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Armageddon The Musica
Robert Rankin

VI EWWHAT THOU W LT SHALL BE THE WHOLE OF THE LAW

Pl anet Earth rolled on in ever decreasing circles around the sun. As it had been carrying on in
this fashion for nore years than anyone cared to renmenber, there seemed no cause for inmediate
alarm Not that things were exactly a bundle of |aughs down on old terra firna at the present
time, oh dear ne, no. Things had never been quite the sane since, in a nonent of gay abandonnent,
out -goi ng US president Wayne L. Wormwod had chosen to press the nuclear button just as the New
Year bells were gaily chinming in the arrival of the twenty-first century.

This generally unwel cone turn in events had caught many with their trousers well and truly down
and had definitely taken the edge off nmuch of the auld lang syning. But it did, at |least, offer
followers of the |ate great Nostradanus the dubious satisfaction of spending their final four
nmnutes saying 'l told you so' to anyone who seemed inclined to listen

The Nucl ear Hol ocaust Event, as the nedia |ater dubbed it, was a sonewhat noisy and unsettling
affair, and was considered by the naturally pessimstic to be '"the end of civilisation as we know
it'. OF course it was nothing of the kind and a surprising nunber of folk did cone out of it
relatively unscathed, if not altogether unconplaining. The governnents of the day rose to the
occasi on with such remarkabl e apl onb that one might have been forgiven for thinking that they were
expecting

it all along. Although the water was a bit iffy and | amb | ooked Ii ke being off the menu for sone
time to come, the TV was back on within the week, which can't be bad by any reckoning. And it was
encouraging to note that not only had unenpl oynent been cut at a stroke, as had | ong been

prom sed, but racial intolerance ceased virtually overni ght, mankind now being united beneath the
banner of a single colour. A rather unpleasant shade of nould green

But, as soneone al nost said, you can't please all of the people all of the tine. And, even now,
fifty years on, with the snoke beginning to clear, radiation on its way down and that nebul ous
sonet hing, oft referred to as nornmal service, restored, there were still no outward signs of
euphoria evident upon the faces of M and Ms Joe Public. Not that anyone was actually heard to
conpl ai n, and why should they? Today's nuclear fam |y had very much to be grateful for. Three
square neals a week, unlinited cable television, a constant roomtenperature, |ow overheads and
free waste disposal. And leisure time had really cone into its own.

O course, the prospect of spending your brief span banged up in a bonb-proof bunker, watching TV
and awaiting further devel opments, was not everyone's cup of enzo-protein synthatea. But you did,
at least, have the satisfaction of knowi ng that, even here, you could play your part in the

gl ori ous rebuil ding schene.

Active Viewi ng was now t he name of the game, down bel ow. The console of the TV term nal put
everything that was left of the world at the finger stunps of the bunker-bound. And there was a
great deal to see. The re-education programes, the devotional exercises, the food operas, the
ganme shows, not to nention the public service broadcasts. It was all there, and the choi ce of what

you wat ched, and when, was all yours. A constitutional right. Al the government asked was t hat
you did watch. So, as an incentive and to ensure just reward, they had instituted a system which
was, inits way, every bit as fundanmentally brilliant and divinely inspired as had been the whee
clamp in twentieth-century London

Every TV terminal now had an inbuilt Electronic Eye Scanni ng Point |ndicator, or EYESPI for short.
This marvel of nodern technol ogy was capabl e of recognising the viewer by the individual patterns
of their irises, iris 'signatures' having, of course, been registered at birth with the nother
conputer. Once recognition had been established, this ingenious little doodad totted up the nunber
of weekly view ng hours being put in by the active viewer in question. Once these were | ogged,
food, nedical supplies and rehousing credits then could be allocated accordingly.

It was a wonderful system unbiased, denocratic, free for all to take advantage of and with an
obvi ous appeal to nmankind's naturally conpetitive spirit. So wonderful was it in fact, that the TV
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stations felt inpelled to extol its virtues every hour upon the hour. Its sinple najesty being
summred up, rather succinctly (and not a little poignantly) in the fanbus hymm jingle, 'The nore
you view the nore you do, the nore we vet the nore you get.' (No. 4302, New Wrld TV Hymal .)

But, as has previously been stated, pleasing all the people all of the tinme is an inconplete
science. And so this system as near to perfect as any that can be imagined, had its dissenters.
Not that any of them actually cane out into the open to conplain about it, of course. No chance of
that. They were far too busy glued to their TV screens in a desperate attenpt to clock up
sufficient rehousing credits.

1
There are only five great men and three of them are hanburgers. Don Van Vi et

Back in those carefree days of the 1980s it was very nmuch the vogue anobngst the well-to-dos to
seek out dilapidated character properties for conversion. Medieval tinber-franmed barns, oast
houses, clapped out windmills, all were considered dead chic. And you really weren't anybody if
you didn't possess, at the very |least, a Wsleyan chapel with all its bits and bobs intact, that
you had painstakingly tortured into a design studio, conplete with en suite bathroons, fitted

ki tchen and sol ari um

Few there were with sufficient foresight to consider what the twentieth century itself might offer
in the way of character property. In fact, it wasn't until well into the 1990s that the potenti al
of such derelict period pieces as supernarkets, Habitat stores, fast breeder reactors and battery
chi cken houses was fully exploited. By the year 2050, however, there was hardly a building
standi ng above ground that hadn't been commandeered and converted.

Rex Mundi occupied an apartnment built high in the north-west corner of Odeon Towers. The buil ding
was of the pre-NHE persuasion and had | ong ago been a ci nena

11

Rex shared his living roomwi th a weighty section of nbck Rococo ceiling cornice and an enornous
gil ded cherub. This grinning nonstrosity had once bestowed its distant smile upon severa
generations of cinema-going heads. Now it stared with equal cheer, if sonewhat foreshortened
vision, into the ragged |l ength of sacking which served Rex as carpet. But it was a small price to
pay for overground accommodati on. Six floors beneath Ms Maycroft shared her roonms with severa
rows of cinema seats, and the young wonan who |lived in the tobacco ki osk never conplained. As for
the old couple who had been allocated the gents' toilet, well that didn't bear thinking about. Al
in all Rex had done quite well for hinself.

On this particular norning, Rex sat in his honenade arnthair, facing the flickering TV screen. H's
was the classic seated posture of the Active Viewer. Relaxed yet attentive, right thunb and
forefinger about the renpte controller, expression alert, eyes wide. But here all sinilarities
ended. Rex Mundi was fast asleep

His old Uncle Tony had taught himthe techni que when he was but a |eprous |ad, and there was no
doubt that it did pay big dividends. It had already earned Rex sufficient rehousing credits to get
hi m overground and he actually possessed a surplus of food and nedico rations. Hi s generosity with
these nade himquite popul ar and respected locally. But the greatest benefit to Rex was that it
left himplenty of tine to indulge in his own personal studies. These centred upon a book his
Uncl e Tony had bequeathed to him a curious volune entitled The Suburban Book of the Dead. Uncle
Tony had pressed-the crunbling tome upon Rex with the sinple statenent, 'Know edge is power'.

Shortly after this, he had spontaneously conbusted
12
whil e watching his favourite game show. The way he woul d have wanted to go,’” Aunty Nornma put it.

Rex set to work to unravel the inner nysteries of the old book. But it was no easy matter. The
| anguage was archai c, penned sonmewhere during the middle years of the previous century, and much
of it left Rex conpletely baffled. Yet he felt that he owed it to the old boy, who had, after all
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passed on to Rex a nost efficient nethod for beating the system whilst leaving little el se behind
as a testanent to his existence but for a pair of snoking boots and a charred renote controller

O Rex's roons, there was little that could be argued in their favour. They were above ground, dry
for part of the year and sufficient to his needs. The bedroom housed a noul dy bunk, the living
rooman arnchair and a TV terminal. But for the gilded cherub, the only anonmaly that woul d have
drawn the visitor's eye, should Rex have ever had a visitor, which he never did, was a nural which
occupied an entire wall of the living room This was indeed the proverbial thing of beauty, so
real as to be virtually photographic. Beneath a sky of the deepest blue, white crested waves broke
upon a beach of gol den sand, where tall palns bent under the weight of ripening coconuts; upon the
horizon a liner cruised, a single plume of white snmoke rising froma funnel

Al t hough Rex enjoyed | ooking at the nural, he didn't pretend to understand it. He had never seen
the sea and the liner puzzled himgreatly. Wy, he asked hinsel f, should anyone build a factory so
far fromthe nearest subway term nus?

The masterpi ece had been painted for him in exchange for food, by a young man who had taken up
tenporary | odgi ngs on the sixth-floor |anding. Rex never knew the young nman's nanme and once the
pai nting had been

13

conpl eted, he had left without a word. The painting was an enignma, but it touched sone distant
chord in Rex and brought a considerable brightness into the otherw se gl oony surroundi ngs.

As the day's first newscast began, a tiny doodad, concealed in the chair's back, sang happy
awakeni ngs into Rex's cerebral cortex and drew the | ad awake. Rex yawned and thunmbed the renote
controller. The smling face of the |ady newscaster dini nished and was gone. Rex stunbled blindly
towards the bathroom which, along with the kitchen, was too unspeakable to nerit a nention. Here
he bat hed his eyes and scratched at the stubble on his chin. As sight slowy returned, he glinpsed
his cloudy inmage in the shaving mrror

' Dammabl y handsone,’ he assured hinsel f.

And indeed Rex wasn't a bad-Iooking specinen by any account. Atrifle grey-green about the jow s,
but nothing a quick spray of Healthiglo Pallorgone couldn't deal with. And he did bear an uncanny
resenbl ance to a certain Harrison Ford of ancient days. This m ght just have been the product of
happy coi nci dence, but the fact that his nother had been allowed access to the state sperm banks,
whose stocks had been cryogenically laid down in the 1990s, probably played sone part init.

Rex attended to his daily toilet, picking off any flaky bits and doing what little he could to
meke hinself | ook presentable. Fromthe three he possessed, he chose the shirt which was the | east
crisp beneath the arnpits and gave it a dusting with Bugoff Personal Livestock Ex-termninator. Once
clad in his nost dashing apparel, he opened a tin of synthafood and took breakfast.

Un-fortunately, the |abel had come off and Rex was unable to identify the contents. Hi s norning
repast conpl et ed,

14

he fought off the feelings of nausea which inevitably followed nealtines. Today they were somewhat
nore acute than usual, Rex having just consuned a tin of paint.

Rex bel ched mightily and zi pped*himself into his radiation suit. Screwi ng on the weat herdone, he
st epped through the airlock, primed the anti-theft devices on his front door and set off down the
stairs to face the new day.

And it wasn't a bad one by any account. Although the clouds hung but a few hundred feet above the
rooftops and the crackles of the early electrical stormoffered uncertain illumnation, at |east
it wasn't raining. Rex* switched on his chestlights and pressed on through the nurk towards the
near by subway termi nus. Today was to be the first day of his first-ever job and he had no wish to
be | ate.

" Morni ng Rex, phew what a scorcher, eh?" The voice on the open channel bel onged to Thaddeus Decor
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who lived in the Coca Cola machine on the street corner
Rex of fered hima cheery wave. 'Morning Thaddeus, how s the wife?
"Her knee's a lot better, thanks to that gangrene jelly you let nme have.'
"Gad to hear it.'
"Young Kevin is down with the nange again.'

"“I'1l drop you sonmething in later.' Rex continued upon his way. Thaddeus grinned toothl essly
through hi s weat her - done.

'Thanks mate,’ said he. 'You're a real toff.'

The passage leading into the subway was brightly lit by the techni gl ow of a hundred hol ographic
advertising i mages. Rex plodded through the smling ghosts ignoring their jolly banter. Once
t hrough decontani nati on he renoved his weat herdonme and queued for trave

15

cl earance. Wien his turn came, he pressed his face to the EYESPI. 'Destination? the automaton
enqui r ed.

' The Nenesis Bunker,’ Rex replied, proudly.

Circuits purred, information exchanged, the electrical voice said, 'Thank you, M Mindi, you are
cleared for travel. Have another day.

The norning train lurched painfully into the station and shuddered to a halt. It was not unduly
crowded and Rex chose a vacant corner of the seatless carriage to squat in. The journey took a
little over an hour, but it did at |east offer Rex the opportunity to catch the norning newscast
on the carriage TV, learn what was considered right with the world and clock up a few legitimte
food and nedico credits.

The newscast was nmuch the sanme as ever. Things were | ooking up. The econony had never been
heal t hi er. Production had reached a record level. There had been several nore authenticated
sightings of blue sky. The road cones were expected to cone off the M5 at any tine now Rex
rai sed his eyes to the last one, but anything was possible.

The broadcast ended with a little bit of station propa-ganda, dressed in the guise of human
interest story and com cal tailpiece. Today it concerned an old | ady who had cl ocked up an

unpr ecedent ed nunber of credits, watching a rival station. So many, in fact, that the station's
controller saw fit to visit her in person to offer his congratulations. Eliciting no response at
her bunker door, his associates had cut their way in. And there was the old dear propped up before
the screen, staring on oblivious. She had been dead for three weeks.

"Predictable,' muttered Rex, who was sure that he had heard the tale before. Happily, his stop
came just as the station songsters were launching into an excruciating

16

new ditty ' Every Mushroom Cloud has a Silver Lining'. The train rattled into Nemesis Term nus,
deftly sweeping aside any fallen objects. Today only two antisocial types chose to make the
nmorning leap to oblivion. The driver considered this about average for the tine of year and tuned
the cab TV to his favourite foodie.

When the closing credits of her favourite show had finally rolled off the screen, the fashionable
young woran behi nd the reception desk | owered the volunme on her terminal. Wth nmock surprise, she
stared at the young man who had been standing there for the last twenty mnutes, patiently
flicking dandruff fromthe interior of his weatherdone.

"What do you want?' she asked, w thout charm
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"Rex Mundi.' The lad smiled encouragingly towards the stone-faced harpy.

'So what?' There was sonmething in the wonan's tone that suggested to Rex that casual sex was
probably out of the question

"I"mexpected, or was anyway.'
"You're | ate.

Rex opened his nouth to speak, but thought better of it. If the receptionist could carry on in
this fashion, it was nore than likely that she held considerable sway with some hi gh nmuckamuck on
the Nenesis board of directors, possibly even the Dalai Lama hinself. No doubt in a horizonta
capacity, Rex concluded, in-accurately.

"l have an appointment to see Ms Vrillium'

The receptionist gave her term nal console a desultory tap or two.

" Ah yes, you're
"Late?' Rex said. 'Perhaps if you would be so kind as

17

to direct ne to the office of the lady in question, | night make up a few | ost m nutes.

"You'd never find it,’ said the receptionist, sighing hopelessly. 'Qhers have tried. Men, what
good are they, eh? One brain between the ot of them' Rex examined his finger nails. They didn't
bear exam nati on.

' Possi bl y sonmeone m ght be kind enough to show nme the way then.'
The receptioni st peered about the otherw se deserted entrance hall.

"I't would seem’ said she, at length, 'that all are engaged in their various business pursuits.
Per haps you' d better come back sone other tine.'

Rex stared into the smling face. He could always nmake it look |ike an accident. Say she just fel
and broke her neck. But then, what if he was discovered? It could very easily spoil his chances of
early promotion. 'Is ny sister oria about? he asked casually.

"doria?" The nane took a nmonent or two to sink in, but when it finally did, the effect was
nothing less than magical. 'Goria Mindi?' said the receptionist in a still, small voice. 'Station
controller?

"Cot her in one,’ said Rex brightly. 'MWy sister, if you could just give her a buzz, |I'msure she
woul dn't m nd showing nme the way. It was she who arranged the interview, you see.'

The receptioni st who personally conveyed Rex to the door of Ms Wrilliums office appeared to have
under-gone a mracul ous transfiguration. Having provocatively wi ggled dowm the corridors before
him she now took her leave with a conely wink and a husky, 'See you later, big boy.'

Rex wat ched her depart. Wat a charm ng wonan, he thought, | know I'mjust going to | ove working
here.

18

It's surprising just how utterly wong it's possible to be, when you really put your mnd to it.
For whilst Rex stood in that corridor, regarding the receptionist's reced-ing rear-end and

consi dering the engagi ng possibilities of nepotismcorrectly applied, dark clouds were gather-ing
upon the already darkened horizon. Geat forces were stirring beneath the Earth's surface, and in
a distant part of the gal axy, plans were being hatched that would ultimately threaten the very
fabric of universal existence.

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robe...don%2001%20-%20Armageddon%20The%20Musical.txt (5 of 150) [1/19/03 10:02:30 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%20-%20A rmageddon%2001%20-%20A rmageddon%20The%20M usical .txt
O so it says here.
19
,f it's God's will, who gets the noney? Tony O Bkney

If there is one factor which binds together all the really great religions of this world, it's
that God created nan in his own i mage. Many cynical atheists loudly assert that the reverse is
really the case, putting the whole thing down to egocentricity on the part of the believer. But
then what do atheists know about God anyway? What these doubt- ing Tonms have failed to grasp is
the hidden truth: God created man in his own i nage, because he had to. The erect biped, head at
the top, feet at the bottom wedding tackle about hal fway up, represents the universal archetype,
when it conmes to the '"intelligent' being. This fact has |ong been known to science-fiction

af fici onados and UFO contactees. Alien beings, fromno matter which part of the gal axy they m ght
hail, in-evitably bear a striking resenblance to nan. There are the occasional variations in

hei ght and crani al di nen-sions, but for the nost part our cosnic cousins are a pretty reasonable
facsimle of ourselves. Many even speak good English, often with a pronounced Anerican accent.
Such facts can hardly be argued with. They are evidence, should any really be needed, of a cosmc
mast erpl an, and sufficient in thenselves to serve friend atheist up with a wok-1oad of egg. Faces,
for the use of.

21

VWhat it all cones down to, as it so often does, is the very begi nning of the universe. This, say
the bigheads of the scientific fraternity, all began with a big bang. Wong! The universe, in
fact, began with the sound of a duck call, followed by a whistle and an enornous cosm ¢ w nd-
break. Had anyone been around at the tinme to overhear these sounds, they would probably have
re-ceived a pretty good indication of what God had up his sleeve, anpngst other places.

About five minutes after the burst of celestial flatulence, when the air had begun to clear a bit,
things began to settle down into the shapes which were nost confortable and efficient for them
And so they renmai ned. No-one has yet inproved upon the sphere as a planetary shape, nor the erect
biped as its ruling species. That's the way it is. Like it, or lunp it. QED

Certainly, sone races evolved nentally a I ot quicker than others. The reason for this has conme to
be known as Duke's Principle, "a man's gotta do, what a nan's gotta do'. O to sinplify it, they
evol ved qui cker, because they had to. It all depends very nuch upon what a particul ar planet has
to offer in ternms of pickable food, huntable animals, farmable |ands and whatever. The Trenpi sh of
Trenpera, for instance, found thensel ves conmpeting with huge arnour-plated reptiles, carnivores
with virtually inpenetrable hides and seemngly insatiable appetites. If the Trenmpi sh hadn't had
the ingenuity to dig a series of baited dead-falls, distil an acid fromthe bark of a rare tree,
tip their arrows with it and shoot the trapped beasties in their exposed pineal glands, they would
surely have died out. As it was, they hadn't, so they did! Thus proving, that when a nan's gotta
do what a man's gotta do, he'd better pull his finger out and get on with it.

And so it was with the Phnaargs of Phnaargos. Their
22

'gotta doing' was not inmediately apparent. They lived upon a gloriously verdant world, devoid of
killer reptiles and flying scorpions, rich in natural vegetation, with a mld climte and sone
real ly knockout sunsets. However, to wax biblical, this Eden was not without its serpent. Only
here it cane in the formof the cathode ray tube. Mankind didn't come across this mracle unti
its closing nonments, but it wasn't so on Phnaargos. For on Phnaargos, the cathode ray tube grew
wild. And so, at a tinme when hunmankind was still tossing rocks at the hairy el ephants and
experinmenting with DIY in the famly cave, the Phnaargs were watching TV.

Now, if it was strange that the cathode ray tube should grow wild upon a planet, then it is surely
stranger still that the botanical equivalents of the video canera, the mcrophone, the m xing
desk, the spotlight, the little monocular thing that a really duff director wears around his neck
and all the other paraphernalia necess-ary to television production, should simlarly be bl ooming
away, ready for the harvest. In fact, many might be forgiven for finding it unlikely, to say the
very least. But the Almghty noves in nysterious ways, his wonders to perform And who are we to
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question his notives?

Now, with all this technology sprouting around them one mght also be forgiven for thinking that
the Phnaargs were a 'race blessed of God'. But, you'd be wong on that one too. For nothing could
be further fromthe truth. The Phnaargs were the first race ever to becone irrevocably hooked on
television, the first to fall victimto the dangerous and termnally addictive radiations of the
cathode ray tube. And once infected at such an early stage in their devel opnent, they were wel
and truly done for.

Wthin a few short years of their discovery, the planet was literally forested with cultivated TV
stations and the

23

Phnaar gs, al nost slaves. Those not engaged in full time viewing strove to supply the needs of
those who were. The needs soon becanme denands and the denmands were wild. For this was a young and
primtive stock and it liked its TV neaty!

And so Duke's Principle canme into effect upon Phnaargos. The Phnaarg TV execs, finding that supply
was far outstripped by demand, were forced to do sonmething. To boldly go where no man had gone
before. To seek out new worlds and new civilizations. And tel evise them

And such it was, that by a rare freak of chance, which suddenly nakes all the foregoing rel evant,
t he Phnaargs canme across Planet Earth. Here they found man, still stoning the nmamot hs, whacki ng
up the nurals and generally mnding his own business. Had he been allowed to carry on with these
trivial pursuits, he would probably be doing so even now. But the visiting Phnaargs were not sl ow
to realize the potential of nankind s devel opnent as great TV material. They wasted little tinme in
setting up their horticultural transmitters and getting on with the show. And the rest, like it or
like it not, is history.

The series becane an overni ght success. The Phnaar-gian viewers took to this 'everyday story of
sinple folk' like Teds to a tapered trouser, and The Earthers became the nmost popul ar series in
the history of the universe.

Now, on the face of it, this mght appear to be harml ess enough stuff, a race, hopel essly addicted
to television, watching the exploits of another. And so it night possibly have renai ned, but for
the Phnaarg viewing public's fanatical craving for 'a bit of action'. Mich against their better

j udgenent, the producers of The Earthers found thenselves forced to help things along a bit.

24

It all began in a small way, with fire, the wheel and | anguage. The Earthers just didn't seemto
be getting the hang of them And as the series was now running prine-tine, there seenmed good
reason to slip all these into one weekly episode, to get the ball rolling

The fact that this was done has al ways been vigorously denied by the producers, as have
suggestions that they have been doing |ikew se ever since. Continually tanper-ing with Earth
history to keep the ratings up. The Phnaargi an tabl oi ds have nmade scandal ous assertions that
certain popular figures have been 'reincarnated' over the centuries, and even that sone of the
maj or rol es have been played by Phnaargi an actors dressed up to look |ike Earthers.

Whether there is any truth in this isn't easy to say, the producers of the series w sely having
kept the precise location of Planet Earth to thensel ves as a sinple pre-caution agai nst nosy
parkers. But the fact that next week's episode of The Earthers is always previewed in the
tel evi si on papers should be enough to rai se the occasional suspicion

However, by the Earth year 2050 view ng figures on Phnaargos were tailing off dramatically. And
viewers, nmffed that their favourites had got the chop in the Nucl ear Hol ocaust Event, an episode
whi ch achi eved t he bi ggest ever ratings and won several nuch-coveted awards, were switching off in
droves. The idea of watching a rather undistinguished cast of scabby-Iooking individuals, whose
lives apparently revol ved around watching tel evision, was of very little interest. It was so far-
fetched, for one thing.
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And so it cane to be that on a May norning, when sumrer was the season, the executive team of
Earthers Inc. held a very special meeting. The boardroom perched,

25

high in the spiral |eafbound conpl ex. The Phnaargi an sun, Rupert, nudged a golden ray or two down
towards the broad and nenbraned picture-w ndow, where, tinted to a subtle rose-pink, they fel
upon the exquisite table of Gol denwood which grew in the centre of the room The roomitself was
anot her marvel of horticultural architecture. A masterpiece, designed and grown by the |eading
"hortitect' of the day, Capability Crabshaw.

Crabshaw s current passion was for the work of the |ate and | egendary Vita Sackville-Wst. This
was reflected in this year's boardroom'|ook'. The chairs were the product of painstaking topiary
wor k, performed upon box hedges. The svelte grass carpeting the floor was sewn with thyne,
camonmi | e and ot her fragrant herbs, which rel eased aromati c essences when stepped upon. Acacia

Deal ata and Aibizia Julibrissin flowered in weathered terracotta pots, arranged in pleasing
conpositions to every corner of the room It was all very nuch just so. But whether the nenbers of
t he board, hunched sullenly in their box-hedge baronials, had any appreciation what-soever for
this Sissinghurst in the sky, must remain in sonme doubt. For these were desperate nmen. And he who
had the nobst to | ose was the nost desperate of themall.

Mungo Madoc, station controller, surveyed his troops with a bitter eye. Muingo was 'Earthish' to
the very nostrils. But for the greenly-dyed nmustachi os, waxed into the six points, befitting to
his status, and the extra-ordinarily lush three-piece, clothing his anple frame, one night have
taken himfor an Earthman any day of the week. Except possibly Tuesday.

