the whole dedl !

'S0 . . . how much are the Reveal ments worth?

Joffy looked a Miles, who looked at Landen, who grinned and looked at Joffy.
'One hundred and twenty-eight billion pounds.'

'But Tudor Turf wouldn't have that sort of cash!'

'Of course not,' replied Miles, 'but the parent company that underwrites Tudor Turf would be legdly
bound to meet al bets drawn up. And Tudor Turf are owned by Wessex Cashcow which isitself owned
by TailsY ou Lose, the wholly owned gaming division of Consolidated Glee, which is owned by—

"The Goliath Corporation,' | breathed.



Right.

There was astunned silence. | wanted to jump out of bed and laugh and scream and run around, but that,
| knew, would have to be postponed until | wasin better hedlth. For now, | just smiled.

'So how much of Goliath doesthe Idolatry Friends of St Zvikx actualy own?

'Well,' continued Joffy, ‘it doesn't actually own any of it. If you recal we sold al hiswisdom to the Toast
Marketing Board. They now own fifty-eight per cent of Goliath. We told them what we wanted and they
wholeheartedly agreed. Goliath have dropped their plansto become ardigion and have decided to
support apalitical party other than the Whigs. There was something in the deal about anew cathedrd to
be built, too. We won, Thursday - we won!'

Kanesfal, | discovered, had been rapid and humiliaing. Without Goliath's backing, and minus his
ovinator, Parliament suddenly started wondering why they had been following him so blindly, and those
who had supported him turned against him with the same enthusiasm. In lessthan aweek heredised just
what it wasto be human. All the vanity and plotting and conniving that worked so well for him when
fictional didn't seem to have the same power at al when spoken with area tongue, and he was removed
from office within three days of the Superhoop. Ernst Stricknene, questioned at length over calls madeto
Cindy Stoker from his office, decided to save as much of his skin as he could and talked at greet length
about hisformer boss. Kaine now had to face the biggest array of indictments ever heaped upon apublic
figurein the history of England. So many, in fact, thet it was easier to list things he wasn't indicted for —
which were: ‘working as an unlicensed nanny' and 'using acar horn in abuilt-up area during the hours of
darkness. If found guilty on al charges he was facing over nine hundred yearsin prison.

'l fed dmogt sorry for him," said Joffy, who was alot more forgiving than me. 'Poor Y orrick.’
'Yes,' replied Hamlet sarcadtically. ‘Alas!

43
Recovery

TOAST PARTY UNVEIL MANIFESTO

Mr Redmond van de Poste, whose ruling Toast (formerly Common-sense) Party took control of
the nation last week, announced the party's manifesto to rescue the country from economic and
social collapse. Mr van de Poste began by announcing mandatory toast-eating requirements for
all citizens on a diding scale based on age, then proposed a drive to place a new toaster in every
home within a year.

'Inthelong term,” continued Mr van de Poste, ‘we will ingtigate a five-year plan to upgrade all our
manufacturing facilities to build a new brand of supertoaster that will sweep aside all competition
and make England the toast capital of the world." Critics of the 'Toast manifesto' indicated alarm
at Poste's strident calls for a North Atlantic Toast Alliance, and pointed out that excluding
non-toast-eating nations would create unnecessary international tension. Mr van de Poste has not
yet responded, and has called for areform of Parliament.

Artidlein The Toad, 4 August 1988

| went home two weeks later to ahouse that was so full of flowersit looked like Kew Gardens. | ill
didn't have complete command of the right-hand side of my body but every day it seemed alittle bit more
like part of me, alittle lessnumb. | sat and looked out of the open French windows into the garden. The



ar was heavy with the scents of summer and the breeze gently played upon the net curtains. Friday was
drawing with some crayons on the floor and | could hear the clackety-clack of Landen's old Underwood
typewriter next door, and in the kitchen Louis Armstrong was on thewirdlesssinging 'LaVieenrose. It
wasthefirg time | had been ableto relax for dmost aslong as | could remember. | was

going to need an extended conval escence but would go back to work eventualy — perhaps at
SpecOps, perhaps at Jurisfiction, perhaps both.