O the executive board, little can be offered to the reader in terns of their variance from
established Earth type. They averaged around the six-foot mark, some
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corpulent, others of that |ean and hungry | ook once alluded to by a certain Phnaargi an copy-witer
of days gone by. There were six of themin all, and a right surly-1ooking bunch they were too. It
may be of interest to note that while, at this tine, all nedia on Earth was run by fenal es of the
speci es, here on Phnaargos, mal e chauvinismheld sway. And a woman's place was in the greenhouse

Mungo tapped his trowel of office upon the shining table-top. Al conversation ceased as he drew
breath and | aunched straight into the neat of the matter. 'Gentle-nen,' he said, his voice having
the not unexpected nasal quality of one addicted to the pleasures of orchid sniffing, 'gentlenen,
we are in big schtuck here.'

Executive heads bobbed up and down appropriately. At the far end of the table D ogenes ' Dernot'
Darbo, naturally bald, but resplendent in a vine-hair-toupe said, 'Yes, indeedy."'

"Viewi ng figures have sunk to a point beneath which even the Fengorian Fl atworm mi ght find
squeezi ng a sonmewhat hazardous affair.' There were sone nervous titters anongst those few who
hadn't heard the remark before. 'And so I'mholding this special council, that you nmay favour ne
with your propositions for the revitaliza-tion of the series.

Mungo' s team made encouragi ng faces. But nobody spoke.

"You will offer ne your proposals, | will null themover and al nost upon the instant deci de who
remains on the team enjoying all the privileges, and who seeks new enpl oynent turning conmpost in
the nursery beds, en-joying the fresh air."'

The heads remai ned nodl ess but the brains within thempulsed with activity.

27

Tm wai ti ng, gentlenen.’

Hook- nosed Gryphus Garstang rose tentatively to his feet and raised an arm gorgeously encased in
spring-flowering cyclanmen. 'What do you say to another war?' he asked brightly.
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Mungo Madoc eyed the young man al nost kindly. 'Another war?' said he, tucking a soft green sapling
behind his left ear. 'If it hadn't been for your brilliant concept of World War Three to cel ebrate
the arrival of the twenty-first century, we wouldn't be in this ness now.'

"I seemto recall that being a corporate decision,' Garstang replied, rattling his foliage in an
agi tated manner.

"And | seemto recall you insisting that you accept the TV awards at the cel ebration dinners.'

The hooknose reseated hinsel f as Mingo continued, 'Garstang, you have been on the teamfor, how
long is it now?

' One hundred and ei ghty-seven Earth years.'
"And during this short period there have been no |l ess than three world wars.'
' They' ve been very popular with the viewers.'

"That's as may be, but it surely can't have escaped your attention that the Earthers are a little
hard- pressed for weapons at the nonment. What do you suggest they do, sling food tins at one
anot her ?'

G yphus Garstang nmi ntai ned a sul king silence.

"l think we should go for the Iove angle.' The voice belonged to Lavinius Wsten, a pale wllowy
wisp of a man, with the bearing of a poet and the sexual habits of a Fomahaunt Marshferret.

' Passi on anongst the shelter-folk. My teamand | have conme up with a scenario in which two proto-
enbryos becone separated accidentally

28
at the sperm bank. They grow up in separate shelters, then neet and fall in love, finally to
di scover that they are twins. |I'malso working on the possibility that they have a genetic

mut ati on that makes themimune to radiation. They | eave the shelters and repopul ate the Earth.
thought we might call it Earth Two, The Sequel .’

Mungo Madoc sank into his chair and made plaintive groaning noi ses.
"Wll, | think it's got everything going for it.
"But it's not in the plot.'

"We could weave it in.

"Weave it in?" Mingo raised hinself up to an i mprobabl e height and bl ew exquisite pollen fromhis
left nostril. 'How many tinmes nust | renmind you that this series has an original script?

"Ch, that again,' said Garstang, and i medi ately wi shed he hadn't.

"When our founder drew up the original script for The Earthers, it was witten into the contract
that, although a certain degree of creativity was allowable, the basic plot wasn't to be tanpered

with in any way. This, you will recall, is referred to as Holy Wit."'

"And if | recall,’ sneered the hooknose, 'it ends with a world war.'

"And if | recall,' said Calvus Cornelius, who felt that it was his turn to stick two pennyworth
in, '"it was scheduled to end in the Earth year 999.'

There was a long silence; this was one of those things that it was not considered seemy to touch
upon. Cornelius could suddenly hear the call of the conpost beds. 'O so Garstang is al ways
saying,’ he said rapidly.

"I never have,’ Garstang rose with a flurry of heart-crossing.
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"CGentlenen, gentlenen, this is getting us nowhere. Surely one anbngst you has sonething
constructive to offer." Mungo Madoc gazed at the blank faces. Hi s eyes soon caught upon that of
Fergus Shaman, which appeared a little I ess blank than the rest. It was sniling broadly.

"Fergus,' said Mungo, 'Fergus, do you have sonmething to tell us?'

Fergus nodded brightly. He was a curious fellow Sonmewhat |op-sided of face and bent of body, he
carried about with hima nysterious air which, real or imagined, gave hima certain authority.
Mungo Madoc could never quite bring hinself to call him Shaman, at |east not to his face.

"l have the solution,' said Fergus Shaman. That is all.’'

"Then the floor is yours.' Mingo reseated hinself, clasped his fingers before himon the tabletop
and smled the sweetest of smles.

"Whet her or not The Earthers was scheduled to end in 999, | don't know, neither in truth, do
care.' lgnoring the raised eyebrows, he continued, 'One thing | do know, is that it remains very
much in all our interests to see that it doesn't end in the foreseeable future.' Eye-brows

| ower ed, heads nodded slowy. 'The so-called Armageddon sequence nmust be postponed for as |ong as
possi ble. Indefinitely, if needs be.

"But the viewing figures . sai d Mungo

"I am of course, well aware of our dilema. The viewing public is a fickle creature, it loves its
heroes and hates its villains. Through the nedium of constant re-runs it is also well aware of the
story so far. Let's not pretend that we haven't tanpered with the plot. W have, tinme and tine
again.'

"Qut of the purest notives,' said Mingo Madoc.
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"Be that as it may. What |'m suggesting will come as a shock to some of you, but we are in a
desperate situation. It's a somewhat revol utionary approach, but |I think it will pay off in the
long run.’

'CGo on then,’ said Miungo, 'say your piece.'
"I'm proposing that we skip back one hundred years and change the plot."'

There is always a silence before the stormand i ndeed there was one now. Wen the ensuing storm
broke, it was a real belter. Sheltering beneath an unbrella of facts, only known to hinself,
Fer gus Shaman weat hered it out.

" How?' said Mungo, when he was finally able to make hinself heard.

"In the sinplest terns avail able, we pick upon a popular character of the tinme, allow himto view
the future, his own in particular, and offer himanother chance.'

"Go on.'

"Well,’ said Fergus, 'back in the 1950s there was a certain Elvis Presley. Perhaps you recal
hi n®?'

"Big fat Northern Irish fellow, always shouting "down with the pope".'
"No,’ Fergus shook his head, 'that was soneone el se entirely.
"Sorry, they all look the sanme after a while.'

"This Elvis Presley was a | eader of the nation's youth. In 1958 he joined the Anerican Arny. Mny
hi storians agree that this was the downfall of his career. The expression "sold out" was one in
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popul ar use at the tine. However, in ny new scenario, Elvis refuses to take the draft. He is
arrested and spends a short time in prison. But the outcry fromthe teenage population is so
great, that he is soon rel eased. He becones a figure in Anerican politics and in 1963 becones
presi dent of the USA. '

31
"I know this Presley,’ Garstang pipped in, 'he was a wally, by any account.

"I have no wish to be flippant,’ Fergus replied, '"but | hardly see why that should affect him
becom ng president.'

Mungo chuckl ed. 'Sounds like a president in the grand tradition to nme. But | don't see how this
Presl ey can be held responsible for the events in the latter part of the twentieth century.’

"Sinmple politics," Fergus said. 'If Presley had never joined up, nor would half a generation of
the nation's youth. There woul d have been no war in Vietham the Americans being unable to raise
an Arny. You can't fight a really decent war w thout conscripts.'’

"It still sounds a bit iffy, even if it was possible, | can't see how we are going to get away
withit.'

Fergus did a bit of smiling. 'Back in the eighties there was a soap opera on Earth. It was very
bi g i ndeed, but the producers nade a grave mistake by killing off one of its nobst popul ar
characters. In order to revive viewing figures they did |likewise to hima series or two |later, by
sinmply having himturn up in the shower one norning as if nothing had happened. It was then
reveal ed that the | ast unpteen episodes had just been his wife's bad dream’

Looks of disbelief were passed around the table. Some-one said, 'Come on now.'

"As true as |'mstanding here,' said Fergus, 'I won't nention the nane of the series, but the
Earthers are still watching it now. Although it is presently set in a mllionaire's bunker and has
only three characters left. My plan is a case of life imtating art. After all the viewers
consider The Earthers to be a real-life drama.'

"Which it is,' said Mungo Madoc
32

"And so there you have it. Presley for president, the Nuclear Hol ocaust Event postponed for
anot her hundred years, the Arnageddon Sequence for another thousand. |'m not saying that this
Presley is the all-round good guy; on the contrary, his reign as president will be a colourfu
affair. Plenty of sex and drugs and rock and roll.

W sten grinned enthusiastically. 'Sounds good to ne.'

' Sounds good to ne,' Mingo agreed. 'But | foresee certain small flaws in the schenme. Firstly, as
we all know, the Earthers are a contrary bunch. One can never rely on themto carry the plot. W
come up with all kinds of grand scenarios but they inevitably cock it up. Sonetinmes | wonder who
is running this show, themor us.'

"There are no absolutes in this business, | agree, but | have done ny research, and barring sone,
dare | say it, act of God, I'mcertain that it will work. | have all the facts and figures right
here. You are all welconme to | ook them over.'

"As indeed we will.' Mingo stroked the table-top with a wan digit. 'But there is one minor point
that | should like toraise. It's a small nmatter, but one which | think shouldn't be overl ooked.'

"Ch yes,' said Fergus, 'and that is?
"That is the sinple matter that time travel is an inpossibility, you craven buffoon!'

Fergus shook his head. He was still smiling. '"Not any nore,' said he, winking lewdly. 'Not with
the latest miracle of nmodern horticulture.'
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He dug into his trouser pocket and brought out a spherical green object, which he reverently laid
before himon the table.
"Centlenen, please allow me to introduce you to THE tine sprout!’

'Pleased to be here,’” said the vegetable in question

33
A stairway to oblivion is better than no stairway at all. The Suburban Book of the Dead
The interviewwith Ms Vrilliumwent rermarkably well, all things considered. Rex put this down to

the el ement of surprise. He had evidently earned some big kudos in getting past the receptionist.
Now he listened with growing interest as the nature of his post was outlined to him

"Religious affairs correspondent,’' said Ms Vrillium 'As you are no doubt well aware, Buddhavi sion
is the biggest of the Big Three stations. W are a religious organisation, |inked to Buddha
Bi ol ogi cal and Buddha Wol ef oods International. It is our duty to bring enlightenment to the-

masses. This we do by providing superior entertai nment, enbodying el ements of theol ogical doctrine
couched in ternms that the laynman can understand. Am | rmaki ng nyself clear?

"Absolutely,' said Rex. What an ugly wonman, he thought.

"You are practising, aren't you?

"I"'mtrying nmy hardest.' Their eyes nmet. 'Ah, | see, a practising Buddhist. Yes, cross ny heart.
" Adherence to doctrine nust forever be uppernmost in your . . . mind.'
It was only a slight pause, but Rex got the nessage.
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"Clear as a tenple bell,’ said he. What an exceedingly ugly woman, he thought.

" Unf ounded accusati ons have been |l evelled at us by the other channels, that we pander to the
| owest instincts of the vox pop.'

Rex tut-tutted and shook his head, 'Get away.'

"I't has been suggested that Nenesis, hosted by-' Ms Vrillium s gaze wandered towards the ceiling;
Rex followed it with his own, but couldn't see what the attraction was,'-hosted by our divine
hol i ness, the one hundred and fifty-third reincarnation, the Dalai Lama.'

"God bless him' said Rex. 'The nan is a saint.'

"It has been suggested that the high nortality rate anongst contestants on the Nenesis show and
the explicit sex between the presenter " Ms Vrillium s gaze went skyward once nore, but Rex
gave it amss '.. . the Dalai Lana and his hostess is in some way inmoral.

"Sounds like religious bigotry to me. That new | ady Pope on the Auto-da-fe show is hardly reticent
when it cones to putting the torch about.'

Ms Vrillium made an even nore unpl easant face. 'And | ook at the way she does her hair. And those
vestnents, do they, or do they not, clash with the set?

"I've never watched it,' said Rex, who had no intention of being caught out that easily. 'But they
do say it's a man in drag.

Ms Vrilliumdidn't smle. "As | was saying, by denon-strating the joys of pure |love and the
puni shment of sin, within the boundaries of a single show, Nenesis provides the viewer with an
experi ence which is ecstatic, cathartic and instructional. That is the essence of good

tel evision.'
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"It certainly is," Rex agreed. 'Now, about the job?
"You will concern yourself with fringe factions.
"Fringe factions?
36

The ugly wonman | ooked at himthoughtfully. 'Fringe factions. Divine enlightennment is the preserve
of but a happy few. Mst grope in the darkness, blindfolded by nisunderstandi ng and
m sinterpretati on. They wander al ong paths which | ead towards fragnentati on and chaos.

"You want ne to go out and spread the good word then?

"Hardly. We are not expecting you to act in a ms-sionary capacity. After all, what do you know of
the higher truths,’

As that was a statenent rather than a question, Rex said, 'I|'m perplexed.

" Subversive religious el ements exist. Underground organi zations practising all manner of unsavoury
rites and damabl e heresies. W wish nerely to | earn nanes, details, |ocations of chapters,
nmeeti ng houses and so forth. You will furnish us with such information, so that the Dalai can
remenber these unfortunates in his prayers and neditations. In the hope that salvation night
ul-timately be theirs. Are you followng all this?

Rex renmpved the finger which was ruminating in a blocked nostril, and nodded enthusiastically.
"Bringing the |ost sheep back into the fold.'

' Sheep? What has this to do with sheep?'
"l was speaking netaphorically.’

"I ndeed. Well, if netaphor is your forte, then just et me say that the station does not require
any dead wood.'

"You can rely on ne.' Rex straightened his shoulders. 'Just lead ne to ny office.’

"Office? The ghastly noise which came fromthe woman's throat bore a vague resenbl ance to
| aughter. A very vague resenbl ance. 'Do you have your own transport?

37
Rex shook his head.

Then we will issue you with sone. You will report in fromthe in-car term nal hourly. Hourly, do
you under - st and?’

"What if | have nothing to report?

"You will neverthel ess report in. Conpany vehicles are very expensive. Should an operative fail to
report in, it will be assunmed that he has absconded with the vehicle. The nmother computer will
therefore i mmobilize the vehicle and reverse the environnental controls. Sinply a precaution which
in your case, | trust, will never be applied."’

"I ndeed not.
"Do you have any questions?

"W haven't discussed salary, hours or expenses, as yet. Perhaps these matters shoul d be thrashed
out now, to save you any inconvenience at a |later date.’

Ms Vrilliumheld up a small transparent cube. 'This will furnish you with all the information you
shoul d require regarding your first assignment.' She tossed the thing to Rex. 'You will be paid on
results, legitinmte expenses will be covered.'
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Rex turned the cube upon his palm he was not altogether convinced. 'Is ny sister doria about?

"Goriais far too busy to speak to you now. But if it's anything inmportant | might nention it to
her tonight. W live together, you know.'

"How charm ng,' said Rex. 'Do you think I mght use your |avatory?
38

Everything for the state, nothing outside the state. Missolini
Careful with that axe, Eugene. P. Floyd

Hal f an hour later, Rex Miundi sat at the controls of conpany vehicle 801. It was a spartan little
craft, two speed, closed environnent, single seater, automatic guidance. Powered by a nucl ear
reactor the size of a matchbox. "A child could fly it," he had been unreliably informed. The
dashboard housed a conputer console, but to Rex's chagrin, |lacked a TV term nal

Rex delved into the breast pocket of his radiation suit and drew out the small transparent cube.
He slotted it into its housing and the narrow console screen sprang into life. It formed the
station logo, three tiny tadpoles chasing each other's tails, then crackled uncertainly with the
out speak of its selective nenory. 'Rex Mundi, religious affairs correspondent seven, please
identify.' Rex pressed close to the screen. 'ldentification confirmed. Wrk schedul e one. Proceed
to section four, north quarter. Investigate recent unconfirmed reports of cannibal cult Devianti.

' Canni bal ?* Rex punched the co-ordinates into the
39
directional guidance system and the knackered craft lurched al oft.

"Hourly reportage to be strictly observed,’” the voice fromthe console continued. 'Credits
allotted for this assignnment as follows: informer twenty-seven, acolyte thirty-five, high priest
one hundred. Have another day.'

"High priest, one hundred credits.' Rex's eyebrows rose to neet his spirits. 'Further rehousing,
with access to the state nynphariumthrown in.' A big bonus indeed.

The car swung up and Rex peered down at the blasted | andscape. He coul d nake out the Nemesis
Bunker, which wasn't difficult as it covered about thirty acres, the subway term nal, the ranks of
hardl y-built rehousing, the rubble-strewn roads. A gri menough vista. He hit the clouds at about
500 feet and travelled a while in darkness. Rex considered circling Odeon Towers, just to see what
it |ooked |like fromabove, but the thought of one hundred credits kept his nmind firmy on the job.
He had definitely fallen on his feet here. Ajob with prospects, firms car, expense account. This
was the big tine. Good old Goria, and he had thought she didn't Iike himnmuch. It was, of course
all far too good to be true

A series of dimnishing circles appeared upon the blued screen of the console. The voice said,
'Descent |ocked. In case of malfunction please renenber that we are all part of a cosnic
mast er pl an and that even in the nonment of your extinction you are follow ng your Karma and t hat

the Dalai's thoughts are with you. Let's both sing to-gether, Ommani-padme-hum. .. Omnani-padne-
hum . ' '"Thanks a lot.' Rex switched off the console as the car fell heavily towards the
overgrown car park at the back of the Tonorrowman Tavern. Here it struck the ground with a
sickening thud. Rex felt at his teeth, none seemed
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any nore | oose than usual. He screwed on his weather-donme, rel eased the canopy and stepped out to
vi ew the hostil e | andscape.

The pub | ooked about as wetched as any he had encountered before. A junble of corrugated-iron
sheets, wel ded together and seal ed agai nst nature beneath a plasticised acid-proof shell. A neon
sign wi nked on and off, lanely advertising the establishment as ' The norroma Tav'.
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Rex wandered across the car park. Two other vehicles were parked. One, a rather snappy Rige
Charger, prob-ably the perk of some TV bigwi g, the other, a clapped-out Mrris Mnor converted
into a hal f-track, anyone's guess.

The airl ock and decontami nation systens at the To-norrowran seened to be largely synbolic in
nature. A double plastic entrance-flap, between which crouched a | ounge boy, who tossed tubs of
anti-bacteriant at the visitor as he passed through. The grim expression upon the lad' s face
infornmed Rex that job satisfaction wasn't part and parcel of the post. Inside, the bar was
everything that might reasonably be regretted. It was |ow and | ong and | oat hsone. Rex sought a nat
to wipe his feet on, but there was none, so dripping profusely, he cradled his weatherdonme and put
on a brave face.

Several patrons hunched before the bar-counter, sipping dubious-Iooking cocktails and staring into
TV termnals, Rex found a vacant bar-stool and clinbed on to it. The barnman behind the junp
regarded himw th passing interest. He was scabious fellow, in |eathern apron and gl oves. He

| acked an eye and glared at the world with that remaining in a manner which, Rex felt, |acked a
certain warnth.

'Good day to you,' said Rex encouragingly.
"Possibly your definition of the word differs fromny
41

own,’' replied the barman, idly dabbing at the counter with a rag unfit to swab latrines. 'But if
you're buying liquor it's all the same to ne.'

"Quite so.' Rex drummed his fingers upon the counter-top. 'Now, what shall | have?
' The beer tastes |like bog water and the liquor is distilled fromrat turds.

"Do you have a personal favourite?

" Tonorrowran Brew i s perhaps | ess noxi ous than nost,’

" A doubl e then,’

"As you please.' The barnman decanted a snall neasure of the denon brew. 'Eyeball the term nal
Those | find to be without credit generally |leave the establishment with a dented skull,

Rex stared into the counter screen and nuch to his surprise it flashed up twenty credits to his
favour.

"A man of means,’ said the barman, punching in Rex's account to date. 'Drink your fill,’

Rex placed the cup to his lips and took a tentative sip. It wasn't as bad as all that and the
nausea whi ch inevitably foll owed any kind of intoxication didn't cone.

‘Cheers,’ said Rex, raising his cup. 'WII| you have one yoursel f?
The barman eyed himwi th curiosity. 'You are asking ne to take a drink at your expense?
"Certainly,’

"The nad shall always be nmad, such is the way of it.' He poured hinself a |arge nmeasure and
knocked it back with a single novenent. 'So,’ he said, wiping his nouth with the bar-cloth. 'Wat
do you want to know?'

Rex finished his drink and stared into the putrid bottomof the cup. 'I'm a wanderer, a seeker
after truth, if you Ilike.

42

"l don't like, but continue.'
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"I"'mdriven by a single conpul sion. An unquenchable thirst for religious dogma in its each and
every form'

' Then watch the screens,' said the barman, 'there's dogma enough for anyone there, crap it al
is.'

"Quite so, but a whisper has reached me that there are others hereabouts of alternative
per suasi ons. Non establishment.' Rex gave the barman a know ng w nk

The barman shook his head. 'I woul d know not hing of such matters. | merely serve the drinks and
ki ck out the drunks.'

"I'mwilling to pay handsonely for such infornation.

"Ah,' the barman grinned, fearsonely, 'then you have cone to the right place. Conparative religion
isnmy life's work. | run this bar as a sideline.

'l ndeed. Then we under stand one another.'
"That remains to be seen.
Rex |l eant forward across the counter. 'The Devianti,' he said.

The barman's eye rolled into his head, |leaving only the ghastly white. 'I nust be off about ny
busi ness.' Snatch-ing up his bar-cloth, he |linped down the bar to serve a dwarf, who was noisily
rattling his cup.

"He won't tell you nothing nmister,' said a voice at Rex's elbow 'Scared shitless he is.'

Rex | ooked down at the wwetch, ill-clad and foul snelling. H's skin was toned a vile yellow,
crudely rouged at the cheeks. 'And who m ght you be?

"Josh is the nane, m ster. Rogan Josh. Your offer still hold good?
Rex nodded. 'It does, but there is one small matter | feel you should know.'
'Ch yes?'

"l suffer froman unstable nental condition which
43
mani fests itself in bouts of psychotic violence when | find nyself being incorrectly advised."'

The wetch flinched. He had that wasted, haunted | ook, which wasn't uncommon. Pulling at his
single lock of hair, he said, 'I can set you straight, mster. Honest.'

" Then kindly do so.'

"It'"ll cost you.'

' Say your piece then and | shall endeavour to place an accurate nonetary val ue upon it.
These Devianti. | know where they hang out.'

' Hang out ?

"Where they live, take up residence, co-exist, assume a non-transi ent occupancy. The dunghol e
where they do their butchery.'

"G on.'

' They' re bad boys, m ster. They eat people.’
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"I'd rather gathered that.'
"So you'd better take a food parcel, unless you wanna be on the nenu.'

‘Do you want another drink?' asked the barman, who had been edgi ng back, all ears. 'O do you want
kicking into the street?

"One nore for myself,’” Rex nodded towards Rogan Josh, 'and one for my companion, that will indeed
be all.’

"Ch, thanks very mnuch,' sneered the wounded barman. 'Wuld it be of any interest to learn ny
consi dered opi nion of yourself?

' None what ever.'
"Not that | consider you the accidental outcone of a honpbsexual relationship?
"One for nyself and one for ny conpanion.'

The barman spl ashed two foreshortened neasures of Tonorrowran into as nany gl asses, overcharged
Rex' s
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account and stood with his arns fol ded, grinding his tooth.

Rex steered his informer away to a side table. Here he spoke in whispered tones. The barnman, whose
heari ng was considerably | ess acute than his tenper, slouched off, nmuttering beneath his breath.

"Now,' said Rex, 'all | require are nanmes and | ocations.'

The wetch eyed himw th open suspicion. 'Who are you, mister? he asked.

"Rex Mundi is the nanme. Whenever you think of four credits, justly earned, you will think of me.'
"If you dispense credits as liberally as you do words, then | shall be happy enough.’

"Quite so. Then let us begin with the local high priest. Always best to go straight to the top, |
al ways find.'

"Thinking to pay hima visit at hone, are you?
"Certainly.’
'Then as you won't be comi ng back, you won't miss another five credits for the information.'

T tend towards the optinmistic,” Rex replied, 'but your point is well taken. | shouldn't w sh ny
nmurderer to gain financially fromny denise. My cash is at your disposal.'

"Good, then | will tell you all you wish to know. There are sonme ol d warehouses about a mle north
of here.'

"How will | know then?'

"You'll not miss them They are surrounded by barri-cades. But don't let this deter you, just walk
strai ght up and knock.'

"Assuning that | have sonehow avoi ded the attentions of the snipers who no doubt guard the place,
who should | ask for?'

"Assuming that this mracle has occurred, then Ranbo Bl oodaxe is your man.'
45

' Ranbo Bl oodaxe?' Rex crunpled in hilarity. 'Don't wind ne up.'
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"I"mserious, mster. They've all got nanmes like that. Brad the |npal er, Deathblade Eric.'

Rex shook his head. 'Mght | suggest, that in your certainty for nmy forthconmi ng extinction, you
are pre-sunming to take liberties with my not inconsiderable intellect? | feel the red mi st com ng

on." Rex clutched at his head and nmade a ferocious face.
"Hol d on, hold on mister. I'"'mtelling you the truth. | wouldn't lie to a dying nan.' Rex peered
through his fingers. 'Anyway,' the wetch continued, 'if you return to prove me wong then . '

"Then it wouldn't go well for you.' Rex |ooked at his watch. Wether or not Rogan Josh was telling
the truth, or even a small part of it, seened a matter for grave doubts. But it was sonething at

|l east, and this was his first day on the job. If he screwed up, he would | earn by his mni stakes.
Rex pulled a three credit piece fromhis purse and tossed it towards the wetch.

Josh stared at it in horror. 'But you said
"I lied." Rex took up his weatherdone and wal ked.

He returned to his car and punched the nane of Rogan Josh into the console. |If he never got any
further than dealing with informers, he should still be able to turn a handsone profit. But what
about Ranbo Bl oodaxe and hi s ant hropophagous acol ytes? That was another matter. But then, what did
it mtter? If the whole thing was sinply down to the Dalai remenbering a few lost souls in the
medi tations, surely he could punch in any ol d nane.

Rex pondered long and hard on this one. He wasn't slow to conclude that the same thought nust no
doubt
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have crossed the nmind of his predecessor. Rex hadn't bothered to ask what became of him assum ng
that he had found promotion. Now he wasn't too sure. Perhaps no-one ever got out of this job
alive.

Rex shook his head, he was just being norbid. Probably the drink. But he would do well to be
shrewd until he knew, for certain, exactly how the |and | ay.

A flicker of nmovenment caught Rex's attention. Soneone had left the tavern and was com ng across
the car park. Rex sank low in his seat and peeped into the wing mirror. It was Rogan Josh

The wretch, who suddenly didn't appear so wretched, strolled across to the Rigel Charger, disarned
the anti-personnel device and clinbed aboard. There was a roar of engines, a cloud of dust and a
great whoosh as the car sped skywards.

Well now, thought Rex, snacking the battered 801 into drive, the plot thickens. 'Confirmidentity
and report destination,' said the console.

"Rex Mundi.' Rex glanced at the screen. 'In pursuit of Devianti informner.
"ldentification confirmed. Have another day.'

The Rigel Charger sloped off through a bank of |ow cloud and Rex followed, the 801's gui dance
system |l ocked into the heat pattern of its exhaust. Rex sat back in his seat. It was dead
exciting, all this, just like the sci-fi videos he had grown up on. 'Zoom zoom' said Rex Mindi
"And away we go.'

Exactly why the 801's conputer failed to recognize the hi gh-voltage power cables ahead as a
possi bl e hazard to lowflying aircraft, and take the appropriate evasive action, was a matter for
t he conpany crash crew and the accident investigators to file reports on later

47

For now, the nother conputer sinply recorded that a blip had vani shed fromthe main-screen, and
pro-nounced, 'Car down, nucl ear hazard, no survivors. Repeat no survivors,’
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There's one reborn every minute. Dalai Dan

" Shanme,’ said Haff Ffnsh, 'I had high hopes for him'

"Cl osedown on that one, I'mafraid. Do you want nme to cover the crash? It's quite unexceptional.’

"No."' Haff stroked an organic nodule and the screen's nenbrane darkened. 'Fade up on the Dalai and
we' |l check the day's doings.'

"Dull, dull, dull.’
"M Madoc's directive. W are but pawns in the gane.'

"This station could do with a change of managenent. If | was at the helm things would be
different.'

"Your views on the subject are well known to nme. Constant repetition does little to inprove ny
opi nion of them'

"Just one week,' said Jovil Jspht, 'or even a day, you'd see sone viewing figures, | can tel
you. '

"What, killer maggots fromthe Earth's core? Do ne a favour.'
‘"I've circulated my menmorandum It's legitimte ma-terial, Holy Wit stuff.

"M Jspht, you are assistant controller of the |argest network production in the gal axy. Many
woul d envy you your position. Many, in fact, seek to take it. Wiy can you not sinply do the job
you are paid so handsonely for?
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' No-one recogni zes ny true talents; conme the revolu-tion .

"It did cone. Perhaps you were at lunch, you so often are.'
'One day the whole world will know ny nane,’ said Jovil Jspht.
"Very possibly, but feww Il be able to pronounce it. Kindly manipul ate your nodule.’
"This is the tine

This is the place

The tine to face

What the fates have in store

It's double or drop

Do or die

And here's the guy

We've all been waiting for

He's the man with the nost

The heavenly host

The hol i est ghost

In the cosm c dramm
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And here he is

The shah of showbi z

The Dalai . . . Dalai . . . Dala
Dalai . . . Lama.'
"A catchy little nunber, | think you will agree.' The nusical director raised his violet nohawk

fromthe keyboard and sniled hopefully towards d oria Mindi

"It's crap,' she replied, '"but | suppose it will have to do.'

' There's anot her verse .

'Have the Lamarettes rehearse it and |'Il get back to you later.' G oria turned upon her seven-
inch heel and strode off across the studio floor. The nusical director
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wat ched her depart. Certain words fornmed upon his pale blue lips, but they are better |eft
unr ecor ded.

The Nenesis studio was by far and away the nost |avish that any the Big Three stati ons possessed
Nenesi s was the nobst successful gameshow in pre-recorded history.

The original formula had been conceived as | ong ago as the 1950s, possibly even earlier. But it
hel d together now as well as it ever did. Take one charismatic host, several thinly-clad |ovelies
and a star prize. Then add a never-ending stream of contestants, willing to debase thenselves in
the holy cause of avarice. Stir well and serve weekly.

No matter what variations the whim of fashion dic-tated, the original formula never failed. But
with Nemesis it had been brought to its apotheosis.

Nemesis had its genesis in the closing years of the twentieth century. These were pretty grim
times, by any reckoning. Toxic pollution had finally succeeded in dis-solving the ozone |ayer, the
natural barrier that shielded the planet fromthe adverse effects of the sun's ultra-violet rays.
This triggered sone very unpl easant changes in the Earth's eco-system Crops failed and sun-
bat hi ng becane a pastime for the suicidally inclined. Doonsday | ooked very nuch to be on the
cards.

Pl ans had existed for years to construct vast under-ground food and nedi co synthesisation plants.
But suc-cessive governnents, daunted by the costs, had each in turn quietly shelved them Now,
with public unrest run-ning hand in hand with spiralling inflation, it was quite out of the
questi on.

However, there is nothing like a good war or natural catastrophe to bring out the religion in
people. And while the governments were growi ng bankrupt, the mgjor
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churches of the day suddenly found that they had standing roomonly and that their coffers, so

| ong enpty, now brinmed to overfl owi ng. Hence the underground plants, which synthesised food and
medi cal products fromwaste and probed deeply into the Earth's core to tap new sources of mineral
weal th, canme to be built by the Big Three.

The Buddhi sts, the Fundanentalists and the Jesuits.

O course, it's to be doubted whether these plants could possibly have supplied the needs of the
Earth's con-tinually increasing popul ation. So when the Nucl ear Hol ocaust Event occurred, and
producti on suddenly outstripped demand, many attributed this to the foresight of God. And the Big
Three, now sole suppliers of the world' s needs, felt no need to contradict them
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The governments of the post-NHE world sought bravely to regain control, but found thenselves in
for sone rather unpl easant surprises. |n Washington, Suprene Commander North threw open the doors
of the Nuclear Emergency Supply Silo to reveal a mllion cable-television sets. Qutgoing President
Wormwod's | egacy to the post-nucl ear age.

In an attenpt to restore the status quo, he called together every remnaining nmenber of the Anerican
Arnmed Forces. The minutes of their nmeeting remain on record. But what the thirteen nmen had to say
to one another doesn't nake for an entertaining read.

As a fully paid-up Buddhist, Suprene Conmander North wasn't slow to realize upon which side his
synt ha- bread was buttered. A quick call on the hotline to Buddha Bi ol ogi cal and the re-allocation
of one mllion TV sets secured himthe token position of President Elect for life.

For their part, the boys at Buddha, incapable of distri-buting a mllion TVs worldw de, struck up
lucrative deals
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wi th Fundanental Foods and Jesuit Inc. to dispose of two-thirds of their unexpected w ndfall.
Shortly there-after, these found their way into the bunkers of the hol ocaust survivors. And the
rest is history.

The EYESPI nodifications were added a few years later, 'In an attenpt to rai se standards and
noral e, offer incen-tive and engender healthy conpetition.' And conpeti-tion, healthy or

ot herwi se, was sonmething that the Big Three, now each with its own TV station, had becone
increasingly nore involved in. And it was the game show t hat becanme the hub of this conpetitive
uni ver se.

The Jesuits' Auto-da-fe show had its followers and the Fundanentalists' Woops, There Goes an
At hei st nmade a reasonabl e showing. But it was Nenmesis which really caught the public's
i magi nati on.

Hosted by the Living God King hinmself, and hailed by its PR departnent as the Utimte Term na
Experience, it was gameshow nagic in the grand tradition. And often a great deal nore

A oria Mundi pushed her way between the fenales who nilled about the studio floor, nmounted a short
flight of steps and entered the Green Room Here, in a sone-what soiled saffron three-piece, sat
t he gol den boy hinsel f.

Dal ai Dan was looking a little the worst for wear. Wth difficulty he focused upon Goria, his
bl oodshot orbs speaki ng el oquently enough of the previous night's revels, w thout going into any
of the sordid details.

"You | ook like death,'” doria observed. 'Been burning the tenple candl e at both ends agai n?
"Piss off,' said the Dalai Lama, 'I'm neditating.

"l woul d have thought you'd had enough warnings. You can't carry on like this.'

53

Dan stroked his shaven head. It needed a shave. 'Go fly a kite.

Tope Joan's ratings are up again. You're slipping.

"l recall ordering a Tanpa Sunrise,’ He picked a nubbin of wax fromhis left ear

"No nmore drinkies, you're on in five mnutes.'

Dan turned the ball of wax between thunb and forefinger. '"Drink not only water, but take a little
wi ne, for thy stonach's sake.'

"Wong denom nation, dear.' G oria seated herself, across fromthe hungover holyman. Dan's eyes
wandered as she crossed her inpossibly long | egs. She was painfully attractive. Tall, sleek
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el egant and quite deadly. The kind of wonan that left all but the nost heroic of nen drooling
hungrily from a safe distance. Her skin was toned a soft powder blue, a perfect match for her
eyes. Her black hair tunbled away to a wai st, about which the thunb and forefingers of God s npst
favoured m ght al nbst neet. The renaining portions of her body all confornmed to the unreasonable
standards set for the heroine of some sword and sorcery novel

"You are a prize schrmuck,' said doria Mindi

Dan pulled his eyes away fromher legs. 'I never chose to becone the Dalai Lana, you know,' he
said with sone bitterness. 'It's a burden rather than a pleasure. But I'mthe real MCoy, and
woul d thank you to show a little respect once in a while.'

'Respect has to be earned,' Goria replied, as the phrase has always been a favourite anobngst
wonen. ' The w nning couple fromlast week are here. Don't you think you should speak to then®

"What for? W aren't thinking of letting them survive another week, are we?'
d oria shook her beautiful head. 'Do you renenber
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your eighty-second reincarnation?

Dan made a thoughtful face. 'Vaguely, that's when | had to do a runner fromthe Red Chinese,
wasn't it? doria nodded. 'l renenber wearing foolish glasses and giggling a lot, and,' Dan
turned his third eye upon Aoria, 'lI renenber that the Maharishi got all the best girls.'

"lI've got you on video, you used to talk a lot of sense back then.'
"What are you getting at?

"What |'mgetting at, as if you don't know, is that even in exile you were worshi pped by nillions
as the Living God King.'

"I still am'
"You had responsibilities. You still have.'

"Ch, very funny. The one hundred and fifty-third incarnation | night be, God's chosen
representative on Earth | might be, but a cabbage | ain't. If you wish ne to fulfil ny
responsibilities then allow nme to go into spiritual retreat for about thirty years.'

"Duty then, you have a duty to the station.'

Dan cl osed his eyes and drew his trousered legs into a full lotus. He began to humgently and
before Joria's eyes, slowmy levitated towards the ceiling. It was a spectacle doria had
Wi t nessed before, but this nmade it no | ess unnerving.

"I'l'l talk to the wi nning couple nyself,' she said, making a rapid departure fromthe G een Room

She sl ammed the door and stal ked back across the studio floor. As she approached the wi nning
coupl e she was further distressed to find that the Dalai was already with them He raised his
Tanpa Sunrise to her and snmiled sweetly. "Goria,' he said, 'what kept you? Not been talking to
yoursel f again | hope?

55
And a rose snells sweetly when it's growing in manure. |vor Biggun
Back on Phnaargos the Tinme Sprout was hol ding court.

' Si xt eenth generation, eobiont engramnodification,’” the wily veg explained, 'utilising the
transper anbul ati on of pseudo-cosmic anti-nmatter.

' The what ?* asked Mungo Madoc.
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"Curve of space,' said the sprout. 'Tine doesn't travel in straight lines. | thought everyone knew
t hat .’

Executive heads bobbed up and down. 'Yes, indeedy,' said Diogenes 'Dernof Darbo.

"Well, it's the first 1've heard of it,’ said Mingo.
"You see time doesn't really exist, it's an illusion. Relative of course.
"Ch. O course.' Mungo turned to face Fergus Shaman. 'Fergus, if this is a practical joke, | shal

not be responsible for nmy actions.'

"Coul d be ventriloquism’® Garstang suggested. 'An uncle of mine had a singing turnip. Went
distinctly quiet once the old bl oke had kicked the bucket.'

"Yes, yes!' Miungo beat upon the table with his fists. 'My patience is not inexhaustible.'

"When you're all quite finished,” the sprout bobbed up and down, 'I will gladly enlarge upon any
concepts that you might find . . . trying.'

57

'He has a certain eloquence,’ said Lavinius Wsten. 'l like that in a sprout.'

Mungo Madoc made di gging notions with an ethereal conpost shovel. 'The floor is yours,’” he told

t he | oqua-ci ous veg.

"Well,’ said the sprout, 'I'lIl keep it brief, it's all to do with the nmicrocosmand the macrocosm
As above, so below, that sort of stuff. The infinite atom the sprout, the planet, the sun, al
spheres you see. You are all, no doubt, conversant w th Phnaargi an dogna, that the entire universe

is nothing nore than a pinple upon the nose of the deity."'

Al'l present, barring the sprout, made the sacred sign, pinching their thunbs and forefingers to
the tips of their noses.

"Then you will no doubt wish to expedite natters before the great one chooses to |lance his boil.'

"Point taken,’ said Mungo. 'W need waste no nore tinme regarding the nechanics. Can you, with
accuracy, convey a nenber of our team back to an exact |ocation, at an exact time, on Earth?

"A piece of peat. Although there may be one or two mnor biological problens for the traveller
acconpany-ing.'

"Ah,’ Mungo nodded neani ngfully. 'Now this does surprise ne.'

"lIronic extrapol ations are quite wasted upon nme. | nerely state fact. The Phnaargi an isn't
designed to travel through tine. He's the wong shape for one thing. He will "pick things up" as
he travel s al ong."'

"What ? Li ke gerns, do you nean?

' Knowl edge,’ said the sprout. "W will be travelling at the speed of thought. So therefore on the
same wave-length. He'll pick it all up, centuries of it. The
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accumul at ed know edge of every intelligent being in the gal axy, that has ever |ived, possibly even
ever will live.'

'So when do we | eave?' Mingo asked. 'Best get off, eh?
" Sl ow down, the man who takes the trip and picks up all this know edge will becone .

'Codli ke," said Mungo Madoc.
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"Barny,' said the sprout. 'Stone bonkers.'

"Ah,' said Mungo. 'l see.’'

"As a hatter,' the sprout continued. 'O f his kookie, out of his tree .
"Quite so.’

' Basket case.'

' Thank you.'

" Loony, dibbo, round the tw st
" Thank you very nuch. And this will happen as he nakes the journey back?'

The journey back into the past is OK; it's the journey forward that will do for him Blow his
nm nd, freak himout, spring his . '

"Thank you! This matter will require a good deal of thought. Fergus, kindly take your little
friend down to the lobby. I'"'msure he'd like a glass of water, or sone-thing.'

"Virtually self sufficient, chief,' said the sprout. 'Meta-bolic rate merely ticking over,
pseudopodi um catered for.'

" The | obby!' shouted Mungo and he neant it.

The door seal ed upon a sullen Fergus and a complaining sprout. Mingo sniled down at this team
They returned his gaze, with varying degrees of apprehension.

"This is a conundrum' said Mungo Madoc. 'One, in fact, quite new to ny experience. But it has
potential. | like it.'

59
"But it isn't going to work,' Gryphus conplained. 'In fact it's a load of old .

"Now, now. | can see the problens. To achi eve our end, we mnust dispatch one of our nunber back
into the past. On his return he will be a headcase,’

"Wth del usi ons of Godhood,' sneered G yphus.

"A CGodhead case,’ tittered Diogenes 'Dernot' Darbo. 'Indeedy.'

"Every problemhas a sinple solution. This one is just a matter of expendability.'
A great silence fell upon the boardroom Silent prayers were offered up.

"It's all right.' Muingo raised a hand. 'l don't consider any of you expendable. W need a
vol unteer. Sonmeone whomthe station won't miss. Sone insignificant little nonentity with ideas
above his station.'

"Showtine,’ said Jovil Jspht. 'For what it's worth.'
"He's a friend to the foe

The star of the show

The man we all know

By his king-sized karma

He's a breath of spring

He's the living God King
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He's the Dalai . . . Dalai . . . Dalai

Dalai La ... ma .

The Lanmarettes were tonight stunningly clad in silver |ane slingbacks, matching gloves and
di amante ear-studs. Anything nore and they woul d have been grossly overdressed.

As the Dalai materialized on stage, the applause lights flashed and the audi ence synthesi ser went
overboard. In honmes above ground and hones beneath, prayer wheels
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span like football rattles and ring pulls popped froma mllion cans of Buddhabeer. In the contro
roomGoria bit her I|inp.

"Bl essings be upon you.' The Dalai twirled upon his heel and nade 'peace' signs. 'lnnpbst One here
saying a real fine howdy doody and a big Buddha welcone to ... wait for it . . .'

The vox pop crouched upon the edges of their nmake-shift seats
" NEMESI S!'*

Li ghts flashed, sirens wail ed, gongs were beaten. The Lamarettes fussed about the Dalai, who had
fallen to the floor, as if possessed. 'Back to ny suite, girls,' he giggled, '"I'll give you
somet hi ng king-sized to neditate on later.'

"I think I'"ll take ny lunch hour now,' said Jovil Jspht. '"If you don't mnd.'
"As you please,’ Haff Ffnsh replied. 'But don't be |ate back.

Jovil Jspht left the control roomof Earthers Inc. and wandered down the organic corridor. Ahead
of himthe doors of the executive |lift opened and Fergus Shaman, wearing a gri mexpression and
cradling sonething in his arns, slouched out. The two nen didn't exchange pl eas-antries.

Jovil eyeballed the open |ift doors. He'd never actually seen the upper floors of the spira

compl ex, his status didn't allowit. Jovil halted, the doors would close in a matter of seconds.
Was it worth the crack? If he was discovered it would be a big nunber. Denotion. Goodbye pension
schene, hello compost shovel. In this world, as upon any other, chances were only taken by the
nervel ess few, success their preserve alone. To quote the notto of the Phnaargi an Special Service
"Who Dares Wns'.
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Jovil shook his head. The |lift doors cl osed.

Mungo Madoc sniffed at the Destiny lily which grew fromhis lapel. '"So we are all agreed, it is a
one-way trip for the chosen operative.

Di ogenes 'Dernot' Darbo made foolish chortling sounds. G yphus Garstang rubbed his hands together.
' Sounds good to ne,’ he sniggered.

Lavinius Wsten raised a linp hand. 'How are we to ensure that the operative in question doesn't
return fromnineteen fifty-whatever-it-is?

Mungo Madoc twirled his outrageous noustachios in a nmanner nuch bel oved of old-time villains about
to foreclose on the nortgage. 'Garstang, |let ne have your thoughts.'

G yphus Garstang grinned wolfishly. 'Shouldn't be too hard to arrange, a neat little "nmagi c box"
with the words "return to Phnaargos" printed on it and a single button. He presses the button and

Qutside in the executive corridor, a certain Jovil Jspht, hearing the buzz of conversation
pressed his ear to the boardroom door
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"All right.' Mingo Madoc took hinself over to the picture window and gazed down upon sunny green
Phnaargos. 'We are all agreed. W need a hero. A brave and fearless Phnaargian, willing to travel
back into the past and change history. Prepared to risk all for truth, justice and the ratings.'

From where his ear was pressed, Jovil Jspht wasn't able to hear the laughter, only the appl ause.
'So,’ Mingo continued, 'suggestions, gentlenen.'

"I think I know the very fellow' Gypus Garstang held up a certain nenorandum which had appeared
upon his desk, as upon many others, that very norning. 'If
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I was to mention "Killer Maggots fromthe Earth's Core".'

Qut side the boardroom Jovil Jspht puffed out his chest. So this was it, recognition at |ast. He
had al ways known that his tinme would conme, that his talents would one day receive the nmerit they
deserved. This was going to be one in the eye for Haff Ffnsh. Ch, happy day.

"The ideal pillock," said Mingo Madoc, but by this tinme Jovil Jspht was well on his way to the
cant een.

There may very well be a noral here sonewhere. But in the light of future events, it would be
extrenely hard to pin it down accurately.

Mungo Madoc buzzed down for sone executive nose-bag and a maghumor two fromthe reserve stock
Jovil Jspht blew his whole week's |uncheon vouchers on a belly-buster of heroic proportions and
down upon Planet Earth certain others took their mdday repast.

"Luncheon,' said Ranbo Bl oodaxe, 'and pre-cooked.

Deat hbl ade Eric poked around in the wreckage of Rex Mundi's burned out air car. 'The reactor's
still intact. Non-contaninated neat. Shall | carve?

"Certainly not, Eric. | can't abide dining alfresco. Kindly haul himback to the hotel.

Rex Mundi's nortal remains were uncerenoni ously dragged fromthe crunpled cab and deposited in the
back of Ranbo's in-town runabout, a vehicle constructed fromcorrugated-iron and charred ti nber,
canoufl aged to re-senble a thrown-together transient's hut. Side slits housed hidden arnoury and

t he whol e caboodl e was powered by a nuclear reactor, not dissimlar to the one Eric had now
commandeered from Rex's defunct 801

Ranmbo keyed the ignition and the hi dden wheels plied their way along the rubble-strewn street, en
route for the
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Hotel California. Headquarters, high tenple and Holiday Inn hideaway of the Devianti.

"Afewprine cuts and then it's into the freezer for this boy,' said Ranbo, swerving the vehicle
to clip sonething which night have been a cat. 'That Rogan Josh is a decent enough cove.'

Eric opened Rex's purse. 'Ten credits, Josh said our lunch owes him'

"Gve himthe lot, Eric. Money is the root of all evil, you know'

"The lifeforce of God in action in the material world.'

' Forever the philosopher, Eric.'

"It's a gift,' said Deathblade Eric.

They were a |likeable pair of rogues, these Devianti flesh-eaters. Wl| spoken, nicely nmannered,

and decently turned out. Personable young nen.
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Ranmbo was of old Sussex stock, with a triple-barrelled | ast noniker. Eric, the hereditary heir to
the Lanbton Lairdee, his extrenely great great-grandfather having slain the fanbus Wrm and been
bunged the title in perpetuity by the king. Three hundred years of selective inbreeding had |eft
its inevitable hallmrk, but whatever they |lacked in the chin departnent was adequately
conmpensated for by their deportment and ingrai ned sense of style.

For instance, they always wore their radiation suits beneath their clothes, a vogue which hadn't
as yet caught on anobngst the general public, acid rain having the tendency to play havoc with
one's macki nt osh

The Devianti favoured striped shirts, club ties, grey cords, Hunter Wellingtons and Barbour
jackets. Beneath their weatherdones jaunty-1|ooking tweed caps were the order of the day. Despite
their unconventional lifestyle they considered it essential to keep up appearances. The
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manuf acture of such upper-crust-schnutter had, needl ess to say, ceased fifty years before and so
its 'just-bought' |ook paid a posthunous tribute to the exclusive tailors of old London Town.

It might |ogically have been presumed that the warrior bands of social outcasts currently stalking
the streets would have cone fromthe 'l ower orders'. But not a bit of it. The 'l ower orders' were

all safely tucked up at honme watching television. It was Ranbo and his il k who had becone subject

to Duke's Principle and were forced to take to the streets.

The upper cl asses had fared rather badly in the post NHE world. Wthout W nbl edon, the Roya

Tour na-ment, three-day events and Gardener's Wrld, they couldn't actually bring thenselves to
watch TV. And so they becane non-participants in the great EYESPI credit race. Those of them who
| eft the bunkers nade futile attenpts to reclaimtheir ruined estates. But you just couldn't get
the staff.