'l cameto say goodbye.

It was Hamlet. | had learned from him earlier that William Shgakespeafe had managed to extricate The
Merry Wives of Windsor from Hamlet, and both plays were asthey should be. The one enigmatic, the
other a spin-off.

'‘Areyou sureyou're—
He slenced me with awave of hishand and sat down on the sofawhile Alan gazed a him adoringly.

'I'velearned alot of thingswhile I've been here,' he said. 'I've learned that there are many Hamlets and
we love each one of them for their different interpretation. | liked Gibson's because it hasthe least
amount of dithering, Orson because he did it with the best voice, Gielgud for the ease with which he
placed himsdf within the role, and Jacobi for his passion. By the way, have you heard about this Branagh
fdlow?

‘No.'
'He'sjust gtarting to get going. I've got afedling his Hamlet will be stupendous.’
He thought for amoment.

'For centuries 've been worrying about audiences seeing me as amouthy spoiled brat who can't make up
his mind about anything, but having seen the real world | can understand the appeal. My play is popular
because my falingsare your failings, my indecison theindecision of you dl. We dl know what hasto be
done; it'sjust that sometimes we don't know how to get there. Acting without thought doesn't really help
inthelong run. I might dither for awhile, but at least | maketheright decisonintheend: | bear my
troubles, and take arms against them. And therein liesamessage for al mankind, although I'm not
exactly surewhat it is. Perhgpsthere's no message. | don't realy know. Besides, if | don't dither, there's

no play.'
'So you're not going to kill your unclein thefirst act?

'No. Infact, I'm going to leave the play exactly asit is. I've decided instead to focus my energies towards
being the Jurisfiction agent for al of Shakespearesworks. I'll have ago at Marlowe, too-- but I'm not
keen on Webgter.'

"That's excellent news;' | told him, "Jurisfiction will be very happy.'

He paused.

I'm il abit annoyed that someone told Ophelia about Emma. It wasn't you, wasit?
'On my honour.'

He got up, bowed and kissed my hand.



'‘Come and visit me, won't you?

'Y ou can count oniit,’ | replied. 'Just one question: where on earth did you find Daphne Farquitt? She's
therecluse'srecluse.’

He grinned.

'l didn't. By the morning of the Superhoop | had managed to gather about nine people. Therésalimit to
how much anti-K aine sentiment you can muster going door to door in Swindon at two in the morning.’

'So there never was a Farquitt fan club?
'Oh, I'm sure there is somewhere, but Kaine didn't know it, now, did he?
| laughed.

'I've afedling you're going to be an asset to Jurisfiction, Hamlet. And | want you to take something with
you asagift fromme.’

‘A gift? 1 don't think I've ever had one of those before.”

'‘No?Wdl, dways afirs for everything. | want you to have. . . Alan.'

‘The dodo?

'l think held be an invaluable addition to Elsnore Castle— just don't let him get into the main story.'
Hamlet looked at Alan, who looked back a him longingly.

"Thank you," he said with as much sincerity as he could muster, ‘I'm deeply honoured.’

Alan went abit floppy as Hamlet picked him up, and afew moments |ater they both vanished back to
Elsinore, Hamlet to further hiswork as a career procragtinator, and Alan to cause trouble in the Danish
court.

'Hello, Sweetpea.’

'Hi, Dad.’

'Y ou did aterrific job over that Superhoop. How are you feding?
'Pretty good.

'Did | tell you that as soon as Zvikx got hit by that number twenty-three bus the Ultimate Likelihood
Index of that armageddon rose to eighty-three per cent?

'No, you never told me that.'

‘Just aswell, redlly - | wouldn't have wanted you to panic.’
'Dad, who was St Zvikx?