Soon, like closing credits, they faded fromthe screen

The young, for their part, took to the antisocial be-haviour which was their birthright, and bands
like the Devianti were formed. Wthin their ranks, they main-tained a strict social order
reasoni ng that when society was eventually restructured, it would be for themto reassune their
natural place at the top and govern it. The fact that they had becone the conplete antithesis of
this society totally escaped them

These were, as the Bard of Mersey had once un-know ngly predicted, 'strange days indeed'.

Rambo swung the car towards another cat, but the six-Iegged noggy danced ninbly aside. The in-town
runabout bunped over the mangl ed wreckage of some-thing which had seened very inportant at the
time it
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was built and trundled up to the door of the Hotel California.

"Hone again, hone again, jiggedy jig,' sang Eric, shinning down fromthe cab. 'Ch shit!
' Language.' Ranbo joined himat the rear of the runabout. It was enpty.

"Well, bless ny soul,’” said the cannibal chief. 'This is npbst unexpected.

"This is nost unexpected,’ said the smling Jovil Jspht. 'Nowlet ne see if | have it right. You
have chosen nme to travel back into the past and alter the Earth's history.

Mungo Madoc nodded sagely. When put like that it did sound pretty ridiculous at best. 'W think
you are the man for the job.'

"And indeed | am So, | manifest nyself as an angel before this Paisley.'

"Presley, Elvis Presley.
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"Convince himnot to join the Arny and then cone strai ght back here.'
Mungo patted hi mupon the shoul der. 'What coul d be sinpler?
"Gosh.' Jovil flushed with sheer pride. 'An angel.

"W will issue you with everything you will require. There are several videos in the archives made
after Presley's death. They will say it all to him Frankly we don't mind what you say to him
Just convince himnot to join the Arny. Leave the rest to us.

"And once I'mdone, | just press this little button.' Jovil reached for the black box which |ay
before himon the boardroomtable.

Garstang hurriedly drew it beyond his reach. 'That's right, but not a mnute sooner and only when
you are a consi derabl e di stance away from Presl ey.
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Jovil | ooked puzzled. 'Wiy?' he asked.
'Because . . . because why?' Mingo gazed about at his execs. 'Because why, Garstang?'

' Because you nust be on your own,’ said the sprout, who had tw gged exactly what was goi ng on
"Transi ent photons causing a cross polarisation of the interstellar overdrive. Anyone standing
near by woul d get sucked into the positronic trans-di nensional warp factor five graphic equaliser.

"Exactly.' Mingo nodded approvingly.

" Sounds very conpli cated.

Mungo nodded again. 'Ch, it is. Very.

Jovil turned to the sprout. 'But what about you though?

“I''l'l find ny own way back, don't worry about me.

"So, M Garstang here will fill you in on all the details, issue you with the bits and bobs and
what not. Do you have any questions?

Jovil shook his head, 'l can't think of any.'
"Good, well if you do, I"'msure M Garstang will set you straight. Wn't you, M Garstang?
"Indeed I will, sir.’

"So now,' Mungo drew Jovil to his feet, straightened up and saluted him 'Good |uck soldier. The
future of the series rests in your hands. W applaud you.' The executive team put their hands
toget her. On Phnaargos appl ause was consi dered the hi ghest conplinment or accol ade that coul d
possibly be paid to an individual. It neant that you had really nmade it. On twentieth-century
Earth, the nearest equival ent woul d have been a guest appearance on Wgan or a libellous attack on
your sexual habits by a Sunday newspaper

"You can count on ne.' Jovil Jspht stood rigidly to attention. There was a tear in his eye.
67

To further applause he | eft the boardroomin the conpany of G yphus Garstang, who was carrying the
bl ack box at arm s | ength.

"Don't forget this,’” Mingo plucked up the sprout and tossed it after them

The boardroom door seal ed and Mungo rubbed his palns together. 'I think that went remarkably
wel | .
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Fergus Shaman shook his head doubtfully. 'I really nust protest. You are going about this all the
wong way. It will end in disaster.’

"You woul d rather make the trip yourself, then?
Fergus shifted uneasily. 'I'mnot saying that. But blowing himup ... sonething m ght go wong.'

"The thing that worries ne,’ said Lavinius Wsten, 'is the fact that he never asked once
whet her' t he ni ssi on was dangerous.'

"He trusts us.'
"It will end in tears,’ said Fergus

"And another thing,’ Wsten continued, 'that sprout, he cottoned on to what was on the go a bit
fast. | wouldn't trust himas far as | could kick him"'

Mungo nodded vi gorously. 'Now on that we are both agreed. | think we will have a little surprise
wai ting for friend sprout when he gets back.' He made knife and fork notions with his fingers.

Fergus leapt to his feet. 'You can't do that. The Tine Sprout is a marvel of horticultura
science. It will open up new vistas, whole new worlds."'

"It is a loose end,’” said Mungo Madoc in no uncertain tone, 'and it will go down a treat, lightly
boiled with just a dash of nelted butter.'

Fergus Shaman buried his head in his hands and wept bitterly.
68

As the lift slithered obscenely down the yielding nembrane tube, Jovil Jspht nade little clicking
sounds with his tongue and popped his fingers. It was true that he hadn't touched upon the
possi bl e dangers of the mission. But this was sinply because he hadn't even given thema nonent's
thought. Far greater issues were at stake here. And anyway, how coul d anythi ng possi bly go wong?
He had becone the Chosen One. The Saviour of the Series. The Man with the M ssion

And Jovil already had the whol e thing planned out. He would return to the 1950s and sort out this
Presl ey character, put himon the right track. There was no real problemthere surely. And even if
there was, he could always bung Presley the little black box, Iet himgo and see for hinself the
mess he'd got everyone into. No problem After all, he had no intention of using the black box
hinsel f. Once the Presley business was out of the way, he nmeant to get down to the real task at
hand. The revitalization of the series! His ow personal rewite of the script!

Jovil did a big ear-to-ear job. And all set in the 1950s, it couldn't have worked out better if he
had planned it hinself. H's very favourite period in Earth history. The gol den age of science
fiction. Forbidden Planet, Them The Quaternmass Experinent. Those were the days. The skies were
full of UFGCs, and every secret research establish-nment had a radi oactive nutant skeleton in its
cupboard. It was just perfect.

He' d give the Phnaargi an view ng public something they would | ong remenber. The rating topper to
end all rating toppers. He could already see the bl urbs.

Manki nd faces its greatest ever threat.

69

Spawn of the nuclear age . . . Born of
the Bottomess Pit ... can nothing
stop .

THE KI LLER MAGGOTS
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FROM THE EARTH S CORE???

This was no accident of fate, no nere chance or coinci-dence. He had been singled out for this. It
was Divine intervention.

" Thank you, thank you, God,’ chirruped Jovil Jspht, pressing his thunmb and forefinger to his nose
and naki ng the sacred squeeze. 'Thank you very much.'

Above and beyond all this, the deity in question ex-anmined the tip of his holy hooter in a shaving
mrror the size of a billion galaxies. "You're a ripe-looking little bugger,’ he said.

70
All the world is just a stage and all the nen and wonen nerely players.
El vis Presley

Rex Mundi peeped out of the discarded bio-hazard drum where he had taken up tenporary residence.
He saw Ranmbo Bl oodaxe kick the rear of the in-town runabout. He saw Ranbo Bl oodaxe kick the rear
of Deathblade Eric and finally he saw Ranbo Bl oodaxe kick at the rear of a six-Iegged noggy, niss
and fall heavily to the oily sod. Rex stifled a snigger and felt hinself for probable frac-tures.
He appeared to be in remarkably fine fettle, all things considered. His radiation suit was
somewhat charred, but its heat-resistant inner lining had spared hima roasting. H s weatherdone
was badly cracked, though, and the rancid stench of the outside world was all too apparent to his
recently-rooted nostrils.

Through the done's bl ackened gl ass Rex watched Eric help his chumup fromthe dirt. The two

Devi anti gazed bitterly up and down the ruined hi ghway. Threw up their arnms, cursed profusely and
sl ouched into the Hotel California. Breathing as shallowy as possible, the lad in the toxic drum
considered his lot. It wasn't much of a lot. He had a rough idea as to which 'major redevel opnent
area’ he was in, and it was a long hike from Nenesis Bunker. And although he was hidden, he was
still inside
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the grounds of the Devianti headquarters, which was no cause for imediate nerrinment. The area

nm ght well be guarded by any nunber of fiendish devices. Sonic wave press-pads that could shake a
man's brains down his nostrils before he even realized that he had been runbled. Invisible |aser-
mesh fencing, one step forward and you were diced nmeat. Rex's inmagination rose to new heights of

i nprobability. He was in deep shit here and no m stake. He gave his chrononeter a bit of perusal
It was jamred at two-thirty p.m which nmeant that at the very nost he had an hour before darkness
fell and the night rains began. And God knows what cane out to feed. He was in an unholy ness and
no ni stake about it.

Rex had never had a lot of truck with religion. The pre-packaged theol ogy beam ng endl essly from
the term nal screens seemed to himjust a trifle unconvincing. Whether he was alone in this or
whet her the entire view ng public shared his doubts, Rex had no idea. Perhaps he was the | ast
atheist. If so, then God was about to be well chuffed.

"Dear old God,' prayed Rex Mundi. 'Please get ne out of here.

It had been considered essential by Muingo Madoc that Jovil's departure towards the 1950s be
acconpani ed by the correct amount of fuss and bother. O the least as nmuch as could be

i nexpensively nmustered up during the few short hours it took to copy the archive footage of
Elvis's sorry last years and programtheminto a portable nonitor. Thus the board hobbl ed together
certain new orders of nmerit and scrolls of honour fromwhat i mnediately cane to hand. These were
solemmly presented to the would-be tine traveller with much due reverence and many a hearty hand-
cl ap.
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The actual send-off was a sonewhat private affair, Jovil's offer to have the entire even*
broadcast |ive across Phnaargos being politely, yet firmy, declined. Am dst thunderous appl ause
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he clinbed on to the boardroomtable, sprout in one hand, black box in the other, portable nonitor
and packed lunch in a jaunty knapsack slung across his shoul ders.

"In order that this nomentous occasion be |ong re-nmenbered,' quoth the young buffoon. 'I have
prepared a short speech.' Beneath their sniles the executive board ground its collective teeth.
"For such a cause | go fearlessly backwards.' Jovil gestured with his box-bearing hand, which had
the board clutching at their failing hearts. 'Mere words cannot express ny gratitude for your
havi ng chosen nme to go upon this mssion. Thus | will let nmy deeds speak for thenselves.'

The dangerous anbiguity of this escaped the board, who sought successfully to drown out the
remai nder of his speech with further thunderous appl ause.

"Then | go.' Jovil raised the Tine Sprout above his head and stuck a nobl e pose.
"You do indeed, chief,’” the sprout added. And indeed he did.

"CGentlenen,' said Mungo Madoc, tapping his trowel of office upon the table top, 'gentlenen, we are
in big schtuck here.' Executive heads bobbed up and down in agreenent. At the far end of the table
D ogenes 'Dernot' Darbo said, 'Yes, indeedy."'

"View ng figures have now sunk to a point beneath which the . Fergus Shaman turned the first
page of his minutes and viewed with great interest the words he had but m nutes before penned upon
them They canme as something of a revelation to him

It had been his conviction, now anply proven, that
73

upon the sprout's departure into the past all nmenories of it here in present would be instantly
erased. After all, if the sprout was in the 1950s then the year 2050 hadn't yet occurred, or
sonmething like that. It was all extrenely conplicated and Fergus didn't pretend to understand the
nost part of it. This was only an initial experiment and its full potential had yet to be fully
realized. But so far he appeared to be correct. He scanned the pages of notes and nodded in silent
satisfaction.

Mungo for his part, continued with the speech, which unknown even to hinsel f, he had previously
made several hours before. Fergus listened to it with interest. But the nore the speech unfol ded
the nmore an un-conforting thought began to nag Fergus. And the nore it nagged the nore Fergus
tried to reason with it. But the nore he reasoned with it, the louder and clearer did it nag. 'If
the m ssion to 1958 had been a success,’ nagged the thought, 'and the series successfully revived,
then this neeting shouldn't be taking place and Mungo shouldn't be saying all the things he is
still saying. So therefore the mission can't have been a success. In fact sonething nust have gone
di sastrously wong."'

"Ch dear,' thought Fergus Shaman, 'oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.

A cold bead of line green perspiration crept fromhis hairline across his forehead and down to the
end of his nose. Here it captured the light of Rupert and shone like a rare jewel. Wiat on Earth
had happened?

Elvis Aron Presley, the man and the | egend, |ooked upon all that he had nmade and found it good.
The King of Rock and Roll raked his manicured fingers through his magnificently greased coiffure
and adjusted his quiff. Just so. 'Uh, huh,’ said he, winking |l ewdly
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into the rhinestoned shaving mirror. 'Mghty fine.

The tinme was a little after nine of the evening clock. The evening in question being that of the
twenty-third of March, the year being 1958. Just twelve hours before Elvis would take the draft,
chuck up his credibility and take that first big step towards a terrible end. But for now he was
young, snake-hipped, gifted and sublinmely rich. Elvis smled crookedly in the nanner that had
weakened t he knees of an entire generation of Anerican girldom Not a dry seat in the house, as
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one wag nost tastefully put it. Curled his Ilip and confirmed that every thing was, 'Mghty fine.'

But then it happened. The inpossible, the unthinkable . . . the noble brow crunpled w th anguish,
t he hand-sone features were clouded, the sensual nouth gaped in horror. It couldn't be ... it
couldn't . . . The King's eyes focused, blinked, refocused. He | eant forward, gazed with

undi sqgui sed fear and loathing at the terrible sight nade flesh before him
There was a zit on his chinl

Elvis fell back fromthe mrror and sank bl ubbering into a gold | ane guitar-shaped | ounger. Twelve
hours away fromthe canmeras of the world's press and this. He'd have to cancel. He couldn't face
his public with a hideous pus-filled bubo hanging off his fanobus face. He groped for the house
phone, there was still time for surgery; his personal skin specialist was downstairs in the

nmedi cal wi ng.

There was a bang. It was snmall by nany standards but quite to the point. Elvis was bl asted
backwards from his | ounger, his nonogranmed slippers spiralling away upon separate trajectories.
Horrid garish fixtures and fittings, all of which will remain undescribed to spare the reader
rocked and tunbl ed, many mercifully breaking
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beyond all hope of repair. Several unopened sacks of fan-mail burst asunder to fill the roomwth
a papery snowstorm You'd better not ness with the US nail, ny friend.

Jovil Jspht rose to his feet, coughing and spluttering. "Hello there,' he called. 'Mster Paisley,
I bring you greetings froma distant star. Mster Paisley, are you there? Hello?

The board neeting at Earthers Inc. finally broke up am dst the usual turmoil of accusation
recrimnation, acrinony and general beastliness. Suggestions had been forthconing fromthe board
but Mungo wasn't i mpressed. He gave thema single day to come up with sonething positive, or
avai | thenselves of a pair of heavy boots and a manure shovel

Fergus edged away down the corridor and nmade for the archives. He had to know what had happened.
If anything actually had. It was possible that the sprout hadn't made it back to 1958. It was
possi bl e that the whole thing was a delusion. It was possible that he was going out of his mnd

Fergus pressed his palmto the security panel, the door retracted and nmerged with the living wall
Fergus passed into the wonderworld which constituted the beating heart of Earthers Inc. and indeed
the very planet. The conpl ex was vast. Even though Phnaargi an horticol ogy sought ever towards the
m ni aturization of data storage, the task of reseeding mllions of previous episodes was one too
costly and gargantuan even to contenplate. The cellular pods, housing the countless centuries of

human history, down to the nobst personal detail, spread away into hazy perspective. Rising to
every side in shimering spires. Billions of brightly shining gl obes bl ossom ng one upon
76

anot her. Pulsing gently, naintained at a constant tenperature and |ovingly tended by nunerous
m nions, trained frombirth to know no other life. Organic wal k-ways flowed between the spires
mergi ng i nto one anot her.

Fergus rode down the central throughway. Here and there he passed the nminions, |long of beard and
wild of eye. Each was dedicated to sone particular year, nonth, day or hour, dependent upon their
grade. They never conversed with one another and they paid not the slightest heed to Fergus. As he
drifted downstreamtowards 1958, Fergus pondered upon the wonder of it all. But as that soon gave
hi m a headache he jacked the bugger in.

The year in question rose up before himand Fergus stepped fromthe throughway to enter its core
Light flowed into it in many col oured shafts, kniving down between the shi mering gl obes. Ridley
Scott woul d have been very nuch at honme. Ahead, seated before his console with his back to Fergus
and the coning and going am dst the |light show, was the year's custodi an.

'CGood day.' Fergus affected a cheery snmile. Getting anything out of these | ads was al ways a
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serious struggle. 'I really nust apologize to you for this rude interruption. But sonething of a
nmost serious nature has come up.' The custodian ignored him 'Hym' Fergus crept slowy forward
and lightly tapped the gent upon his padded shoulder. "If | mght just trouble you for a nonent.’

The custodian turned slightly in his chair and then slid gracefully fromit to assume an
unconfortabl e twi sted posture upon the floor. H's eyes | ooked up at Fergus but they saw not hing.
The custodian was quite dead. A feeling of terrible panic welled up within Fergus as he knelt to
exam ne the corpse. Its fingers were charred and

77

the hair stood up upon the crown of its head. Electro-cuted? Circuit nmal function? Static overl oad?
Fergus rose to view the console screen. To his horror the graphics spelt out the very date he had
cone to review. And across the centre of the screen big red letters flashed on and off. They read:

ACCESS DENI ED. ALL FURTHER 20TH CENTURY DATA IS NOW BElI NG ERASED. FAI LSAFE | N OPERATI ON. DON T
TOUCH THAT DI AL.

78
8
A good performance is nore inportant than life itself. Iggy Pop

"Surely you can get something.' Ms Vrillium s hatchet nose sliced the air. 'Those air cars cost a
packet. What was the |ast report he nade before he went off-screen?

Mauri ce Webb, who was quite new to this kind of thing and who had only got the job because word of
his remarkably large willy had reached the ear of the femal e operations manager, scratched at his
groin and | ooked worri ed.

"W had his final report at-' he tapped at his terminal '-two o' clock, the nane of Rogan Josh and
a request that twenty-seven credits be placed in his account. He called in fromthe car park of
t he Tonorrowran Tavern.

"And t hen?

"And then he flew north for about five kilonetres and apparently struck sone overhead powerlines.
"Which weren't logged into the in-car conputer.'

" Apparently not.'

"And why might that be, do you think?

Maurice cringed. 'Lack of interdepartmental co-operation perhaps. | haven't been able to identify
the culprits as yet." Ms Vrillium cracked her knuckl es

79

meani ngful ly. 'But,' Murice went on, '|I wasted no tinme. | inmediately dispatched two search

vehicles to seek out the weckage and any possi bl e survivors.

"Very good.' Ms Vrilliumpatted the young man on the shoul ders. 'Very fast thinking.'
"Yes,' Maurice agreed. '| thought so.
Ms Vrilliumsmled. The effect upon Maurice was very much what it had been upon Rex. 'And these

search vehicles, they have the |l ocation of the powerlines pro-granmed into their guidance systens,
| trust.'

"Ah,' groaned Maurice, Webb. 'Now that you conme to nention it.

Rex heard the sounds of the approaching craft. He peeped fromhis toxic hideyhole and saluted the
mur ky heavens. 'Bravo God.' called Rex. 'You don't waste a lot of tine, do you?
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The two expl osi ons came fast upon one another. A double nushroom cl oud rose beyond the Hot el
California. Rex Mundi, the noted atheist, took to his heels. He clinbed into the cab of the
Deviantis' in-town run-about, jiggled the joystick, thrumred the controls and nmade a very well
orchestrated getaway.

Deat hbl ade Eric and Ranbo Bl oodaxe, gal vani zed into action by the sounds of nore falling fodder
i ssued fromthe hotel just in time to see Rex making off with their car. Ranbo kicked hinself in
t he ankl e.

"Fair gets a fellow s dander up, does this,” he observed as he hopped about.
"It surely do,' his conpanion agreed, 'it surely do.'

Merrily he rolled along. Rex whistled station ditties as he steered his way between this and that,
and around the other. Luck, if not God, seened for once to be actually
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on his side. The two approaching craft, he rightly surnised, had been sent out by the station in
search of his remains. As they had net with a fate simlar to his own, it seenmed reasonable to
assune that the crash hadn't been his fault. He wasn't going to get the blanme for blow ng up one
of their precious air cars. In fact he would probably be able to claimsone kind of conpensati on.
The situation held all nmanner of engag-ing possibilities. Once he was safe back at Nenesis, of
cour se.

The gri m nmonotone of the old town sector passed himby on either side. The buil dings were ancient,
their faces blurred by the acid rains. Rex knew nothing of this area other than it, |ike
everywhere el se, was schedul ed for redevel opnent. It was evident, even fromthe sorry ruins which
remai ned, that this had once been a thriving nei ghbourhood. But what it had once been called and
where it in fact was, in relation to anywhere el se, was anyone's guess. Geography was a dead

sci ence.

Rex recalled the tine that his Uncle Tony had shown himsonething he referred to as ' A Map of the
Wirl d' . He had pored over the col oured spl odges, saying that these were countries and that
mllions of people had once lived in them 'Different races,’ he said. The whol e concept had had
Rex enchanted. That a sheet of paper could represent anywhere that it was possible to go, and
sonmehow show you how to get there. Rex had asked the old nman how | arge he thought the world m ght
be. But Uncle Tony nerely shrugged hel plessly and replied that he had really no idea. And when Rex
asked to be shown exactly where they were on the map, he had shaken his head, saying that he
didn't know. Then he had wept.
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Rex couldn't remenber the map in any detail, and possession of such artefacts was illegal anyway.
So it was still a mystery. Al he knew of the world was that it was flat, rectangul ar and bei ng

r edevel oped.

Rex hunched over the controls and squinted into the gl oom Perhaps there never had been countries.
He felt sure that if he just drove and drove all he would ever find was sinply nore and nore of
just the sane.

He switched on the spotlight atop the vehicle. N ght was beginning to fall. And so now were his
spirits. Rex swerved suddenly to avoid sonething scaly and un-whol esome which |inped across the
trackway before him He was growing very tired and comng to the dire conclusion that he was al so
growi ng very lost. The night rain began to sizzle upon the vehicle's roof. It spattered on to the
wi ndscreen, drawi ng bl ackened tearstreaks down the plexiglass. Further travel would soon be out of
the question. Habitation, sanctuary or whatever, was now very nuch the order of the evening. Rex
squinted. It was growi ng as black as cl osedown. No lights, not a nothing. Press on a little, what
el se could he do? The runabout trundled into a pothole and Rex felt sone little naggi ng doubts
regarding his future. The filters on his weatherdonme had given up the ghost and he had no

repl acenents. The night didn't snell good.
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The rain now fell in poisonous torrents. Lightning zipped and flashed, offering chances Rex felt
disinclined to take. He pushed the runabout out of gear and switched off the fission drive. He was
bugger ed.

'"CGod,' said Rex, 'about this afternoon . . .'

But he didn't get any further. In between the |ightning breaks sonething el se was fl ashi ng.
Colourfully. Rex didn't take it in at first, but when he did, a grimsmile found its way am dst
his danp stubble. The Iight went

82
on ... off... on ... off ... on ... off . . . the way some of themdo. And this one spelt out
MORROWVA TAV.

The sweeping drive up to Gracel ands was chock-a-bl ock. G orious 1950s bl ack and white police cars
wer e parked where they had sl ewed. Front wheels deeply dug into the plastic turf. Lots of flashing
lights flashed, pressnen in trenchcoats with big caneras and fedoras m |l ed about the nock Grecian
pillars and asked to be 'given a break'. Anbul ances stood, their rear doors yawni ng. Fat
police-nen, or cops, as they were then known, displayed their arnpit sweat and call ed everyone
"mac'. It was all jolly good fun, although the attention to period detail left nuch to be desired.
One pressman it his cigar with a disposable gas lighter, which was wong for a start. And the
aerials on the police cars were too nodern. The cops' hair was too |ong, but you have to expect

t hat .

Elvis Presley didn't have nuch to say for hinself. But under the circunstances, he could hardly be
bl amed. He had been bound tightly, hand and foot, gagged with a lurex sock and hooded with a US
mai | bag. He lay face down in a flower-bed, where for those who are interested, certain flowers

bl oomed conpl etely out of season

Jovil Jspht pressed aside the |eaves of a privet imaginatively pruned into the shape of a guitar.
Behind this, he and the captured king were hiding. 'There seens to be no end of fuss going on,’
Jovi| observed

"Can't see fromdown here, chief. Gve us a hand up, eh?" Jovil picked up the sprout and pointed
hi m towards the confusion. 'Pardon ne for saying this, chief. And shoot me down in flanmes if you
think I"'mon a wong'n, but surely that is a 1965 Harl ey Davi dson.'

Jovil nodded thoughtfully. 'There's something wong all the way round. None of this rings true.
What do you
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reckon?' The sprout hesitated so Jovil gave it an urgent squeeze. 'Wll?
"Well, give me your inpression. Wat does it look like to you?

Jovil bit his lip. "It looks like a filmset,’” he said slowy.

"Don't it just? And check out the hedge.' Jovil did so. "Artificial.’'

He nade a perplexed face. 'l don't get it. W are in 1958, aren't we?

"W're in 1958. But | don't know if it's the real one or not. It's nore like a nenory than the
real thing. Perhaps when you actually go back in tine things aren't the way they are supposed to
be. Possibly when the present becones the past it sort of decays. Gets all junbled together
Fragments. The further back you go the nore confused you find it has becone.'

' Sounds feasible,’ Jovil agreed. 'So what about hin?' He gestured with his free hand towards the
hooded Presl ey, who was starting to put up a struggle.

"He certainly |looks like the real M MCoy. But listen, | really do think that now m ght well be
the tine for getaway rather than conjecture.'’
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"Yes, | think you're right.' Jovil thrust the sprout into his top pocket, dragged the prone
Presley to his feet and bundl ed himacross his shoul der. He stooped to pick up the black box and
the portable nmonitor. Struggling manfully beneath the conbi ned wei ght, he |inped dowmn a gentle
incline towards further outcroppings of ersatz hedgery.

"Now why do | just know that there is an enpty car with the keys left in the ignition, just beyond
that hedge?' Jovil asked.

"Probably for the sanme reason | do, chief,’” cane the nmuffled reply.
84
"Best go with the flow, eh?

The executive bar at Earthers Inc. was yet another triunmph fromthe trowel of Capability Crabshaw.
A spl endi d neo-gothic gazebo of a place, which swelled in carbuncl esque fashion from an upper
regi on of the great spiral tower and chased the sunlight. It was divided into el egant bowers, each
made gay by delicate fountains. These cast scented water across a nyriad tiny glass donmes. Each of
these emtted a soft nelodic tone. But the beauty of all this was currently | ost upon Fergus
Shaman. Like the | egendary 'lawn' joke of old, Fergus was half-cut. He peered into the bell of his
cocktail lily and sighed plaintively. Fifty floors below hima custodian | ay dead before a
violently flashing consol e.

Soneone had conmitted nmurder within the head-quarters of the biggest TV station in the gal axy, and
introduced . . . what? Fergus pondered on it. Introduced some kind of virus, perhaps, into the
cell system And that someone had to be Jovil Jspht. There could be no other plausible

expl anation. And the only individual upon the entire planet who knew this terrible truth was he,
Fergus ' Ch, God's nose, what have | done?' Shaman. And what had he done? Jovil was obviously a
basket - case, barki ng nmad.

A waitress clad in a single figure-hugging sheath of vat-grown noss approached. 'Wuld you care
for another, M Shaman?' Under normal circunstances Fergus woul d have made instantly with the
i nproper suggestions, being something of a |adies' nman. But tonight he was just not up to it.

' Same again,’ he munbl ed, without |ooking up. 'And nake it a |large one, please.'
The siren turned huffily upon a five-inch root heel and
85

wi ggl ed away in a purposeful manner. The lost soul sank into further niseries. Big trouble was
com ng. Had already conme, for all he knew Wth no way to access the storage cells there was no
way of knowi ng what Jovil night be up to. Had been up to. The waitress returned, displaying
consi derably nore cl eavage and a good deal of uncovered thigh. She slid his drink towards him
Fergus gazed up between her bosons. 'Do you watch The EarthersT he asked.

The siren shrugged. 'It's not compul sory, is it?
"No, | just wondered.'

"l do sone tinmes. But . . .’

' But what ?'

The young worman stretched. As she did so the sheath of npbss parted in certain key areas. It was
eroticismunfettered.

"Wl |l ?' Fergus asked.

"Well. It's dead dull, isn't it? All those scabby people in those ghastly little bunkers. There's
no gl amour, no ronance. It just goes on and on and on . '

"Hold it right there,' cried Fergus. 'Wuat did you say?
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"l said it just goes on and on and on.

"Not hing's changed.' Fergus sprang to his feet and did a foolish little dance. 'Nothing's changed.
Did you see it today?

"Yeah. | caught the end before I cane on shift. Wanted to watch Nenesis. The Dalai is the only
thing worth watching.'

"Not hi ng' s changed.' Fergus punched at the sky. 'He can't have done anything. Perhaps he got
killed on the way.'

"No, he was on tonight. There's a new thenme song. It goes: this is the tine . . . this is the
place . . . the tine to face . '

86

"You really do have a cracking pair of charlies,’” Fergus observed. 'Wuat tine do you get off your
shift?" 'Ten,’ the siren replied.

The car was exactly where Jovil knew it would be. Opening the boot, or trunk, as it was then
known, Jovil deposited his struggling cargo therein. Slamm ng down the lid he joined the sprout,
who was propped upon the dashboard.

"VWhere to?
"GCo with the flow, chief.' Jovil did so. He twisted the key and pressed the car into gear. 'It's a
dream' he said as the 1960-Pontiac Firebird sped along the deserted highway. 'I couldn't know how

to drive this car, could I? It's got to be all a dream’

"l have been giving the natter some considerable cogitation. But as yet |I'munable to form any
convi ncing postul ations. There is a turn off to the right along here. | believe.'

"I think so.' Jovil spun the wheel and the car sped down another deserted road. Rain began to
fall. In the distance a dark building | ooned. A sign flashed on and off. It said THE BATES MOTEL.

Rex Mundi steered the in-town runabout towards the flashing sign and entered the car park of the
Tonorrow nan Tavern. He drewto a halt next to a certain R gel Charger. The property, he now knew,
of a certain Rogan Josh. Near at hand was al so a Buddhavi sion security craft. Broad bodi ed, bl ack
and sinister. Its darkness relieved only by the station |ogo. Three red tadpol es chasi ng each
other's tails. 'A-ha,' thought Rex Mundi. '"A free ride home unless | amvery nmuch m staken.' Rex
sm |l ed crookedly. Things were going to work out
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K. As he was a little loath to brave the elenents in his present condition he rooted about in the
cab's storage conpartnents. A pristine-looking Barbour and one of Ranbo's best caps cane to the
hal f light. Quite the business. Rex put themon over his radiation suit. Very dashing.

He was about to scranble down fromthe cab when he saw them Light flared through the open doorway
of the tavern. Figures noved. Two burly forns dragging a far | esser form between them The |esser
formwas struggling but his cause was a | ost one. A burly form clubbed him from behind and he
stunbl ed forward to splash into the nuck.

Rex cranked down the side window to get a better |look. The fallen figure was unm stakably that of
Rogan Josh. The ot hers Buddha security. One of these stepped forward and perfornmed a quick

sadi stic act upon the fallen nan. Rex wi nced. Then the two thugs dragged Rogan to his feet and as
Rex wat ched, dunmb with disbelief, began to rip off his clothing. Josh pleaded for his life, but
his cries were ignored. The acid rain fell unceasingly. The now naked man began to scream In the
lightning flares Rex could see his attackers | aughi ng beneath their weatherdones.

Rogan stunbl ed about trying to protect his naked flesh fromthe scal ding rain. Rex watched in
horror. Bl ood began to flow Rex sank down in his seat and covered his face. And then there was a
crash against the front screen. Rex |ooked up fearfully and stared full into the face of Rogan
Josh. Bone showed through the torn skin of his cheeks, one eye appeared nelted in its socket.
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Rogan's fist drumed agai nst the wi ndscreen. Then weakened. The face sank away and was gone. The
rain smashed down. Rogan Josh was dead.

88

The side door of the runabout was torn open. A terrific figure thrust the barrel of an automatic
weapon into Rex's face. A voice spoke on the open channel. 'Ranbo Bl ood-axe,' it said. 'W' ve been
| ooki ng for you.'

89
Wien you hear nusic, after it's over, it's gone into the air. You can never capture it again.
Eri ¢ Dol phy

Hi s divine holiness. The unpteenth reincarnation. The living God King and gol den boy of the
monent, Dal ai Dan, rolled back his sleeve collar and pressed a silver disc to his left wist. The
chemi cal conpound penetrated his skin and was absorbed into his bl oodstream Dan sank back into
the settee cushions and took a deep breath. Col oured balls popped behind his eyes and a | andscape
of unfornmed shape rolled out before himinto oddball odd. Hi s right hand sought out the headset
and he dragged the slimgrey crescent over his head, feeding the dark end-beads into his ears. The
hol ophoni ¢ sound gave hi m headbutts. Upon the turntable of the antique hol ophon a disc of black
plastic turned at seventy-eight revolutions a mnute. The systenm s pick-up arm noved gently up and
down and fed its sonic nessages into the bank of electronical hocus-pocus. Enhanci ng, upnodi ng,
restructuring. What came out of the dark beads and entered the hol ynan's head was a whol e new
wor | d.

"Wl |l since ny baby left me, I've found a new place to dwell,’ sang a voi ce which was ribbons of
ice, frayed at the ends and breaking into wavering star clusters. '"It's down at the end of |onely
street at Heartbreak Hotel.'
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"We don't get a lot of visitors now What with the new highway and all,’ said Nornan Bates. 'You
can have any roomyou like.' He turned pensively and selected a key fromthe board. ' Nunber
three.' There was a stuffed oW on the wall. Sonehow Jovil knew that Norman was an amateur

t axi derm st.
"Al'l on your own here?' he asked. But Norman appeared distracted.

"Just get the key,’ whispered the sprout. "And let's get that sucker out of the trunk before he
suffocates.'

Norman Bates parted with the key and then parted conpany, wandering off towards a |arge ol d house
whi ch stood hal fway up a hill.

Jovil opened the trunk. Elvis was still there, bound and gagged. Only now he was dressed in a gold
lame suit, the hood was gone and his hair was in perfect shape.

"This is all making nme very uneasy.' Jovil haul ed the hostage fromthe car and dragged himinto
the nmotel room The roomwas grimenough. There was a chair, a bedside table with lanp. A single
bed, a worn rug. All were in shades of black and white. The ensuite bathroom was spotless, but the
shower |acked its curtain.

"I'mgoing to take off your gag.' Jovil sat Elvis upon the bed. 'If you make a fuss | will strike
you hard. Do you understand?

El vis nodded. Jovil renoved the gag. Elvis spat out flecks of |urex.
"Wio the fuck are you?' he asked.
"I amJovil Jspht.' The time traveller bowed slightly. 'l cone froma distant star.'

"You scrubbing around the guardi an angel bit then, chief?" a nuffled voice enquired.
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"Seens a mte redundant under the circunstances.
92
Elvis listened to this exchange. He was nore than a little confused. 'You sone kind of schizo?

Jovil shook his head and pulled out the Tine Sprout. 'l cone from another world. Honest. Don't you
ever go to the novies? He placed the sprout on the pillow

"VWhere's your ray gun, then?

"My ray gun? Ch, | see. Just stay there a minute and |I'll show you sonething that night convince
you.' Jovil strode fromthe room leaving Elvis to spit sock. He returned to the car where he
pul l ed out his knapsack. As he clicked the driver's door shut, he paused for a nmonment. The car was
now a 1958 Plynouth. Jovil nade a worried face and hurried back to the notel room Here he swept
the nasty tablelanp aside and set up the nmonitor. This is going to cone as a bit of a shock to you
but | feel you should see it just the sane.'

Ts that a General Electric or one of those new Jap jobs?

‘"It's an Abendroth Triple D,' said the Tine Sprout informatively. 'Self-contained bio-system
Audi o and vi sual through binary intrapolation of pseudopodia. It's organic yet non-sentient.
Al t hough there are well-founded argunents in favour of it enjoying sone prini-tive state of
bei ng.’

"Thank you.' Jovil tinkered with the monitor. 'But | think your explanations will Iike as not
confuse him They do ne.

A sudden | ook of enlightennment appeared un-expectedly upon the King's youthful face. He |eant

towards Jovil and whispered into his ear. 'If you untie ne, | will help you kill the . . . you
know . '

"I do?'

El vis nade eye novenents towards the sprout. 'The alien. I'"mgetting this now, it's got you under
sone kind of mind control. Just untie nme. | know Karate.'
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"Roll the novie chief. Let's get this over and done with.'

Jovil stroked a nodul e and stepped back fromthe nonitor. Light whirled up form ng a broad i nage
whi ch hung in the air.

"Holy shit,’ croaked Elvis. 'l gotta get ne one of these doodads.’
"Just watch.'
Elvis did so, and what he saw during the next half hour he didn't like one little bit.

The room Rex Mundi now occupi ed was tiled throughout with octagonal mirrors. It |acked furniture
but for the steel chair into which the naked Rex was strapped. The floor was also mrror, but
reflection was made difficult by the | arge amount of congeal ed bl ood spl ashed about it. The room
snelt bad. It snelt of stale sweat, it snelt of fear. Rex stared up at his own image. It didn't
pl ease him Small white discs adhered to sensitive areas. These shone out anongst the grine which
coated his body. He felt terror but also a strange self-loathing. A sense of total worthl essness.

A voi ce crackled down to himthrough an unseen intercom 'Bloodaxe, Ranbo Bl oodaxe. Hi gh priest of
the sub-cult Devianti. W have no wish to prolong this interview So to spare yourself the

prol onged agony and we the inevitable arguing with the nanagenment over waiting tinme, it night just
be sinpler all round if you answered the questions without delay.'

"As elected representative of the interrogation and security sub-committee | take exception to
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that remark,’ came a second voice. 'There is no need to hurry. Gve the gentlenan a jolt or two as
alittle taster.'

"Hold on,” cried Rex. 'I'mfeeling in a particularly tal kative nood at present.'
94
' Good boy,’ said the first voice. 'Now your chosen noni ker is Ranbo Bl oodaxe, yes?

"Well, actually no. There seens to have been sone mis-' The pain hit himfromevery side. Every
nerve endi ng was being torn fromhis body at the sane tine. 'Yes, yes,' Rex screaned, 'Bl oodaxe,
yes.'

' Good boy. Easy when you've got the knack, isn't it?

"You had the volune turned right down,’” the second voice said. 'He couldn't have felt a thing.
Whack it up a couple of notches.'

"No. No.' Rex yelled back. 'It's working just fine, honestly. What el se would you |ike to know?'
' How nany in your chapter?

Rex could only guess. 'About twelve?

'Good,’ said the first voice, which pleased Rex no end.

" Nanmes?'

' Deat hbl ade Eric . . .

"Yes.'
"Er . . .' Rex cane apart at the seans. Pain comes in many colours; this cane in all of them
"Vile Tony Watkins . . . Killer McKee . . . Syd the Slayer . . .' Were they came from Rex had no

i dea but they poured fromhis nouth in a great unstoppable torrent. Wen he was done the voice
said, 'Correct.'

Rex bit his tongue, his body shook uncontrollably. Correct?

"Now we cone to the inportant part. What do you know about . . .°'

Rex spoke rapidly. 'Get-ny-sister-d oria-Mndi-you-have-got-the-w ong-man-I-don't-know anyt hi ng-
about -any-' Hi s unseen tornentor cranked up the volunme and then the pain left Rex. It occurred to
hi m al nrost at once that he was dying. Had died. Everything was gone.
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He was staring down at hinself. But he wasn't alone. A cool soft pal mstroked his forehead. A face
stared into his. And such a face. She was beautiful. A golden aura encircled her head.

"An angel,’ Rex gasped.
"You're such a pet,’ the Goddess replied.

"And that's about it.' Jovil Jspht switched off the nonitor and the notel roomfell back into
monochronme. 'Do you want to see any of it again? Elvis shook his brain-stornmed head rapidly. 'A
di smal end by any account,' sighed Jovil.

"Goss.' Elvis spoke in a strangled whisper. '"How did | get that gross? And that sweaty?
"Not a pretty sight, eh? Listen, do you want something to eat?
"No, | don't! Sonething to drink.'

"Good idea. I'lIl go round to the reception and see what | can find. Wile I'maway the "alien”
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here will put you straight on the plan. Then you can do as you please really.' Jovil slipped the

gag back over Presley's nmouth. 'Nothing personal,’ he said.
Jovil |ocked the notel room door behind himand slipped down the darkened veranda. A wan |i ght
showed t hrough an unwashed wi ndow. There was a chill in the air. Jovil knocked at the door. The

sound echoed, hollow. Norman Bates must have turned in for the night. Jovil tried the door. It
swung in. A single naked |ightbul b dangl ed above the reception desk. Jovil checked the place out.
Beneath the desk he unearthed a bottle of Kentucky Bourbon. This was either half full or half
enpty depend-ing how you felt about it. Jovil unscrewed the cap and took a slug. Wping the back
of his hand across his |ips he went 'ah' and took anot her
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Just al ong the darkened veranda an old woman with a bl ood-stained kitchen knife turned the pass
key and pushed open the door to room numnber three.

Rex refocused his eyes. '"doria? His sister struck hima second tine.

"Wake up,’ she denmanded. Rex did so. The security nmen were renoving the white discs fromhis skin,
| eavi ng behind horrid red weals. 'Get himup and hose himdown. He snells disgusting. Oh God, he's
messed hi msel f.'

The security men hastened to oblige, |ooking far from happy.
Ts this going to affect our bonus paynents?' one asked. doria glared at hi m daggers.

Rex had never taken a bath before. Never even seen one except on the Food Operas. If this one was
typical, then baths were a very lavish thing indeed and it wasn't surprising the vox pop never got
a look at them He lazed in the hot scented water. The bath was a bul bous gl ass dish set into the
opaline floor. The bathi ng chanmber was sunptuous. Carven sofas of ancient design swelled with

pl ush cushions. Anber light fell in rich pools. Wl com ng towels hung upon heated chrom um tubes.
A large terminal with an el aborate EYESPI broadcast news. Rex felt disinclined to watch. H s
current interest lay with his feet which floated magically before him Rex sank |ower into the
wat er. Squeezing soap deliriously between his palns. The froth overflowed his fingers. The inage
of the tiny pills of caked fat which arrived with the weekly provisions, hands and faces for the
use of, clouded his pleasure for but a nonent. He allowed his body to float to the surface and
applied soap to his penis.
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"Wien you' ve quite finished wanking,’ said the voice of Goria Mundi, whose face now occupied the
term nal screen, 'your presence in ny apartnment woul d be ap-preciated.’

Rex subrmerged slowy. Al things nmust pass, he thought, philosophically.
He gnawed upon an exotic viand. Savouring another sensory nind bl ast.
"I's this meat?'

"Fresh neat.' G oria watched himdispassionately. 'I wouldn't advise over-indul gence. Your
digestive tract won't be able to cope.

Rex wi ped a sweetly-snelling knuckle across his nmouth and reached for his wine glass. Goria drew
it beyond his reach. 'l would Iike a full report. In detail.'

Rex grubbed up sweetneats and thrust theminto his mouth. 'I've had a rough day,' he nunbl ed.
'How s yours been?

Goria leant back in the high quilted chair and sipped wine. She wore a w de-shoul dered jacket of
bl ack antique |eather gathered at the waist by a braided silk belt. Wiite silk trousers, her feet
were bare. Gold rings encircled several toes. The roomwas dressed nuch after the style of the
bat hi ng chanber. Early Opul ent. Long wi ndows | ooked out upon a flaw ess bl ue expanse of nothing.
Rex gestured towards them
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"What is out there?
"The sky.' doria sipped nore w ne.
"The sky is blue?" Rex peered at her suspiciously. 'How m ght that be?

' The sky has been blue for a decade. However ground conditions are maintained as they have been
and will continue to be for an indefinite period.
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"You are telling ne that the cloud cover is artificial? Rex couldn't believe what he was heari ng.

‘W are restructuring society. An agreenment exists between the Big Three. Wen restructuring is
complete then the cover will be lifted. Are you shocked?

Rex chose his words carefully although his head swam 'I|'m surprised naturally. But high-echel on
decisions are just that. Who am| to say?

"Wio i ndeed?' Goria speared a tasty titbit with a 200-year-old eel fork. She ran her pointed
tongue about her painted lips. 'The Living God King knows his own business best.' Her unguarded
smle wasn't | ost upon Rex, although he pretended otherw se. He was altogether shaken by this
staggering disclosure. 'But how can such a secret be kept. If those living below were to find
out...'

"But they won't, will they Rex? The air cars are programred to fly no higher than the cloud cover
Only the tips of the Big Three's bunkers pierce the murk. Only the elite see the true sky.'

"But is it safe?" Rex recalled his Uncle Tony telling himabout an 'ozone | ayer' which had been
destroyed during the previous century.

"Quite safe. And it's quite safe with you, isn't it brother?

Rex nodded numbly, his injuries were making themselves felt in a big way. And he felt very sick
i ndeed. "M ght | use your toilet? he asked.

The sound of the revving engine and the wheel -screeching departure of the Plynouth drew Jovil's
atten-tion away fromthe Bourbon bottle. He lurched out on to the veranda to watch the tail lights
dwindle in the rain-swept night. He stunbled to the open door of room nunber three and gazed

i nside. There were signs of a
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viol ent struggle. The nonitor was snmashed upon the floor. Table and chair upturned. Across the
wal | above the bed was a garish streak of red. Elvis and the Tinme Sprout were nowhere to be seen
The deadly bl ack box was nowhere to be seen

Jovil slunped on to the bed and buried his head in his hands. A stranger in a strange |and. And
now one with very unfavourabl e prospects.

Jovi | Jspht groaned dismally and vani shed fromthe plot.
100
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NOTI CE | MPORTANT. PLEASE FOLLOW CAREFULLY THE | NSTRUCTI ONS FOR THE PLAYI NG PLEASURE AND HAPPY
USI NG OF THE KOSHI BO HOLOPHON 2000.

Not e One. The koshi bo 2000 is designed and built as same for your happy using to the highest
standards as yet. To this purpose recommendation is made that all surfaces nust be clean for use
and not touched wi th hands nude or otherw se uncovered. O with dust on

1) Place the record with the playing side uppernost upon the playing deck. Wth hand in gl ove.
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2) Closed the top nust be for the playing.

3) Play in order with button narked for on

4) DANGER TO HEALTH. Do not unjack plug until the play is done with.

5) the koshi bo corporation accepts no responsibility in the small print.
Hol ophon instructional manual 1993

Di sconforting but inevitable successor to the augnented CD, the Hol ophon 2000 now offers the

ent husi ast by far the greatest ever opportunity to burn out what few remaining brain cells he, she
or it may still possess. Latest in a long line of trial-by-error technol ogy intended to augment
audi o pl ayi ng through the introduction of
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anal ogued sensory stinmuli, which create what the manufacturers refer to as Inner Visuality, this
is another turkey. The flaw in this particular system as in all those previously narketed, is
that the anal ogue frequency remains fixed, with the result that no two |isteners experience the
same i mage patterns.

Regul ar readers will recall the brilliant article by Sir John R nmer, Tel epathy: Food for Thought
Unfit for Human Consunption?, which explained that tel epathy is inpossible between nbst humans due
to the unique (fingerprint) brain frequencies of each separate individual, telepathy being only
concl usively proved between identical twins who share the same al pha and beta brain-patterns.

Thus a system broadcasting upon a single fixed frequency can only offer you the opportunity to
pl ay Russian roulette with your brain.

So not one for the Christnmas stocking, kiddies. H gh Tech Review 27.7.93

Dal ai Dan wormed the small plastic beads fromhis ears. Sickly yell ow gobs of unappeali ng wax now
clung to them He touched a sensor and wenched the jack fromits socket. Two mi nutes and twenty-
two seconds, or it could have been several lifetinmes. It was all the same in there. He reached out
for the highball glass and missed. His brain was still vibrating and he had no sense of
perspective. The room before himwas a flat canvas. To the left of the picture a door vani shed

si deways and the cut-out of a wonan swelled to enconpass the greater part of the room Yet she
appeared to get no closer. Mst curious.

Goria gazed into the face of the God King. 'That is disgusting,' said she, T've seen you do sone
pretty
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revolting things, but both pupils in one eye, that's a new | ow, even for you.'

Dan blinked violently and rubbed at his eyes. "Mrror! Mrror!' doria delved into her sharkskin
handbag and brought out the vanity. The flat room vani shed to be replaced by Dan's flat face. H s
right eye was blank and white. His left . . . 'Goddamm,' how ed the high | ama, 'what have | done?

"By the snell of you, you've done your underwear.
"No control of bodily functions in there.'’

"Ah.' doria understood. 'You' ve been in the hol ophon. You will kill yourself in there. Don't cone
crying to nme when you do.

'Ch, ha bloody ha ha. My eyes, wonan.

G oria sighed. 'You jacked out of the systembefore it closed. If you nmust persist with this
madness, you really should read the instructional nmanual. You'll be all right in a mnute or two.'
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"Hand me ny glass.' Goria pressed it into the shaking hand and cl osed the fingers.
"What were you playing anyway?'
"C assical music. Black disc.'
A oria raised a nani cured eyebrow. 'A vinyl recording, you ve got one of those?
"Circa 1950 sonething.'
"Eli zabet han. How did you come by that? Those things are al nost

'"lcons? This one was .

Goria' s flat face left the picture. Dan tried to turn his head but the effort nmade hi m gi ddy.

G oria bent over the hol ophon. Beneath the squat dome upon the system s deck lay the ancient
seventy-eight, encased within a two-centinetre protectrite shell. 'Do you know what it says on the
| abel ?' doria asked.
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"It is by SUN.' Dan clutched his skull. 'The script is old English. | thought antiques were your
speciality.’

Goria lifted the donme and ran a finger reverently across the protectrite. 'And you've played it.
Heard it play. Does it play?

"I mpressed, aren't you? It plays, |'ve heard it.' Dan |aughed painfully. 'I've experienced it. You
woul dn't believe what's in there.'

Goria sniffed. 'Probably a fake. |'ve seen nore than one.'
"Check it out.

Aoria did so. Inprinted upon the protectrite was the seal of the Antiquities Federation
' Goddamm, ' said doria Mundi

Dan ground at his eyes. Nornality was returning. 'So what do you want here, anyway? Cone to get
yoursel f | aid?