Heleaned closer.

'Don't tell asoul but he was someone named Steve Schultz from the Toast Marketing Board. | think |
may have recruited him or he may have approached meto help - I'm not sure. History has rewritten itself



S0 many timesI'm redly not sure how it wasto begin with - it'sabit like trying to guessthe origind
colour of awall when it's been repainted eight times. All | can say isthat everything turned out okay —
and that things are far weirder than we can know. But the main thing isthat Goliath now answer to the
Toast Marketing Board and Kaineis out of power. The whole thing has been rubber-stamped into
historical fact and that'sthe way it'sgoing to stay.'

'Dad?
'Yes?

'How did you manage to jump Schultz or Zvlkx or whoever hewas al the way from the thirteenth
century without the ChronoGuard spotting what you were up to?

"Where do you hide a pebble, Sweetpea?

'On abeach.’

'And where do you hide a thirteenth-century impostor saint?
'With . . . lots of other thirteenth-century impostor saints?

He amiled.

"Y ou sent dll twenty-eight of them forward just to hide St Zvikx?

"Twenty-seven, actualy — one of them was real. But | didn't do it done. | needed someoneto whip up a
timephoon in the Dark Ages as cover. Someone with remarkable skillsas atime traveller. An expert who
can surf thetimelinewith askill | will never possess!

'‘Me?
He chuckled.
'No, slly - Friday.'

Thelittle boy looked up when he heard his name. He chewed the crayon, made aface and spat the bits
on Pickwick, who jumped up in fright and ran away to hide.

'Meet the future head of the ChronoGuard, Sweetpea. How did you think he survived Landen's
eradication?

| stared at the little boy, who stared back, and smiled.
Dad |ooked at hiswatch.

'Well, I've got to go. Nelson's up to his old tricks again. Time waitsfor no man, aswe say.'

a4
Final Curtain

NEANDERTHALSMAKE NEW YEAR'S'AT RISK" LIST

Neanderthds, the once extinct cousn of Homo sapiens, were yesterday granted ‘at risk’ status along



with the edible dormouse and poorly crested grebe. Chancellor Mr Redmond van de Poste of the Toast
Party granted them this honour in recognition of their work during the Swindon Reading Superhoop. Mr
van de Poste met with Neanderthals and read from a specially prepared speech. 'Personally, | redly
don't give a button over your status,” hetold them, 'but it's politicaly expedient and vote-winning to be
doing something to help lowly clods like you gain some sort of limited Incoming freedom." His speech
was received warmly by the Neanderthas, who were expecting half-truths and disnformation. 'An
gpplication to become "endangered”, continued Mr van de Poste, 'will belooked at on its meritsin the
new year - if we can be bothered.'

Articleinthe Snvindon Daily Eyestrain, 7 September 1988

| was well enough to be given an award three weeks later at amayora lunch. Lord V olescamper
presented the whole Superhoop team with a special 'Swindon Star' medal, especialy struck for the
purpose. The only Neanderthal to show up was Stig, who understood what it meant to me, evenif he
couldn't truly understand the concept of individual aggrandisement.

There was aparty afterwards and everyone wanted to chat to me, mostly to ask me whether | would
play any more professond croquet. | met Handley Paige again; he jJumped when he saw me and downed
adrink nervoudy.

'I've decided not to kill off my Emperor Zhark character,’ he announced quickly, 'I'd just like to make
that point right now, in case anyone might think | was going to stop writing Zhark books, which I'm not.
Not at all. Not ever.'

He looked around warily.

I'm sorry? | said. 'I'm not sure | understand.’

'Oh. .. right," hereplied sarcagticaly, tried to drink from his empty glass and then strode off to the bar.
'What was al that about? asked Landen.

‘Search me!’

Spike was at the party too and he sdled up to me as | was fetching another drink.

'What did she say to you when she took your place?

| turned to face him; | wasn't surprised that he knew Cindy had replaced me. The semi-dead was hisfield
of expertise, after all.