A oria stuck her tongue out and made a face. 'Some-thing has cone up. Sonething inportant. Were
did you get this?

' None of your business. \Wat sonething has come up?

A oria closed the done and turned upon the Dalai. 'She has been here again.
' She? What she is this?

' The she who nakes you wake up scream ng. The she you call Christeen.'

" Rubbi sh.' But they both knew it wasn't.

"W've got her on tape this tine.'

"Interviewis it? Don't wind ne up.'

‘Not exactly. Listen .
differences in the past

A oria seated herself upon a Persian pouffe. 'I know we've had our

"And in the present. My precognitive senses advise ne that the future | ooks no rosier.
104

"You get right up my nose.' doria s know edge of twentieth-century vernacul ar was i npeccabl e
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"Please,' Dan grinned, '|I prefer the missionary posi-tion.'
"Clearly the matter is of no interest to you. | shall be going.
"Sit down.' It was a command, not a request. G oria sat down.

" How many seconds of activity on the tape?
"Thirteen.'
' The exact nunber of seconds that your brother was brain dead.

"The sane thirteen seconds. Wiat do you nean? You knew about those gobshites torturing ny brother
You let it happen and did nothing until they killed him'

Dan raised his eyes. The pupils were correctly rehoused but appeared to be Iit fromwithin. 'l see
everything, Goria. | amthe Dalai Lanma.'

"But you let them put ny brother through that when you could have stopped it?

"I't was a controlled experinent. Anyway, your brother is alive and kicking.' Dan touched the
centre of his forehead and closed his eyes. 'No, correction, alive and shitting. He is currently
venting his bowels into your bidet.'

G oria opened her nouth to release invective. Dan held up his palm

"Save it until you are alone. | will hear it then. AIl in all | don't think your brother has had
an unsuccessful first day. | think he deserves a little bonus. Have himconme up to see ne tonorrow
at ten sharp. And doria-

" Yes.'

"You can bugger off now'
105

11

The term Universal Law is neaningless. In universal terms no absol utes can possibly exist. Each
truth manki nd di scovers is inevitably nodified by another which ul-timtely disproves it. And
bearing this in nind we turn to the vexed question in point. 'Do the Gods exist?' In universa
terns the question is unanswerabl e because the word 'exist' has no absolute definition

So to rephrase the question, 'In terns understandable to the hunan mnd, do the Gods exist?' This
i s sonewhat easier. The answer is yes. The Gods of nmen exist. Wiether the Gods that the great apes
of Africa worship, when they dance beneath the full noon, exist, | don't know Wether the Fish
God of the Sargasso to which the eels nake their yearly pilgrimge exists, | don't know. Whether
the nanel ess winged spirit, to which all birds sing their hyms each dawn, exists, | can't say.

But the Gods of nen, they are certainly real. | know this because | have net one. The Suburban
Book of the Dead

Rex snored soundlessly in his battered arnchair. Before himthe termnal flickered, the EYESP
scanni ng his sight-1less pupils and feeding points back to MOTHER. Rex's expulsion fromdoria's
apartments had been abrupt, undignified and sadly lacking in fond farewells. H's bodily functions
had figured large in the tirade of abuse which had issued fromhis sister's mouth. In fact her
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manner was so threatening that Rex considered it pru-dent to avoid the subject of her bed, on to
whi ch he had recently thrown up. The only thing that saved the evening for Rex was the kindness
and camaraderie shown to himby the two security nmen who found hi mwandering, hal f-naked and drunk
in equal part, about the maze of corridors. They had fitted himout with a new radi ation suit,

| oaded its pockets with beer and ciggies, nmade profuse their apologies for the little
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nm s-understanding and finally flown himhone to Gdeon Towers.

Rex dreant about the woman of his dreans. The |ady he had seen in his dying vision. They were
al one running through fields of tall waving brown stuff. And they didn't have any cl othes on. Rex
was dead peeved to be awoken by the violent rapping at his chanber door

Mungo Madoc rarely slept. Being the product of sone pretty snazzy genetic engineering, he nerely
topped up his systemevery day with a cocktail of vitamins, proteins and things of that nature. A
tiny inplant in the base of his skull cal cul ated exactly which doses were required to maintain
equilibriumand fed the data to a graft set into his left wist. Here the information appeared as
a graphic readout. Mungo nerely followed the dictates of his wist and swal |l owed what ever he was
told. And thus he ran on and on, nmuch after the fashion of the well-oiled nachine.

On this particular night Mingo's wist was pleading for a mega dose of tranquillisers. The wist's
owner was in a veritable fug.

' Erased? Erased?' screamed Mungo. 'That is impossible. Inconceivable. Do you hear?' The |ess
nodi fi ed board nmenbers, who felt the need for their full eight
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hours' shut-eye, shuffled about in their jimjams noddi ng and nunbling.
"It is sabotage,’ cried Gyphus Garstang.

"It is iconoclasm’ agreed Lavinius Wsten.

"It is the end of civilisation as we know it,’” Dioge-nes 'Dernmot' Darbo pinched at his hooter. 'Ch
yes, i ndeedy.

"Shut up.' Mungo raised a shaking fist. 'Shaman. Were i s Fergus Shanan?'

Fergus cowered to the rear of the pyjama party. 'Here, sir.' He raised his hand. Mungo grabbed it
and haul ed hi m forward.

" Shaman, an entire year has been erased. | want it back, do you understand?

During his nany years on the board Fergus had managed to side-step many an inpossible denand. This
time it didn't look all that sinple. '"I... how?" was about all he could nuster at such short
noti ce.

'l don't care how. Just do it.'

"If I might just interject.' The voice belonged to Jason Morgaw. Jason was tall, young, well-
favoured in the face departnent, a genius in bio-genetics and founder of the Earthers Inc. Anateur
Dramatics Society. The execu-tive board hated himto a nan

"I regret,’ said he, 'that it can't be done. The virus has destroyed all the cells relating to the
Earth year of 1958. But surely this is the |east of our problens.' Those who w tnessed the | ook
upon Mungo's face had it firmy ingrained into their nmenories fromthat day forth.

'Least of our problens? roared Mingo Madoc.

'Thi s sabotage was only di scovered an hour ago, but it is clearly apparent that the virus is
al ready spreading. If it's not stopped it will continue to nove forward. It will eventually catch
up with the present day.
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"What are you telling me?' Miungo sank into his chair.

"I amtelling you that if it catches up with the present day we will go off the air. The Earthers
series will close down.' Mingo's nouth opened and cl osed and went on doi ng so.
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Garstang turned upon Jason. 'Do you have a solution7
"W can try to isolate the infected area, shut down all the cell systens surrounding it.'
"Then do it. Do it.'

"W are trying. But nothing like this has ever been attenpted before. The storage cells aren't
separate units They all conpose nicrocosns of the whole. If we start tampering too much with them
we have no idea what m ght happen.'

"And t he saboteur? Murderer?
"Al'l evidence points towards one Jovil Jspht.'
Fergus flinched.

'He was seen in the archives earlier today. Showed a fake security pass and has since vani shed
wi t hout trace.'

"l know that nanme,’ Mingo said. 'He's the nmaggot nan, all those nenos.'

‘W'l track himdown.' Gyphus made martial fists. '"I'Il get my men on to it at once.
"I't could take years.' Mingo began to giggle nost queerly. 'If he's gone off-world we may never
find him Mggots . . . maggots . '

G yphus Garstang wasted very little tine in assuming control. He organized a search of Jovil's
roons, offered Jason unrestricted funding to search out a solution and sumoned t he house
physi ci an. The now gi bbering Mungo was | ed away.

"CGentl enen,’ Gyphus addressed his troops. 'This is a crisis situation.'
110
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the God had been drinking heavily all day In ny line of business, which is one of extortion, you
get to see a lot of bars and you get to recogni ze the ~egular faces If you want to see your old
age, you do So, | first notice the God in Fangio's on East 32nd | was collecting 'dues' A half
hour later on West 13th | walk into Johnnme's Bar and Grill and he is there also Then he is in
Laughing Samis and then again in the Cool Room So either this guy has a ot of twin brothers or
something is going down | don't figure himfor a Fed, you get a nose for those guys and when he
canme across to ne | knew he wasn't |ooking for a handout neither He asks me do | do the horses and
| says sure, so then he sticks a racing sheet in ny paw and says, be lucky. And then he just kind
of shuffles out Now |'ve been around sonme and a little nore and | reckon |I know all the angles but
I check the sheet out He's got doubles ringed and outsiders and a whol e accurul at or based on a
single dollar stake Al |ooks pretty crazy to ne and | go to bin the rag But sonething inside says
to ne, what's a dollar good for anyway, so | nmake a call and place the bet Biggest damm m stake |
ever nmade in ny life

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

"Enjoying the job?'" the Dalai Lama asked. Rex |ooked up fromthe floor. He had but recently been
thrown there by the two security men who had called to collect himwhen
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he mi ssed the Dalai's appointnment. The one Goria had failed to nmention. 'The job,’” said Dan
"Enjoying it?

Rex clinmbed to his feet. Having endured the previous day an air crash, potential death fromthe
kni ves and forks of the Devianti, w tnessed a col d-bl ooded nurder and all but been tortured to
oblivion, Rex wondered whet her perhaps he had m sunderstood the question
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"It gets you out and about,’ he said warily.
"And the pay is very good. You certainly cane up trunps in the bonus departnent.'
"I don't think I'Il bother with the pension plan.

The innost fellow waggl ed a cautionary finger in Rex's direction and exercised his fingers on a
term nal key-board. They were in Ms Vrilliums office. It |ooked no better at a second vi ew ng.
"How di d you come by these nanes?' Dan gestured towards the screen. 'Very enter-prising, the
entire Devianti gang it would so appear.’

Rex sl ouched over to the desk and viewed the term nal w thout enthusiasm Bl oodaxe and Eric were
known to him but as to the rest.

"How did | come by thent
"Under questioning. Wuld you like ne to play back the extract?
"No,’ Rex replied, 'l wouldn't.'

"Vell, nevertheless you naned themall,’ Rex shook his head. He couldn't think of a convincing lie
so he thought of the credits.

"I"'mon ny way to beconm ng a wealthy man.'
"You certainly are. Alittle tanmpa perhaps, | understand you mi ssed breakfast.'

"My thanks.' Rex watched the Dalai as he ordered up the neal. He | ooked much taller than he did on
the TV But powerful nen always appear taller than they really are. Except for the short ones, of
course. But the charism
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was undeni abl e; there was an al nost fearful presence about him This was a man who wasn't to be
messed about with.

"Did you know that you were brain dead for thirteen seconds?
Rex shivered. 'l knew sonething had happened . . . brain dead . . .'
"You saw sonething during this tine? Felt something?

She was beautiful. Her eyes the palest of blue. The smle soft upon the full red nmouth. Her breath
snell ed of violets. A golden gl ow surrounded her and her hand was upon his forehead. Rex trenbl ed.

"l can't renmenber. |'mcold.’

He | ooked up. The Lama was staring deeply into his eyes. 'It doesn't matter, Rex. Ah, here cones
t he nosebag.

A dull body in station fatigues knocked and entered bearing a chronme tray. He placed this on the
desk and backed away, head bowed.

"For what we are about to receive,’ intoned Dan, 'you can thank nme in person.'
Ms Vrillium massaged Goria's breasts. 'You're very tense, dear.'
A oria | ooked up through half closed lids. 'Something is occurring.'

Ms Vrilliumlowered herself on to Goria' s nakedness and chewed upon a bl ood-red nipple. 'Wat
thing?' she asked between delicious bitings. Aoria rolled back her head and gasped.

" Sonet hing big. Sonething powerful. | can feel it. Quch. No, don't stop." Ms Vrilliumslid down
Goria's body. Her Iong tongue flickering across the taut per-funmed fl esh, dwelling upon specia
pl aces, savouring the exquisite tastes. She thrust her face down between the
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out spread | egs. G oria noaned, arched her back, her hands clawed the pill ows.

The bedsi de console chined. 'Hope |'mnot interrupt-ing anything.' The voice belonged to Dal a
Dan. 'Cone straight up to ny office will you?

Goria distinctly heard the undi sgui sed chuckle before the line went dead. 'Bastard,' she
shri eked.

Ms Vrillium broke surface. 'Sorry, dear. Wre you talking to nme?
Rex sought invisibility. His sister |ooked far from cheer-ful
"doria," smled Dan. 'And to what do | owe this pleasure?

"You cal l ed ne?

"I did? Oh yes, of course | did.'

G oria was poised in the doorway. She wore a junpsuit wought from some rubberized material. A
tight cap of likewi se confection encased her head. The boots were French calf, although Rex didn't
know t hat. The heels were of glass and lit fromw thin. Today's all-over col our, saving the boots,
was crinmson. The effect was dramatic, to say the |east.

"I want you to arrange another air car for your brother. | want himissued with a stun suit and
other appropriate itens of self-protection. He has a busy day ahead. So, get your finger out,
woul d be ny specific advice to you at this tine.'

"Hol d on there,' Rex spoke with his nmouth full. doria nmade a pai ned expression. 'Wat do | want a
stun suit for? Were are you proposing to send me?

" Special mssion, Rex. | want you to go back to the Hotel California.'
"Oh no.' Rex shook his head with sone ferocity,
114

sprayi ng breakfast. 'Not this boy. Not back there.

'"Be at peace there.' Dan raised a palm 'You will be quite safe. No danger to life and |inb,’

"But they'|ll eat ne.'
"Not this time. You will cone, as it were, under a flag of truce. Do you know what that is?" Dan
i gnored Rex's shaking head. 'You will issue to the Devianti word of my personal ammesty.'

"Amesty?' doria couldn't believe her ears. 'These are subversives. They eat human flesh.'
"Are you questioning ne, Goria? Rex saw the fire in the holyman's eyes.

"No.' Goria turned away. Rex watched her go. H s eyes renmained fixed upon the open doorway. This
was no | aughing matter. These lunatics could get himkilled. And he just beginning to value life.
To consider pos-sibilities. He had seen the sky. He | ooked up at the Dal ai

'The Devianti. How could | convince then?

Dan patted hi mupon the shoulder. 'You will find a way, my son. You are a young nan of infinite
resource. And you appear to have a charnmed [ife. My thoughts will go with you.' Rex had the
feeling that they certainly woul d.

"Bring back Bl oodaxe. | don't care how you do it.' He handed Rex a transparent cube. 'It's al
here. The power-lines have now been programed into the in-car. You'll find the bonus to your
i king. Consider the pension plan, you might choose to retire tonmorrow. '
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Rex turned the cube in his hand. This way | ay madness. He was putting his life on the Iine. For
what ? For credits? But sonething conpelled him It seenmed |like a soft voice whispering in his ear
It said, '"Do it.'

"CK.'" Rex shook the Dalai's outstretched hand. 'I'Il do it."'
115

The oily-fingered engi neer at the notorpool |led Rex towards the air car. 'You will be bringing
this one back?' he asked, eyeing Rex suspiciously.

Rex shrugged. 'Wio knows? The gui dance system has definitely been reprogramed, hasn't it?

"It has now,’ replied the denoted Maurice Webb, nursing certain tender parts which had received
the unwel cone attention of security truncheons. 'Drive care-fully, won't you?

'Have another day.' Rex saluted and clinbed into the cockpit. He closed the canopy, slotted in the
cube, eyed the eyespi

The car lurched up into the overhangi ng gl oom above which, Rex now knew, was open sky. His
potential winnings filled the screen. Rex's elenentary know edge of mathematics didn't enable him
to 'nane that sum, but it |ooked very inpressive indeed. He used to have a calculator on his

wat ch. Rex tapped the noribund thing on his wist. Two-thirty it said. The car droned on, creaking
and rattling and perform ng certain stonmach-turni ng manoeuvres, which Rex assunmed correctly to be
the product of inconmpetent reprogramming. Finally it went into a steep incline and | anded with a
thud inside the conmpound of the Hotel California.

Ranbo Bl oodaxe didn't observe Rex's arrival. He and his followers were knelt in prayer before the
bewi | dered-1 ooking nman in the golden suit. This fellow was staring vacantly into his cupped hands.
Here rested a green spheroid of vegetable extraction.

"Lord.'" Rambo extended a platter of barbequed man neat. 'WII| you take sup with us?
Elvis Presley appeared to awaken from his trance.
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"Where the fuck am1?" he asked, which was reasonabl e enough to his way of thinking.
"The Hotel California, Lord.'

"California? California never |Iooks like this.' Elvis clutched at his nose. 'This snells |ike
Phi | adel phia.' Knowi ng nothing of W C. Fields, that particular renmark was | ost upon the Devianti,
anongst ot hers.

"W are your servants, Lord.'
"Then cut the Lord crap, buddy. | amthe King.'

"It's definitely him Ranmbo,’ whispered Deathbl ade Eric. 'You were not incorrect in your
assunpti ons.

"He seens a trifle confused though,' Ranbo replied. 'The tenple lights are on but the congregation
doesn't appear to have shown up. The sideburns are a killer, though, and we all saw him
materialize before us out of thin air.

' Now see here, buddy, if this is one of those religious cult things then you have got the w ong
boy."'

Rambo | ooked at Eric. Eric just |ooked blank. Rambo said, 'We are your disciples.'
"Di sciples? Fans, do you nean? Shit, |'ve gotta be dreami ng. Wiat the hell am| on?

"Dreaning,' Eric nodded. 'Men are but the dreans of the Gods, |'ve read that.'
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"Listen, | gotta use a phone, get Colonel Tomto send a |linm or sonething.

' Soneone shoul d take down his words.' Eric wung his hands. 'The Revol ution begins. Al though we
may not understand his words future generations may. This is scripture, Ranbo.'

Ranmbo tugged upon the |obe of his right ear. 'It doesn't sound nuch |ike scripture to nme, old
bean. Shoul dn't he be saying thee and thou and the |ike?'

" Anyone got a dinme?" Elvis asked. 'O | can call
117
col l ect? Wiere's the phone boot h?'

"I'"ll do it phonetically.' Eric picked up an appropriate tablet of fallen stone and began to
scrawl upon it with charcoal. 'Dine, now that sounds straight forward. Sone kind of religious
artefact, do you suppose?

A look of dire perplexity winkled the King's noble brow 'Are you telling ne you don't know what
adinme is?

"Not as such, Lord King.

A |l ook of suprenme enlightennment, of the kind that the reader will conme to recognize, flashed upon
Elvis Presley's face. 'I'min Mscow,' he groaned. ' The Com mi es have got ne. You'll never get a
word out of me. God bless Anerica . ' Elvis placed his hand over his heart and began to sing.

' Excuse ne chief,’” cane a voice fromhis left hand. '"If | mght just have a word.'

"The miracle of the tal king hand.' Rambo flung his forehead to the floor. 'Make a note of that,
Eric.'

"WIl do.' Eric scribbled away |ike a good'n

"Il hate to interrupt chief. But if |I had thunbs they would now be pricking. Big trouble is heading
our way.' Elvis ceased his singing. The door creaked open and Rex Mundi stuck his weat herdonmed
head through it.

' Cooee,' he called. 'Hello there, anyone at hone?

"ldolater.' Rambo sprang up. 'Kill the idolater.' The Devianti rose to its collective feet.
Weapons were drawn

"Hold on,'" Rex cried. 'Don't be hasty, | bring good news.'
"Slay the idolater. By Godfrey, it's yesterday's |unch!'

"I think that now woul d be as good a tine as any to take our |eave, chief,' the sprout advised.
"Whil st they are otherwi se engaged |I'd nake a break for it, if | was you.
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"I amne.' Elvis thrust the Tine Sprout into his top pocket. 'Up and away.

"Hold it easy,’” The Dalai Lama peered into the terminal screen. 'W don't want to rush this.'
Goria leant closer. 'Let himget clear.'

"Of course, | mean your brother no harm' 'I've got a fix,’ said a nondescript nenial, who had got
a fix. "Two fixes in fact. But there's no way of telling who they are,’” Dan and d oria watched the
little red spots on the flickering nmud-brown screen. 'They're crossing the conpound,' the
nondescri pt continued. 'There, see the heat signature of the air car? They've entered the air

car,’ 'Miust be Rex then,” 'And he's got one of themwith him’ 'Bring them back on automatic,' Dan
ordered.
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"It's basic stuff,’” The Tinme Sprout checked out the dash-board. 'Turn the key, give it sone revs
and pull back the joystick,’” 'It's a fucking spaceship!' said Elvis Presley.
"They're up,’
' Take out the entire quadrant,’ Dan raised a knotted fist. 'Nuke it out,’

"Nuke it out?" doria fell back fromthe screen. 'Wat are you doi ng?'

"Call it involuntary euthanasia,

"Co-ordinates fixed,” said the nmenial, 'Counting down,

"You can't do this, you'll start a war,’

"Home territory, Goria. Aterrorist headquarters. The newscast will say that they bl ew thensel ves
up with a bonb of their own making,” Dan turned to the nmenial. 'We are all prepared to video the

expl osion, aren't we?
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"Yes, Innost One.'’

"But... a warhead. That's a bit drastic, isn't it?
"Something is occurring Goria. | can feel it. Accuse ne
of being overcautious, if you wish. No, scrub that, accuse

me of nothing. I'mthe Dalai Lama.' 'The air car is free of the drop zone, Innbst One.' 'Then
| aunch.' Dan nade with the sweepi ng gestures.

" Om mani - padme- boam

oM MANI PADNVE BOOOO000000000000M
120
13
thirteen thousand. | kid you not. Thirteen thousand dollars. For a one dollar stake. | sat

in Fangio's all the next day just waiting for the God to show 1 figured he'd want his share or
something. But | guess 1 figured a whole Iot nore. Like how he'd picked nme out of the teem ng
mllions. How he'd cone to do that. Al kinds of stuff. | had the whole day to do it in. Around
six he conmes by. He was drunk but he was smiling. He says that he's sorry he's late, like as if
we' d arranged sonething, which we hadn't. He asks if I'mfeeling |ucky again, except the way he
says it, it doesn't seemlike a question. Then he hands ne the day's sheet. The first five of the
evening's races out at the coast are ringed. I'll need a new booknaker, says 1. He hands ne a |i st
of names. \When you're on a million, says he, we do Vall Street. And we do.

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

The firestorm |l oosed itself. Brick nelted, concrete becane carbon. The canopy of flame flung
itself up at the cloud cover where it whirled and twisted as if in agony. The shockwave spread,
ionising the ether. Crushing and distorting, spreading its circle of death. 'Ni ce shot,' said
Dal ai Dan.

Ti me passes qui ckly when you're having a good tine. It goes at a fair old lick while you're
asl eep. What it does
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once you're dead is anyone's guess. Rex wasn't dead. Betrayed and dunped upon from a great height.
But not dead. He awoke in a great blackness, which was not altogether encouragi ng. Nor was the
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smell. He groaned, as one might, and felt about at hinself in order to gauge how nuch, if
anyt hi ng, remai ned. The basics were all in place. Goaning once again for good neasure, he tried
to rise.

'Easy now.' The voice wasn't his own. Nor was the snell of violets. 'Wwo, |, where, what?' Rex

floundered about. A soft light grew before him And she was there sniling. 'You. You saved me .

She nodded. The gol den corona about her head becane brighter. 'And | have watched over you for
nearly eight hours. Now conme with me. You will be all right.'

"Showtine.' Dan rolled down his sleeve. 'And bring on the dancing girls.'

"This is the tine This is the place The tinme to face What the fates have in store
It's double or drop

Do or die

And here's the guy

You' ve all been waiting for

He's the man with the nbst The heavenly host The holiest ghost In the cosnic dranma
And here he is

The Shah of Showbi z
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The Dalai . . . Dalai. . . Dalai Da-lai La-mm

The Lanarettes high-kicked and nade with the grinding pelvic novenents. The caneras cl osed in upon
gol den pubi c regi ons and then swung out to frame the grinning face of He-who-knows-what's-what-in-
t he- great - net a- physical . 'Hell o and howdy doody,’ crowed the lad hinmself. 'And wel cone to
Nemesi s.' Cue appl ause. Cue reprise.

Li ghts flashed. Buzzers buzzed. The station logo chased its tails.

"And a really special show we have lined up for you tonight.' The bunker-bound, follow ng the holy
wit, popped cans of Buddhabeer and intoned the mantra of the day: 'Gve us an On G ve us a Mani
' and so on ad infinitum

"This is no ordinary show tonight. Not that any show coul d ever be called ordinary. Ch no, siree.
Dan ran his hand down the naked thigh of an untried Lamarette. 'W have a young nan with us

toni ght who | know you're going to love. Flewright into the station today. Says that he hails
from Tupel o, M ssissippi, and calls hinself the King.'

The Lamarettes went, ' Qoooooooooh.'

'Exactly. And how many kings can wear a single crowm? No, don't struggle over it. The answer is
one. But this boy says he's the one and only, so it |looks |like we're gonna have fun. So | adi es and
gentlermen, | know you want to neet him The King . . . cone on down.'

Encouraged by a twentieth-century farm ng con-trivance, known as an electric cattle prod, Elvis
Presl ey took the stage.

As the spotlight hit himthe King of Rock and Rol
123

underwent a dramatic transformation. From bewi | dered schrmuck to figure of greatness. Many and
vari ous are the wonders of this world, explainable for the nost part they ain't. 'Bring the band
on down behind ne, boys,’ said the big E, 'where's ny geetar?
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"Wl come to the show,' crowed Dan, spinning full circle upon a nmirrored heel. "M King, is it
not ?'

"The King. Call me the King.'