'She said that she wanted to make up for some of the misery she had caused, and she knew she would
never hold either you or Betty again.’

"Y ou could have refused her, but I'm glad you didn't. | loved her, but she was rotten to the core.’
Hefél slent for amoment and | touched him onthearm.

'Not entirely rotten, Spike. She loved you both very much.'

Helooked at me and smiled.

'l know. Y ou did theright thing, Thursday. Thank you.'

And he hugged me, and was gone.



| answered |ots more questions regarding the Superhoop match and when | decided enough was enough
| asked Landen to take me home.

Landen drove the Speedster, with Friday in ababy seat in the back, right next to Pickwick, who didn't
want to be |eft alone now that Alan had gone.

‘Land?

'Mm?

'Did you ever think it odd that | survived?
'I'm grateful that you did, of course—
'Stop the car aminute

'Why?

‘Just do as| say.

Hepulled up and | very carefully climbed out and walked towards where two familiar figureswere Stting
on the pavement outside a Goliathe coffee shop. | approached silently and sat down next to the larger of
the two before held even noticed. He looked round and jumped visibly when he saw me.

'Once,' said asad and familiar voice, 'you would never have been able to sneak up on a Gryphon!'

| smiled. He was a creature with the head and wings of an eagle and the body of alion. He wore
spectacles and ascarf under histrenchcoat, which somewhat dented his otherwise fearsome appearance.
Hewasfictional, to be sure, but he was aso head of jurisfiction'slega team, my lawyer — and afriend.

'Gryphon!" | said with some surprise. 'What are you doing in the Outland?

'Here to see you,” he whispered, looking around and lowering hisvoice. 'Have you met Mock Turtle?
He's now my number two at the lega desk.’

He gestured towards where aturtle with the head of acaf was staring mournfully into space. He was,
like the Gryphon, straight out of the pages of Alice in Wonderland.

'How do you do?
'Okay - | suppose.’ The Mock Turtle sighed, dabbing his eyeswith a handkerchief.
'So what's up? | asked.

'It's quite serious — too serious for the footnoterphone. And | needed an excuse to do some Outlander
research on traffic idands. Fascinating things!'

| felt hot and prickly al of asudden. Not about traffic idands, of course, about my conviction. The
fiction infraction. | had changed the ending of Jane Eyre and was found guilty by the Court of Hearts. All
that was missing was the sentence.

'What did | get?

'It's not that bad,” exclaimed the Gryphon, snapping hisfingers at the Mock Turtle, who passed him a
sheet of paper now stained with his own tears.



| took the paper and scanned the semi-blurred contents.

It'sabit unusud,” admitted the Gryphon. 'l think the bit about the gingham is unnaturdly cruel - might be
the cause of an apped onitsown.’

| stared at the paper.

Twenty yearsof my lifein blue gingham,’' | murmured.

'And you can't die until you've read the ten most boring books," added the Gryphon.
'My gran had to do the same,' | explained, feding just alittle puzzled.

'Not possible,’ said the Mock Turtle, drying his eyes. 'This sentenceis unique, as befitsthe crime. You
can take the twenty years of gingham any time you want - not necessarily now.'

‘But my gran had this punishment—!"'

'Y ou're mistaken,’ replied the Gryphon firmly, retrieving the paper, folding it and placing it in his pocket,
‘and we had better be off. Will you be at Bradshaw's golden wedding anniversary?

'Y-es,' | said dowly, still confused.

'‘Good. Page 221, Bradshaw and the Diamond of M'shala. It's bring a bottle and a banana. Drag your
husband aong. | know he'sreal but no one's perfect — wed all liketo meet him.'

"Thank you. What about—

'‘Goodness!’ said the Gryphon, consulting alarge pocket watch. ‘I s that the time? We've got alobster
quadrille to perform in ten pages!’