"Well 'The", we're sure as nakes no odds glad to see you here. And what would you |ike to answer
questions on?' Several of the Lanarettes had, to Dan's annoyance, detached thenselves fromthe
throng and were now fawni ng about the young man with the killer sideburns. Straight for the chop
this boy, thought Dan. 'Come on now girls,' he crooned, 'give the boy space to breathe.

' Gbooh and aaaah,' went the Lamarettes.

"Kindly desist!' Knowi ng which sides of their bread had yak butter uppernost the wayward nubil es
grudg-ingly withdrew. Pouting for the greater part. "On with the show,' cried Dalai Dan.

"Where's ny geetar?' asked Elvis Presley.
"I'll get it, chief,' said a snall green voice.
"Not quite tuning into you there, boy. Wat would you like to answer questions on tonight?

"Questions? | just did "Love Me Tender" on Ed Sulli-van. If there's gonna be questions | gotta
square it with Col onel Tom

"This is Nemesis,' This boy isn't dealing froma full deck, thought Dan. 'Marion, can | have the
guesti ons? Any questions?

Marion's appearance on stage al ways drew standi ng ovations fromthe mal e nenbers of the bunker-
bound. Which you nmay take as you will. No woman could really | ook that good, but Marion did
anyway. Even a
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conservative description of her bodily charns woul d be gratuitous. Elvis whistled. 'Baby,’ he
sai d.

' The questions, Marion, please.' Marion made free with the questions.

' The questions are on Rock and Roll,"' she husked. Elvis strumed a chord upon the guitar he was
suddenly holding. 'Have | m ssed anything, chief? the sprout asked.

Marion parted with the plastic questioncard and swayed precariously fromthe stage. Elvis watched
her

go-
'K, M King, the questions,’
"Uh, just one mnute,’” Elvis whispered sonething into his top pocket.

"Qutrageous,’ the sprout replied. 'But good for a laugh. I'lIl give it nmy best shot,’ Wrds and
actions rolled into reverse. Marion returned to the stage wal ki ng backwards in a fast action re-
run. She took back the question card. Elvis took Marion in his arns and did young and healthy '
things to her. Refastening his fly, at length, he said, 'On with the show, small buddy,’

Time rolled forward and Marion left the stage a second tinme. Now in a state of disarray. She was
wearing a very large smle.

"Slight technical hitch,” Dan spluttered. Sonething was going very wong indeed.

The cavern was stone-tiled and ancient. Unspeakabl e things oozed through gratings and dripped into
a sea of blackness. But all Rex could snmell was violets, all he could see was the beautiful woman.
She was there in the mddle of the foul |ake. Standing. Her bare feet didn't touch the water. 'Wo

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...on%2001%20-%20Armageddon%20The%20Musical.txt (54 of 150) [1/19/03 10:02:30 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%20-%20A rmageddon%2001%20-%20A rmageddon%20The%20M usical .txt
are you?' Rex asked. 'What are you?
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"I amChristeen, and nowis nmy tine.'" Rex shook his head. 'I'mconfused. | don't understand.' ' You
will, all in good tine. |I have chosen you. W are in the End Days, the final tinmes.' '|I don't
doubt that.'

"There are many pasts but only a single future.' '"Wiere am|? Rex asked. 'On the edge of
tonorrow. WIIl you join ne?" 'l surely will.' Rex Mundi wal ked upon the water.

"And that is the correct answer.' Dan grew slightly danp about the brow. 'Which | eaves you with
just one single question left.'

"No sweat,’

"But before | ask you this question, let's bring back Marion to tell us about tonight's Special
Star Death.'

"Yeah, let's do.'

Li ghts flashed. Applause cued. Marion once nore took to the stage. A golden envelope in a gloved
hand. ' Tonight's Star Death is a real killer,' she purred, opening said envel ope and readi ng as
one does fromthe card. 'It's a chance to be ..

"Brutally slain.'

0oooooooh and aaaaaah

"Ritually di sembowel | ed.

aaaaaaaah and ooooooh

"And literally torn to pieces in a frenzy of sexually crazed bl oodl ust."

"Well all right,' yelled Dan, 'and we want to see it.'

"Hey, fella.' Elvis flexed his manly shoul ders and adjusted his guitar strap. The nagical guitar
was worry-ing Dan no end. 'Hey fella, | don't think | get this.'

Dan wi nked at the view ng public. 'What don't you get, boy?
126

"Vell. Now see here. If | answer the question wong then | get . . .' He drew his right forefinger
across his throat. Dan nodded enthusiastically.

"And if | get the question right, | still get . . .'
Dan's head bounced up and down. That's the way we play the gane.'
"Ah. No sweat then. Just didn't want to look a jerk in front of ny public.

"No problem Now just stand on the spot there. W want all the viewers to see you.' Elvis stood on
t he spot.

"OK. Right on. The question.' Dan waggled his finger at the nythical studio audience. 'And no
hel ping out there.' The crowd synthesiser roared with |laughter. 'Can you conplete the follow ng?
Well since ny baby left ne. . . I've found a new place to dwell . . . it's . . .' Dan's words
trailed of f. Hol ophonic inmages swamin his brain. Black vinyl in a protectrite shell. Wrlds
colliding. Time collapsing at the edges.

"It's down at the end of lonely street at Heartbreak Hotel,’” sang Elvis Presley. Dan backed away
fromhim The aura surrounding the singing nman was unreadabl e, unbearable. But the voice . . . the
voi ce.
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"SUN," nouthed the Dalai Lama. 'You are SUN.'

Elvis was alone in the spotlight. The bunker-bound | ooked on in awe. Sonething was occurring.
Certain board menbers, domiciled upon a distant planet swapped incredul ous expressions. 'That's
what ' s- hi s-nane,' gasped G yphus Garstang. 'You know . . .'

"Paisley,' said Lavinius Wsten. 'lan Paisley. How in the nose of God did he get there?
127
14

and the God says to nme, it's a restructuring job. We're putting the world to rights and that
can't be wong, can it? No, says |I. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away, says he. Too true,
says |. W had a deal of property by then and were extending into the entertainnent industry. All
legit, | mght add. O |ooked to be. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. | renenber that.
Because it seened like a |ot of people were being taken away. People who got awkward or too nosy
or whatever. | never saw where they went but went they did. He was re-structuring and | was living
hi gh off the hog. Praise the Lord, says |

The Suburban Book of the Dead

Is this the real life or is this just Battersea? Freddie Mercury
"Fergus, | would Iike your opinion on this.'

Fergus Shaman's eyes flickered towards Garstang, then

back to the screen. 'Well, he's singing, isn't he?

G yphus Garstang | eant back in Mungo Madoc's chair.

He was snoking one of the |ine-green cheroots from Mingo's private stock. "Wy am | getting this
strange ki nd of deja vu?' he asked.

Fergus shrugged nervously. 'l really couldn't say. The continuation of the genetic code throughout
succeedi ng
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generations argues for the existence of ancestral nmenory. Your grandfather possibly .

"If that is the case then | nust be one of Garstang's distant cousins,’” Diogenes chinmed in, 'which
I"mnot.'

"You never can tell.' Fergus tried hard to sound convi ncing.

"Presley.' Cried Wsten. '"Elvis Aron Presley, born January the eighth, 1935. Joined the US Arny
twenty-fourth of March, 1958.'

Garstang sprang to his feet and pawed at the intercom 'Get nme Jason Morgaw,' he demanded.
Morgaw ' s handsone face appeared a nonment |ater upon the deskset. 'You rang?'
"Do you have access to the exact date on which the virus was inserted?

"Twenty-third March, 1958,' Jason rattled it out. 'In-grained into all our nenories, | would have
t hought .’

"Quite so.' Garstang bl anked Jason's face fromthe screen
"A curious coincidence,’ Fergus suggested.

"What's that?' Lavinius Wsten pointed to the enlarged i mage of Presley.
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"What's what?* Gyphus followed the pointing finger.
"Up there, sticking out of his breast pocket. It |ooks alnost like a

"Sprout,’ said Gyphus Garstang. 'It looks |like a sprout. Fergus, where do you think you're
goi ng?'

"I"'mgoing to be sick,’” Fergus replied.

El vis bowed towards his viewing mllions. 'l wouldn't wait around for an encore,’ the sprout
advised. 'I think we had best be away.

The security men burst into the studio. Al stun suits, mirrored visors and wei ghted truncheons.
They pl unged
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fromeither side of the stage to nmeet head-on in an orgy of unrestrained violence. But the

puni shnment they neted out was only inflicted upon their fellows. OF Elvis Presley and his little
green buddy no trace whatever remamined. It all went down very big with the view ng public of at

| east two worlds. Tune in next week, they nost certainly would.

Dan crouched on his sofa. The cocktail glass was never very far fromhis nouth. doria paced the
floor behind him Her thoughts were not nmusic to the Dalai's inner ear. 'Stop pacing, dam you.
You're giving nme a head-ache. Look, look.' Dan re-ran the video yet again. 'There, see it? He just
vani shes. Gone. Here, see it again,’

T have seen it. Seen it till my eyes crossed. You have really fouled up this tine.'
"Me? How was | to know?'

T thought you knew everything.'

"Well | do. Alnost.'

"You kill ny brother and you let this clown make a fool out of you on your own show |'ll bet Pope
Joan is splitting her rainments.'

"Shut up! This is serious. Don't you realize who that was?
"l don't know and | don't care.'

"It was SUN.' croaked Dan, enptying his glass into his throat and reaching it out for a refill.
"It was SUN hinsel f.'

"SUN?' doria | ooked perplexed. 'Wiat do you nmean? On the vinyl, that SUN?
That SUN. | knew sonething big was happening."'

"But how? | nean it's inpossible. He nust have died before the NHE.' QG oria flung herself into a

chair, breath-ing heavily. "It can't be.' She chewed her lower lip. "I want to hear it,' she said
suddenl y.
131

"What, hear the vinyl? Through the hol ophon? Cer-tainly not, you couldn't take it.'
"I want to hear it.'

Dan gazed at her strangely. 'It's all connected sone-how.' H's voice | acked any tone. ' Sonething
between he and | and it is in there sonewhere.'

"Then | want to hear it.
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"All right. Perhaps you should.' Dan took up the headset and wi ped the plastic beads. 'I should
have killed hi mthe nonent we found himin Rex's air car. | should have realized then.'

'So why didn't you?

Dan adj usted the headset over Qoria's hair and fed the beads into her ears. 'I don't know, ' he
replied with disarm ng frankness. 'Are you ready?" doria nodded. Dan jacked in and set the |evel
toits mininum doria nodded again. Dan pressed the '

on .

A thin white line of static becane wafers of light with each pop and crackle. Presley's voice cane
froma mllion mles away and was suddenly within doria's head.

VAEL L " VE PLACE DOWN OF

S| NCE FOUND TO AT LONELY

MY A DVELL THE STREET

BABY NEW ITS END AT
LEFT

HEARTBREAK HOTEL .

VE

The words sl oped and slid and within each one there was
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a face or shape. Beacons flashed. Men ran. A worman with
a knife looned. Tine ran forwards and si deways. Men

burned. Flame spirall ed. [

EVER SO LONELY YOQU COULD Dl E
jack out.
"You're all right now, dear.' Ms Vrillium dabbed Goria's forehead with sonething cool. 'Look at

the state she's in. Wat did you do to her?

"Ask her what she saw?’

"Not now. She's nessed herself all over. Go away, can't you?
"I must know, it's inportant.’

"She can't tal k now, can she?

Dan turned upon his heel and strode fromdoria' s apartment, slanmng the door dramatically behind
him doria raised herself up on an el bow and tossed back her hair. It was speckled with vomt.

"I''1'l run you a bath dear.” Ms Vrilliumstroked GQoria's forehead. G oria nodded towards the door.
Wth a knowing smle upon her far fromw nsonme features, Ms Vrilliumtiptoed across the room and
dealt the afore-nentioned a thunderous blow with her fist. The ensuing cry of pain didn't cone
fromher. Dan |inped away down the corridor, clutching his ear and nuttering bl asphenmy. M
Vrillium exan ned her knuckles and sniggered terribly.

" Thank you.' doria swng her long | egs dowmn fromthe bed. '| appreciated that."'

The Phnaargi an sun, Rupert, bal anced upon the horizon as if savouring the final dying nonment of
the day. The
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two noons, Elsie and Doris, were already on the up and up, electroplating the spires and cupol as
of Vance. The brilliant flash of green as Rupert was swal | owed away by the night failed to raise
the spirits of Fergus Shaman, Fergus was a worried Phnaarg. Events had now gotten well beyond his
control. The manure shovels were calling out his nane. Fergus sat in his office before the
shi m neri ng wi ndow nenbrane. The stars were comng out. And around one of themcircled a little
bl ue planet called Earth.

Fergus made a hel pless face. It wasn't his fault. Well, sone of it was. A great deal of it was, in
fact. But not all of it. It was that madman Jovil Jspht who was at the back of it all. And it was
Mungo Madoc who had put Jovil's nane up in the first place.

But Mungo Madoc was currently banged up in the conpany floatarium No doubt presently conmuning
with the big-nosed one hinself. And it was he, Fergus, who was going to carry the watering can for
the whole big ness. Garstang was piecing it all together. The board were starting to renmenber. But
how coul d they? The answer to that was in the top pocket of a gold lame suit. The Tinme Sprout was
back in the present day bringing all nmenories back with him But what was Elvis doing there? And
what about Jovil ? Had he pressed the black button? Had he told Presley what he was supposed to?
No, he couldn't have if things hadn't changed. But then perhaps they had changed. How was he to
know?

Fergus considered the gentleman's way out. Board nenbers generally took the w ndow when things got
, <o nmuch for them Fergus shuddered. So it had cone to this.

The office door spread in all directions and the dooned nan | ooked up to neet the gaze of Jason
Morgaw . ' d ad
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to catch you,' Jason said cheerfully. 'There have been sonme devel opnents.

"Ch yes?' Fergus found his eyes wandering towards the wi ndow. Eighty floors and all of them down.
"The virus.'

"You' ve stopped it?

"Sadly no.'

Fergus visualized the ground conmng up to neet him

"The virus is still spreading. But we seemto have discovered sonething nore.'

"Go on.' Fergus went splat upon the pavenent. It hurt. He considered poison

There is a curious mutation in the cell banks. It doesn't appear to be damaging the cells but it's
subtly altering their form Sounds crazy | know, but it's alnmbst as if the cells are receiving new
information, comng in fromthe early 1960s. But history can't change, can it?

Sonet hi ng fast-acting, Fergus thought, and very very toxic indeed.
"Well, what do you nake of it, M Shaman?'
"Have you re-run any of the nmutated cells to see if you can spot the changes?

Jason gave Fergus a cautious glance. "Wll, we can't, can we? If we do we sinply accelerate the
spread of the virus. And even if we could, we have no other records of the period to conpare. It's
certainly queer though.'

"It certainly is. Have you nentioned this to anyone el se? On the board, | nean?

"Not yet. | was just on ny way up to tell M Garstatig.'
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"Ah,' said Fergus. 'That really m ght not be such a good idea.
"Ch, and | don't see for why.'
T was only thinking of you. M Garstang may perhaps
135

be a little upset by this new devel opnment. He is a sonewhat tenperanental fellow. In fact he m ght
even hold you directly responsible.’

"What ?' stormed Jason Morgaw. ‘| don't see how he could cone to that conclusion.'

"Don't you?' Fergus was all smiles. 'Best leave it, eh?,’

Jason Morgaw seated hinself deliberately upon Fergus Shaman's desk. 'I'man anbitious man.'
"CGet your arse off ny desk.'

Jason was unnoved. 'l said that there had been further devel opments. That nmeant nore than one.'

Fergus shifted uneasily, Jason continued, 'During ny investigations | visited the research | abs.

It nust evidently have been there that Jspht constructed the virus. So | did a little probing, and
what do you think |I found?' Fergus shook his head, Jason ignored him 'I found that |arge anounts
of company funding had been channelled into a project under your authority. Project Sprout.'

'Ch, dear ne,' said Fergus Shanan. 'The gane would seemto be up.'

"You di sappoint ne, M Shaman, | thought you would want to make nore of a fight of it. Denials,
cries of innocence, offers of bribery.

"Ofers of bribery?

"What did you have in mnd? Jason asked.

" Sonet hing in mddl e managenent perhaps?'

"I had ny sights set a little higher, as it happened.'

Fer gus Shaman t hought aside the poison bottle and considered the sharp young Phnaargi an. ' Such

woul d require a great deal of mutual back scratching, | so believe.'

"Through tinme?" Ms Vrilliumrinsed Aoria' s hair and sponged her back. 'But how could that be?
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"I don't know, but it's in there. In the vinyl, in the hol ophon. And he knows it too.

"He'll be listening to us now, |I'll bet.' Dan certainly was.

‘"Let himlisten.' doria dandled her fingers in the scented water. '|I told you sonething big was
happening. It's all linked together sonehow, and he is getting desperate.' She shouted the fina

four words toward the celling.
Ms Vrillium s hands were beginning to wander. '|I'msorry about your brother,’ she said.
"Don't be. He was an irritating little tick.'

Ms Vrilliumclinbed fromthe bath and held up a warmtowel to Goria. 'She cane to your brother
didn't she?" doria ran her long fingers through her sleek wet hair. 'She came to him | know it.
She is real.

"Then now is the tinme of the Rapture. The End Tine.'

"I't would seemto be that way.' Goria let the towl fall from her shoul ders. 'So perhaps we
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shoul d put what tine yet remamins to good use.'

The cul tured orchids upon the bedside table broadcast the followi ng hour's sexual gymastics to
the receiving beds of Phnaargos where they went down very well before an audi ence of sone thirteen
billion.

A mle beneath @oria's heaving bed Rex Mundi naede | ove to a Goddess.

137

15

. where did it all go? All those millions? Into the foundation, | suppose. It was sonewhere in
California, although I couldn't tell you exactly where. But the killings we nade on Wall Street

and all the others. Vegas, for example. Al above the line profits went straight into the
foundati on. Laying the stones, the God says. And he never put afoot wong. Never high profile.

Al ways the sanme suit and always drunk. | learned fast, never ask questions and never try to pull a
fast one. He kept it all in his head. No witten records. So when the I RS caught up with us there
wasn't a dam thing they could do. The God had it sewn up tighter than a drum He knew when they
were com ng, what their nanmes were and which of themwould take the bribe. Sonme operator.

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

"My son. My dear boy. | don't know what to say.' Dan seemed genuinely |lost for words. 'Does your
sister know you're back?

Rex shook his head. 'l thought | had better conme up to see you first, sir.

"Quite right. But let me just get this straight. You say that you got blown into sone sewer or
what ever, wandered about for hours on end and then found yourself in the sub-basements here at the
bunker ?'

"That's about the size of it.' Dan closed his eyes and
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studied Rex's aura. The | ad appeared to be telling the truth. 'Remarkable. And fortuitous.' Dan
topped up his glass. 'Another.'

"I don'"t mnd if I do." Rex held out his glass for a refill.

And you met no-one during these wanderings?
"No, sir.'

"Dan,’ said Dan. 'Call nme Dan.'

No- one, Dan.

Quite remarkable."’

"I was wondering, Dan, if there m ght be any chance of ne putting in for a desk job. | really
don't think | have the nmakings of a religious affairs person.

"Not a bit of it," Dan | eaned across his desk and gave Rex shoul der pats. 'You were born to the
job. Believe ne, | know these things.

"Peopl e keep trying to kill nme," Rex conplained. 'This | find nost upsetting.'

"These are difficult times for us all. Cone over here and |l et nme show you sonething.' Dan | ed Rex
to an al cove and drew aside a red damask curtain. A glass panel afforded a viewinto an inner
chamber. Here upon a bed of anple proportions two untried Lamarettes disported thensel ves.

‘"Naked | adi es,' said Rex approvingly. 'Wy are they painted orange?
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"Saffron, ny dear boy. What do you think?

"Very nice.'
"Alittle bonus. Call it perk of the job. Wiy not go in and anuse yourself for an hour. W can
talk later.'’

G yphus Garstang decided to keep Rex's performance in. But only for comic relief.

The Phnaarg in guestion paced the boardroom of Earthers Inc. Beneath his feet herbs
rel eased pl easing

140

fragrances into the overcharged atnosphere. 'It's all conm ng back now,’ he stormed. 'Is it al
com ng back to you, Fergus?

"In dribs and drabs,’ answered the unhappy one.

"Time Sprout.' Garstang ceased his pacing and waggl ed a nenaci ng finger beneath Shaman's nose.
Time Sprout, Fergus.'

"Yes indeedy,’ crowed Diogenes. 'Indeedy do.’

Lavi nius Wsten flexed his sensitive fingers. 'If we had gone with my original idea of |ove
anongst the shelter folk none of this would have happened.’

"But that is the point,’” argued Fergus. 'Nothing has really happened. The virus will be stopped. |
have Jason Morgaw's word on that.' Mrgaw, who was sitting in on the neeting, glared him
daggers. 'l really can't see what all the fuss is about.'’

Garstang touched a nodul e on the Col denwood table. A frozen image of last night's Nenesis
"special' filled the far wall. Fergus shrank into his leafy chair.

"Are you absolutely sure you can't see what all the fuss is about?
"Well, it looks |ike he dodged the draft, didn't he?
"But he shouldn't be there, should he?

Fer gus shook his head doubtfully. 'But see,” he went on, 'he isn't there any nore, is he? He's
gone now and probably for good.'

"Sure of that, are you, Fergus?

"Certainly,’” lied M Shaman. 'The nechanics of it all are returning to me now W won't see him
again.'

The ratings are up,’ said soneone. Garstang gl ared about the table. Heads were noddi ng, sone
thoughtfully, some solemnly, although it was hard to tell at a glance which were which

"Up?" Garstang reseated hinmself in Mingo's chair.
141

"Up.' Lavinius Wsten prodded skyward.

‘Let ne see those figures.

D ogenes opened his briefcase and tinkered with a small technical thinganebob. A hol ographic inage
sprang up above the table. '"All the excitement,’ Diogenes explained. 'Rex Mundi has rather
captured the public's imagination with all his thrilling escapades. Escaping alive fromthe
crashed air car, then the nuking of the Hotel California and Elvis turning up on the Nenesis show.
It's all good stuff.' Graphs and pillar charts rotated before them 'It's all on the up and up.
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"The up and up.' Garstang pinched at his nostrils.

"A case of giving the public what they want to see. Plenty of sex, violence and intrigue. The
viewers are switching back on. W are talking nega mllions here.'

'See,' said Fergus.
Garstang made a conspiratorial face. 'How rmuch of it is down to us?" he asked
"Ah,' went Diogenes, 'you nean field operatives, script advisers, that kind of thing?

' The kind of thing which doesn't go beyond this boardroom’ Garstang stared pointedly towards
Jason.

Morgaw smiled his winning snile. "My lips are of course sealed,’” said he. 'W are all on the sane
side here.’

"Quite so. Well, D ogenes?
Di ogenes thunbed his controller and two hol ographic heads floated in the air to revolve slowy.
"CGod's Nose,’ cried Fergus. 'Are they ours?

Di ogenes nodded and then tittered foolishly. "And the beauty of it is that neither of them knows
about the other.'

"Ch, very clever.' Garstang |laughed. 'Very clever in-deed. Isn't that clever, Fergus? Fergus
Shaman nodded. It certainly was very clever, but with all the | oose ends
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ki cki ng about, it was also potentially very dangerous indeed.

Rex Mundi lay on the bed of anple proportions, plucked a curly orange hair fromhis teeth and
si ghed deeply. The two beauties had |ong since departed and he was now al one with his thoughts.
These were, however, in the light of recent events, somewhat confused.

He felt sure that he had |ied through his unwashed nolars to the Dal ai regarding his wanderings
beneath the Earth. But for the life of himhe couldn't recall a nonent of it. H s nenory was quite
bl ank. Rex gazed up into the mrrored ceiling. He dearly needed anot her bath.

The bedsi de console purred. 'Rex,' the Dalai's voice was slickly sweet, 'sorry to bother you but |
dearly would |ike another word in your ear.'

| bet you would, you fly-pecked dunp of rat's do, thought Rex. But he was now | earning to guard
his thoughts so well that those the Dalai received said, Certainly sir, I'll be right there.

"Certainly Dan, | will be right there,' said Rex Mindi

Dan wore a dapper line in quilted | oungewear, embroidered all over with synbols Rex neither
under st ood nor cared about. 'You feeling a little better now?'" the perfect master enquired.

Rex nodded and | aboured with some difficulty to renove the idiot grin which was firmy plastered
across his face. 'Very much so, thank you.'

'Good. Then on with God's business, as it were. Alittle matter has conme up and | would Iike your
assistance with it. Sit yourself down.' Dan indicated the floor. Rex seated hinself, with never a
waywar d t hought .
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Dan tapped his desktop terninal and a hard photo-graphic copy peeled into his outstretched
ringers. He examined it for a nonent before handing it to Rex. 'Wat do you know about this man?

Rex peered at the portrait. 'The man in the golden suit. He was at the Hotel California just
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before .
"Before the eneny missile struck.'

"Eneny mssile?

' The Fundanentalists. Qut to destroy ny mssion of nercy.'

"So that was it.'

"W tried to warn you,' Dan continued. 'Picked up the mssile on radar,
your air car. W rmust have mi ssed you. Then we picked up a trace on the air car's nonitor,

it was you and brought it back on automatic.'
"Ch,' said Rex. 'l see.’

"But it wasn't you in the air car. It was him'
'So, who is he then?