The Mock Turtle cheered up abit when he heard this, and in amoment they were gone.
| walked dowly back to where Landen and Friday were waiting for mein the car.
'Dah!" said Friday redlly loudly.

"There!" said Landen. 'He most definitely said "Dad"!’

He noticed my furrowed brow.

'What's up?

‘Landen, my gran on my mother'sside died in 1968

'‘And?

'Well, if shedied then, and Dad's mum died in 1979—

'Yes?

"Then who isthat up a the Goliath Twilight Homes?'

'I've never met her,' explained Landen. 'l thought "gran” was aterm of endearment.’

| didn't answer. | had thought she was my gran but shewasn't. In fact, I'd known her only about three



years. Beforethat | had never set eyes on her. Perhapsthat's less than accurate. | had seen her whenever
| stared into amirror, but she had been alot younger. Gran wasn't my gran. Gran was me.

Landen drove me up to the Goliath Twilight Homes and | went in done, leaving Landen and Friday inthe
car. | made my way with heavily besting heart to her room and found the ward sister bending over the
gently dozing form of the old, old woman that | would eventudly become.

'Is she suffering much?

"The painkillerskeep it under control,' replied the nurse. 'Family?

'Yes,' | replied, ‘werevery close!

'She's aremarkable woman, murmured the nurse. 'It'sawonder she's still with usat all.’
It was apunishment,' | said.

'Pardon?

‘Never mind. It won't belong now.’

| moved closer to the bed and she opened her eyes.

'Hello, young Thursday!" said Gran, waving at me weakly. Shetook off the oxygen mask, was roundly
scolded by the nurse, and put it back on again.

"You're not my gran, areyou? | said dowly, sitting on the side of the bed.
She amiled benevolently and placed her smdl, pink, wrinkled hand on mine,
'l am Granny Next,' shereplied, just not yours. When did you find out?

'l got my sentencing from the Gryphon just now.'

Now that | knew, she seemed more familiar to me than ever before. | even noticed the small scar on her
chin from the charge of the Armoured Brigade way back in 72, and the well-hedled scar above her eye.

'Why did | never realise? | asked her in confuson. 'My real grandmothers are both dead - and | dways
knew that.'

Thetired old woman smiled again.

'Y ou don't have Aornisin your head without learning a few tricks, my dear. My time with you has not
been wasted. Our husband would not have survived without it and Aornis could have erased everything
when wewereliving in Caversham Heights. Where is he, by the way?

'He's looking after the boy Friday outside.

‘Ah!’

Shelooked into my eyesfor amoment, then said:
'Will youtdl him | love him?

'Of course.'



'Wéll, now that you know who | am, | think it'stimeto go. | did find the ten most boring classics - and
I'vedmodt finished thelast.'

'l thought you had to have an "epiphanic moment” before you departed? A last exciting resol ution to your
life?

Thisisit, young Thursday. But it'snot mine, it's ours. Now, pick up that copy of The Faerie Queene. |
am one hundred and ten and it iswdll past my out-time.’

| looked across at the table and picked up the book. | had never read the end - nor even past page forty.
It wasthat dull.

'Don't you haveto read it? | asked.

'Me, you, what's the difference? She giggled, something that turned into aweak cough that wouldn't stop
until I had leaned her gently upright.

"Thank you, my dear!" she gasped when thefit had passed. 'Thereis only aparagraph to go. The pageis
marked.’

| opened the book but didn't want to read the text. My eyesfilled with tearsand | looked at the old
woman, only to be met by a soft amile.

Itistime,’ shesaid amply, 'but | envy you— you have so many wonderful years ahead of you! Read,
please’

| wiped away my tears and had a sudden thought.

‘Butif | read thisnow,' | began dowly, 'then when | am one hundred and ten yearsold | will already
have read it, and then I'd be - you know - just before the last sentence before | - that is, the younger
me—' | paused, thinking about the seemingly impossible paradox.

'Dear Thursday!" said the old woman kindly. ‘Always so linear| 1t does work, believe me. Thingsare just
so much weirder than we can know. You'l find out in due course, as| did.'

She smiled benignly and | opened the book.
'Isthere anything you need to tell me?
Shegmiled again.

'No, my dear. Somethings are best |eft unsaid. Y ou and Landen will have awonderful time together,
mark my words. Read on, young Thursday!"

Therewas aripple and my father was standing on the other side of the bed.
'Dad!" said the old woman. "Thank you for coming!

'l wouldn't missit, o daughter my daughter,' he said softly, bending down to kiss her on the forehead and
hold her hand. 'I've brought afew people with me.'

And there he was, the young man whom | had seen with Lavoisier at my wedding party. Helaid ahand
on hers and kissed her.

'Friday!" said the old woman. 'How old are your children at the moment?



'Here, Mum. Ask them yoursdlf!’

And there they were, next to Friday's wife, who he had yet to meet. She was aone-year-old
somewhere, with no idea of her future, ether. There were two children with her. Two grandchildren of
mine who had yet to be even thought of, let done born. | continued reading The Faerie Queene, dowly
pacing myself as more peoplerippled in to see the old woman before she | ft.

‘Tuesday!" said the old woman as another person appeared. It was my daughter. We'd vaguely talked
about her but that was al - and here she was, a sprightly sixty-year-old. She had brought her children
too, and one of them had brought hers.

Indl, | think | saw twenty-eight descendants of mine that afternoon, al of them sombre, and only one of
them yet born. When they had said their goodbyes and rippled from sight, other visitors appeared to see
her. There was Emperor and Empress Zhark, and Mr and Mrs Bradshaw, who were never to age at dll.
The Cheshire Cat came too, and several Miss Havishams, aswell as a delegation of lobsters from the
distant future, alarge man smoking acigar and severa other people who rippled in and out in apolite
manner. | carried on reading, holding her other hand asthe fire of life dowly faded from her tired bodly.
By thetime | had started on the find verse of The Faerie Queene her eyes were closed and her
breathing was shallow. Thelast of the guests had gone and only my father and | wereleft.

| finished the verse and my sentence was complete. Twenty years of gingham and ten boring books. |
closed the volume and laid it on the bed next to her. Already her face had drained of colour, and her
mouth was partly open. | was derted by aquiet sniffle near me. | had never seen my father cry before
but now large tearsrolled silently down his cheeks. He thanked me and departed, leaving me aone with
thewoman in the bed, the nurse discreetly waiting at the door. | felt sad in that | had lost avaued
companion, but no great sense of grief. After dl, | was till very much dive. | had learned from my own
father's desth many years ago that the end of one'slife and dying are two very different things indeed, and
took solacein that.

'Are you okay? asked Landen when | got back to the car. 'Y ou look as though you've seen a ghost!"
‘Severd,' | replied. 'l think | just saw my wholelife passin front of my eyes.’
‘Do | feature?

'Quitealot, Land.'

'I had my lifeflashin front of meonce,' he said. Troubleis, | blinked and missed dl the good bits!'
It will need morethan ablink,' | told him, nuzzling his ear. 'How's thelittle man?

'Tired after alot of pointing.'

| looked into the back seat. Friday was spark out and snoring.

Landen started the car and pulled out of the parking space.

'Who was the old woman, by the way? he asked as we turned into the main road. 'Y ou never did tell
ml

| thought for amomen.
‘Someone who knew me redlly well and turned up when it mattered.’

'l have someone likethat,’ said Landen, 'and if she'sfeding up toiit, 1'd like to take her out for dinner.



Where do you fancy?*

| thought of the old woman in the bed, dressed in gingham, hanging on for the last verse, and dl the
people who had come to see her off. Life, | decided, would be good, and more than that, unusual .

If I'mwithyou,' | told him tenderly, 'SmileyBurger isthe Ritz.'
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