"That is what | want you to find out.'

"You want ne to interrogate hin? That is hardly in ny line.'

"Not interrogate, Rex. | regret that he is no | onger on the prenises.'

Rex shook his befuddl ed head. This was al ready beyond him

"He was here. In fact, he made a speci al guest ap-pearance on the Nenesis show. '

"Ah,' Rex drew a finger across his throat. 'Then he's ... yes,

surely nore your field than mne.'

Dal ai Dan gave Rex a withering look. This man is a saint, thought Rex hurriedly. Dan's face
softened. 'Qite so,' said he. 'There was a slip-up. Interdepartnental.
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buzzed strai ght through to

assunmed

communi cation with the dead is

uni ons pl ague nme, Rex, they demand and denand and they cock up. This person was allowed to | eave

the buil ding unchal l enged. | should very much like to know his present whereabouts."

1 remain alittle confused about this. How did he | eave the building? Did he take one of the

conpany cars?

"I npossi ble.'

'Then he had his own transport.'
Dan ' shook his head.

'Then he stole a radiation suit and wal ked out.'

"No such suit has been reported m ssing. W have nade extensive checks.'

'Did anyone see him|leave?

Dan drummed his fingers upon the desk top. 'Not as such.'

"Well, with no suit and no air car, he didn't sinply wal k out

be in the building.'
"But he's not.'

"Am | missing sonething? | don't think | quite under-stand.'

" Then understand this. He escaped fromthe building. W don't as yet

into the night

know how. He is at

He nust still

| ar ge
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sonewhere out there and | want to know where.'

"Yes, but | don't see how .

"Bring himback for me, Rex. O sinply tell me where he is and you will be anply rewarded. Do I
make nyself clear?

Rex smiled broadly. 'Wuld that include further indul gences with the saffron wonen?' Dan nodded
wearily.

"Right then, Dan. | am as ever, your nan.' Rex leapt to his feet. 'l shall require one or two
smal | favours.' j \ '"Go on then.'
I 145

Td like to take the photograph with ne.'

"Take it with nmy bl essings.'

' Thank you. And I'll need an air car.'

'O course.’

"But not one with the hourly check-in system' Dan | ooked doubtful.
"Of course you can nonitor ny novenents.' Dan nodded in agreement.
"And one further thing. | will want access to MOTHER '

"That,’ said Dad, 'is quite inpossible.’

"For a limted period. Say twenty-four hours.' Dan scratched his shaven head. | will do anything
to help this great man, thought Rex.

"Twenty-four hours then. And keep ne inforned of your progress.'
'O course, sir.'

"Good then.' Dan wrung Rex's hand between his own. 'Go with God.'
Rex inclined his head. 'It's an honour to serve you, |nnpbst One.'

Dan gave hi m an encouragi ng wi nk. ' Good boy."

As Rex backed fromthe room Dan pondered upon the wi sdom of his decision. Gving any unauthorized
person access to MOTHER was an extremely hazardous affair. To be on the safe side he would nonitor
all Rex's requests for data retrieval.

You are certainly welcone to try, thought Rex, but | wouldn't rate your chances.

The | ads at the notorpool were quite warm ng to Rex Miundi, what with there being ever fewer air
cars to service and everything. Wien news reached themthat Rex was taking to the air once nore
they were not slow to open a book on the outconme of his latest jaunt. The
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young-fell ownme-1ad who escorted Rex across the tarmac even asked for his autograph. 'Have anot her
day,’” he called gaily as Rex clinmbed into the cockpit. 'Drive carefully now,’

Rex cl osed the canopy and eyebal l ed the dash. 'Rex Mundi. Special assignnent. Destination Odeon
Towers,’

"Identification confirmed. Kindly fasten your safety belt.'

Rex did so and the car lurched into the nurk.
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Rex set the car down on the flat roof of Odeon Towers, to spare it the dismantling it would
inevitably receive in the street below He lifted the roof hatch and clinbed down the short netal
| adder which led directly to his own |anding. Very convenient, thought Rex.

"M Mundi has his own private aerodrone you know,’ he said in nock conversation with sone station
swel | . Rex disarnmed his door and went into his roonms. The grimhovel had about it alnobst a
refreshing air of nornmality. Well, alnost. Rex had seen too nany things over the last two days to
ever fully conme to terns again with his accustonmed squal or. He slammred shut the door and took

hi nsel f over to his homenade arnthair, tossing his weatherdone into a not so far corner.

His plan was sinplicity itself. How the Dalai hadn't thought of it was beyond Rex. Al though Dan
in Rex's opinion, wasn't all the God he cracked hinmself up to be. Feet of clay, or sonething |ike.

Rex tweaked the controller and the TV terminal |it up. The EYESPI took up his identification and
prepared to | og view ng points. Rex switched to the data channel and punched in a series of
instructions at the consol e beneath the screen. He worked with flaw ess precision. Calling up
MOTHER he requested security cl earance and was
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given it after a moment or two's delay. Rex tapped at the consol e. REQUEST | DENTI FI CATI ON OF
SUSPECT THROUGH | RIS PATTERNS. The conputer granted his request. Rex held up the photograph to the
EYESPI unit. The informa-tion exchanged. G rcuits nished and nashed. The words UNCLASSIFIED. IRI'S
PATTERNS UNREQ STERED appeared on the screen. Rex smiled. It was no nore than he had expected. He
tapped in a further set of requests, this tinme under a security code of his own invention. Then he
sat back. Presently the words PRESENT LOCATI ON UNKNOAN cane up, followed by SCANNI NG NOW I N
OPERATI ON

Rex reached under his chair and brought out a warm can of Buddhabeer. He popped the ring and
slurped the nuddy |iquid. Sooner or later, the nystery man was bound to watch tel evision, even

gl ance at a screen. And when he did, MOTHER would register it and beam hi s whereabouts straight
back to Rex. It was a killer of a plan. He would buzz straight through to the Dalai and get himto
despatch a coupl e of conpany bul |l yboys to make the arrest. He had never even to |l eave his chair

' Sheer genius,' said Rex to hinself. 'Rex Mundi, you sly dog, | don't know how you do it.'

El vis had been watching television for nearly three hours. He was, to say the |east, fascinated by
all he saw. The floor about the set was littered with Coca Col a cans, enpty Bourbon bottl es,

Kent ucky Fried Chicken boxes and several Chinese wonen in varied states of undress. For those who
prefer clarity to inplication, Elvis was in the penthouse suite of the Hong Kong Hilton. It was a
sumrery day in July. It was 1994.

"Hey, little green buddy,' called the King. 'Bounce over here, they're showi ng another of ny
nmovi es.' The Tinme Sprout |ay upside down on the bedside unit. He
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seened a nmite wilted. 'Sorry, chief,’ he gasped. 'A bit puffed here.’

"No sweat.' Elvis fiddled with the renmote control and brought the sound up. 'Don't mess with this
guy,’ came an actor's voice. 'He knows Karate.'

"Goes with the sickle,” the on-screen Presley replied.

Elvis fell back in his chair. 'Goes with the sickle, do you hear that? Goddamm, honey, shift your
ass, | can't see the novie.'

' Chief,’ croaked the sprout. 'Chief, | think we've got a problem'
"Look at that jacket. Was | cool or was | cool ?'
"Chief, | think 1'"mabout to go to the great compost heap in the sky.'

"You what?' Elvis swung about in his chair, dislodging titties and beer. He stunbled over to the
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ailing sprout. 'Wat are you saying?

"It's all this toing and froing. | think it's done for ne.'
"Shit man, | thought you were a higher life form
"I am'

"Then let ne get you a glass of water or sonething. Here, d you wanna beer?

"Wn't do. | need a bio-enzoic top-up.

"Then I'Il ring down for one. Listen, we're buddies, ain't we? You' ve got nme out of all kinds of
shit.'

'"Right.'

"And you said you'd let ne neet Abe Lincoln.'

"' mdying, chief.'

"I''l'l ring down for the bio stuff '
"No good . . . |I've got to get back to Phnaargos. Back to the germi nation beds and re-charge."'

"I"ll get us a cab.'

Wong, all wong .
"Don't leave ne. Hell, | need you, fella.' Elvis plucked
149

up the sprout and held it lovingly to his cheek. There was no mnistake about it, it was definitely
starting to pong a bit.

"If | stay here any longer I'll rot. |'ve got enough energy left to get us back to Phnaargos.
You' ve got to help me when we get there, OK? I'I|l tell you everything on the way.'

"Right, right. No sweat, OK Let's get.'
They got.

Elvis Presley's departure fromthe Hong Kong H lton was easily as opportune as any of his previous
sudden departures had been. On this occasion he outran, literally by seconds, the hotel's security
forces, who had just been tipped off that their penthouse guest was none other than the notorious

international fivestar noonlight flitter, currently wanted on five continents.

El vis bucketed through tine and space. He was be-coni ng sonewhat seasoned to it by now It was
merely a toothbrush in the top pocket nunber. And for all the Tinme Sprout's early fears, he showed
no signs whatever of ill effect. In fact he seemed to thrive on it. He never got any snarter

t hough.

There was a crash-bang-wallop and the two fell through a crack in the clouds and wound up
sud-denly in a certain research establishnment at Earthers Inc. 'Quickly,' croaked the failing
sprouty. The vat at the end of the hyper-ponic bench .. . bung me in or |I'ma goner,’

"No sweat, small buddy.' Taking in only a blur of his fantastic surroundi ngs Elvis stunbl ed al ong
the bench. He never saw the figure crouching near at hand, nor the conpost shovel as it arced
through the air. It struck hima resounding blowto the top of the skull. As he toppled sideways,
the sprout fell fromhis grip, bounced across
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the floor and cane to rest at the feet of Gryphus Garstang. 'Gotcha,’ said that very man. 'Ch
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shit,’” said the Time Sprout. 'And farewell .’

Garstang turned to Jason Morgawr. '| have to hand it to you,’ he said. 'How did you know they'd
cone back?'

"I just reasoned it out. | went through M Shaman's private papers and saw the flaw al nost at
once. Cenetics is ny business. | knew that the sprout would have to cone back for a top-up and
that it would nost likely cone in the conmpany of M Presley. All we had to do was to wait.'

Gar st ang nodded approvingly. Smart-arsed bastard, he thought. He gazed down at the Tine Sprout.
"And you . . .' Gyphus Garstang turned his heel. The Tine Sprout becane history.
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16

The universe begins to ook nore and nore |ike a great thought than a great nmachi ne.
Dr J. B. Rhine

It was 3.35 on the afternoon of 7 June 2050. The sun wasn't shining.

Rex took to pacing the floor. It had never been a habit which found great favour with him Firstly
because it was a waste of valuable viewing tinme and secondly it involved a good deal of ducking
and diving, if it was to be achieved wi thout cracking one's head open on the gilded cherub. Now
seermed a good time for it though. Twenty-three hours had passed and MOTHER had tol d hi m precisely
not hi ng. Surely no-one could go a full twenty-four hours w thout watching television. It was

unt hi nkabl e. Rex paced and cursed, cursed and paced. Took it by rote. But it didn't help one jaded

jot. Rex checked his chrononeter. Still two-thirty, he'd have to get that fixed. Heroes al ways
managed to pull off the big one in the nick of tine. Everyone knew that. O d Adam Earth, |antern-
j awed wunder ki nd of Buddha-vision's eternal foodie New Day Dawni ng, always nmanaged to pull it off

anyway. Cet the sabotaged food production line running again just as section so and so was on the
poi nt of starvation and the sneaky rival station

153
was about to fly in the nmissionaries with the food parcels. Always in the nick of tine.

O course that wasn't real life, although Rex was begi nning to have his doubts regarding exactly
what 'real life' was. He gazed about his hovel. Real life was this, and time was running out.

"Cone on,’ Rex inplored the screen. 'Cone on.'

A sun call ed Rupert shone in through a boardroom w ndow. Here it lit upon a conpany of fellows who
sat about a golden table. This conpany was suddenly called to stiff-spined attention by the
unexpected arrival of a portly gent with greenly dyed noustachios. 'Qut of ny chair, Garstang.'
The order was no sooner issued than it was obeyed.

Mungo Madoc seated hinmself before the assenbly and exam ned faces to gauge the expressions

t hereupon. Satisfied that, as ever, deceit and treachery nunbered anbngst his board's nore noble
qualities, he smled wanly and began to speak. 'Gentlenen,’ he said. 'You will be pleased to know
that the conpany nedics have delcared nme Category A. In the very rudest of rude good heal th.'
There was much enthusiastic hand clapping. 'And so the captain returns to his ship, revitalized,
extensively nodified and fully informed as to the way-ward vessel's present position and uncharted
course.' Miungo dipped into his cigar box. It was enpty. He frowned. 'During ny period of
recuperation, confidential aides have kept ne fully inforned as to your separate roles in this sad
and sorry affair. Ch, truly do | weep for the sons of Phnaargos."

The board nenbers peeped suspiciously at one another. How nmuch did Mungo know? Wio had told him
what ? What whats which they had told himwere
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the actual whats and which were not? And things of that nature.
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"The ratings are up,’ said Diogenes brightly. 'As you are no doubt well aware,’ he added for good
nmeasur e.
Mungo nodded and said, 'Fergus, what do you have to say for yourself?

Fergus Shaman straightened the fern fronds securing the wistlets of his tunic. He had cone,

al nrost at once, to the precarious conclusion that Mungo was in all likelihood indulging in a
little bullshit baffles brainery. Taking a deep breath, and having very little to | ose, he set
forth to test his hypothesis. "It is for certain,’” said he, in a manner which |eft no doubt that

it was, 'that having been precisely inforned upon all matters concerning ny role in this affair
you should find me an island of noral rectitude in a sea of infany. Watever rewards you should
wi sh to heap upon nme | shall accept with just hunmility.'

G yphus Garstang's hook nose cut the air as he rose to his feet.

' Rewar ds?' quoth he. 'You Haggard, sir. Just desserts are all that remain to you.' Fergus | ooked
aghast. And very well he | ooked it too.

"M Madoc,’ he said softly. 'I"'msure that | share the feelings of nmy fellow board nmenbers in
saying that we will mss M Garstang, whose dism ssal fromthe high position, that he has so sadly
abused, must surely be on the cards. I, for one, take this opportunity to wish himall success in

the nore earthy pursuits you no doubt have in mnd for him'
Mungo gazed towards Garstang, |oving every nonment of it.

Garstang threw up his hands. 'This man,’ he splut-tered, going purple in the face, '"this nman al
but wrought
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conpl ete destruction upon all of us. And now he seeks to cloud the issue by naking preposterous
al | egati ons agai nst the one who found himout.’

Mungo Madoc snuggled down in his chair. 'Fergus, what of this?

Fergus made a knowing face at his superior. 'Un-fortunately, in your absence M Garstang's
nmegal omani a has been allowed its full head. The results are not a thing of joy.'

"I stepped in in a tenporary capacity as there was none better qualified to do so. I'mthe very
personification of altruism M thoughts were, as ever, only to serve the series to the best of ny
capabilities.

"Tish, tosh and old wet fish,' said Fergus Shaman.
'Step outside and say that.'

"CGentl enen, gentlenen,’” Mingo cut in. 'This is all sonmewhat unseemy. In such heated debate, truth
is rarely the victor.'

"Heated is a word nost aptly chosen,’ Fergus con-curred. 'For even now one of your own cigars, so
hastily conceal ed upon your entrance, snoulders in Garstang's pocket, threatening to heat us all.

Garstang woul d dearly have | oved to have been able to scream'liar', but with the blue pall of
snoke wr eat hi ng about himhe w sely chose, '"Incendiary! Knowing his case to be | ost he seeks to
burn ne alive! Pyromaniac! Fire fiend!' He danced about patting furiously.

"Barking mad,' Fergus declared. 'Here, let ne put an end to this lunacy.' Thus saying he pl ucked
up the water pitcher fromthe table and enptied its contents over the snoker

The silence was brief. It was about one nmonent long. But it was a very nomentous nonent. Garstang
gaped at his once-proud apparel. Absorbing, literally, the state
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of its ruination. In this he divined a thousandfold ignom ny. Scorn, |oss of face, ridicule,
insult, humliation, contenpt. They were all there. And a good nmany nore. And they all wore the
sane face. The face of Fergus Shanman.

How nuch of it was the conditioned reflex of the professional soldier will never be known, how
much of it heat of the nmonment, how nuch col d-bl ooded cal cul a-tion, it's inpossible to conjecture
What ever the case, GarStang suddenly pulled fromconceal nent a snall hand-weapon of advanced
design and turned its snout upon Fergus Shanman. Their eyes net over the barrel as it disgorged a
singl e pul se of red energy.

There was a loud report. Rex ceased his pacing and pressed his ear to his chanber door. There
appeared to be some sort of commotion going on upon the |anding bel ow Rastas partying again,

t hought Rex, the sooner | get out of this neck of the woods, the better. H's stonmach runbled. He
was starving, but couldn't bring hinmself to open another can of synthafood. He made further
imploring notions toward the term nal

Dan's face was back on the screen with the nmid-norning repeat of last night's show The far-from
holy man di spatching further unfortunates towards whatever uncertainties lay out there in the
great beyond. And all for the gratification of the viewi ng public. Rex shook his head, what a
rotten stinking world. He slouched over to the term nal and fingered buttons. Dan's face dissol ved
into the logo of the data channel. He accessed into MOTHER. Rex exercised his fingers upon the
keyboard. MOTHER told himthat the search was still continuing, but this tinme politely added that
it would cease in precisely seventeen ninutes and twel ve seconds.
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HAVE ANOTHER DAY MR MUNDI, it put in just for good neasure. Dan's nmniac grin was once nore a
small screen filler. Rex slunped into his chair, the very picture of de-spair. For such an
inspired schene to neet with absolute failure really did seemgrossly unfair. He had really begun
to believe that he was destined for great things.

"Cone on,' Rex shouted. 'Gve nme a sign, anything.

Nice bit of tinming, cue, coincidence, or hackneyed literary device? Who can say? But in answer to
Rex's request, his front door suddenly burst inward fromits crunbling hinges and smashed down
behind him Rex turned in horror and gazed fearfully over his chairback. Two figures were franed
dramatically in the shattered doorway. Both wore Barbour jackets and tweedy caps. Although one of
t hem appeared now to have only half a head.

' Good norning Rex.' Rambo Bl oodaxe inclined his intact cranium 'dad to catch you at honme.' FEric
took from his poacher's pocket a | arge weapon of antique design. For |overs of handguns it was a
.44 Magnumwi th a San Francisco |license nunber. (Yes, probably that very one.)

Eric viewed Rex down the barrel's not inconsiderable | ength, enquired whether Rex wi shed to 'make
his day' and then squeezed the trigger

To Fergus Shaman's credit, it must be said that he was as ninble of foot as he was of m nd. Fergus
saw the hand of Garstang as it delved into the unscorched pocket. Saw the madness in his eyes and
was al ready ducking for cover as the firing button went critical. The electric pulse knifed the
air, passed clean through one of Fergus's raised shoul der pads and took Mingo Madoc's left ear off
as cleanly as a surgeon's scal pel
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There was anot her nomentous noment. Two in a single day!

Mungo raised his left hand and felt at his blank headside. Fergus flung hinself under the table
and scranmbl ed towards the door. Lavinius Wsten quietly filled his el egant jodhpurs. D ogenes
Darbo, an old contenptible, and no coward he, swung his briefcase into the face of Garstang. O her
board menbers did other things, but in the ensuing chaos it was hard to make out what. And very
few, if any, distinguished thenselves in any manner whatsoever. Typi cal
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Green ichor flowed profusely from Mingo's wounded head, a snell of stale cabbage filled the air
The nodified readout on his wist belled straight down to the conpany nmedi cs. Fergus canme up from
beneath the table just in time to see Garstang, vacant of eye and green of nose, turn his weapon
upon Di ogenes Darbo, sending that gallant fellow off upon the final journey, fromwhich none, with
t he possi bl e exception of the Dalai Lanmm, ever return. Fergus grabbed hold of Mingo and bundl ed

hi mt hrough a doorway whi ch had suddenly becone all the rage.

As they passed through it, Mingo, down but by no neans out, put his fist through the energency
seal. To the raised voice of squealing alarns the door shut with a resoundi ng thud.

The Dal ai Lama's face exploded into a hol ocaust of trailing ribbons. Shards of blistering glass
struck Rex fiercely frombehind. Had he not still been wearing his radiation suit, his buttocks
woul d now have required nmajor surgery. 'Bother,’ came the voice of Deathblade Eric through the
smoke and flame. "Alittle left of centre, do you think?
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"If at first you don't succeed and all that kind of thing.'

Rex was torn between white flag waving and the keeping of the ever-legendary |ow profile. He
settled wisely for the latter

"Behind the chair, Eric.
' key dokey.' Eric shot the head off the gilded cherub. 'Spot on.'

"Kindly give ne the pistol, Eric, you are nmaking a conplete pig' s earhole out of the entire
affair.'

"l have had half nmy head bl own away,’ Eric conpl ai ned. Ranbo soothed his conpanion with a
touch-ing little shoul der hug. 'Although this nmakes you an ideal candidate for a station head, |
concede that it might inpair your marksmanship. Kindly give me the gun.'

"Ch figs,' grunbled the Deat hblade, parting with the snoking pistol
" Come out, cone out, wherever you are,' crooned Ranbo.

Rex wei ghed up his chances. The scal es were down heavily on the 'none whatever' side. Clinging to
the chair's arns Rex began to edge toward the bathroom To what exact purpose he wasn't as yet
certain. The fetid wash-hole didn't nunber a wi ndow anongst the few points in its favour.

"Can't see a bloonming thing.' The voice was Ranbo's. 'Eric, go and wormthe little blighter out.
There's a good fellow.'

"You have the equaliser, you go and worm hi m out.
"Ch really, Eric.'

"Oh really yoursel f.'
"Eric,' said Ranbo.

' Ranbo?' said Eric.
"Eric, it is a well known and easily verifiable fact, that
160

the man who hol ds the gun issues the orders.'

"But | held the gun a m nute ago.'

"But you don't now, do you?

"But | . . .
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"Eric, | have a gun and you have half a brain. Now, should the situation be reserved, which one of
us woul d you expect to do the ordering and which the wornmi ng out?

"Sounds like a trick question to me.
"Eric, wormthe blighter out or | shoot you dead.

' Cone out, cone out wherever you are,' called Eric, fanning at the snpoke and ki cking variously
about. Rex closed the bathroom door as quietly as possible. Needless to say, the door didn't
possess a |ock. He leant back upon it breathing heavily. He was in serious trouble here, and no
m st ake about it.

"Fergus,' said Mungo. This is a nost regrettabl e busi-ness.' Fergus nmade with the thoughtful nods
and wi nced as Mungo's nedics worried at the raw nmeat. They were now in the medical unit of
Earthers Inc. It looked for all the world |ike nothing on earth.

‘"He's hol ding Lavinius Wsten hostage,' said Mingo. Fergus nodded once nore. 'And also ny ear.'

"Wsten is perhaps expendable,’ Fergus ventured.

But not ny ear.'

"Ch, certainly not, sir

Fergus, please don't take this the wong way. But | sincerely feel that | should hold you at
| east partially responsible for all this.'

Have no fear, sir,' Fergus replied. 'The day will yet be saved. | have a plan.'

A plan, thought Rex, if | only had a plan. He scrutinized
161

the loathsome little cell in search of inspiration. By the crepuscular gl ow of the neon mirror-
light, he could see all there was to see. The roomwas tiled fromfloor to ceiling. The ceramcs
crazed, sneared with generations of filth. The grout supported a flourishing noss garden. Above
the chi pped enanel shower-tray a single hosepi pe thrust obscenely fromthe wall, beneath a rusted
turncock. The lacklustre mirror above the | eaky grey basin reflected Rex's thoughts. The room
spelt gl oom and doom and rhymed appropriately enough with tonb.

Rex cast an eye over his collection of lice repellents and skin toners racked beneath the mrror.
Hardl y bonb-nmaki ng equi pnent. A fist went thud on the door. 'There's another roomthrough here,’
cane the voice of Eric the half-a-brain.

"Then in you go, Eric, wormy worny.'

Rex heard Eric put forward, what were, to his mind, several very plausible reasons regarding the
i nadvi s-ability of sudden entry. He also heard a clunk, which he rightly assuned to be the sound
of a pistol butt striking the |oad-bearing side of Eric's skull. 'Quch,' went Eric in ready
response.

Rex snatched up a can of Peachy Face Pock Filler and brandished it in a nenacing fashion. The
futility of this wasn't slow in the dawning. Rex swung it at the neon tube, plunging the bathroom
into darkness. He clinbed into the shower-tray and assuned the foetal position beneath the flaccid
hosepi pe.

Eric kicked open the door. Rex's terninal was now well ablaze and through the fire and snoke Eric
didn't ook as pretty as a picture, lit fromhis bad side by the conflagration. Rex cowered as
Ranbo joined his chumin the doorway. Firelight danced on the barrel of the .44 Maghumas it nosed
into the bathroom sniffing himout.
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For Rex it was the dry throat and the | oosened bowel of the condemed prisoner. So this was it.
The end. Death was always a squalid affair, but Rex, like all nmen, had | aboured under the cosy

m sconception that his would have sonme dignity about it. It's funny just how wong you can be sone
tines.

Tinme to die,’ said Ranbo Bl oodaxe. Then tine for lunch.'
"Your plan, Fergus, you will kindly favour me with it.'

"Well. . .' Fergus wacked braincells; he was sure that somewhere in his head there was just bound
to be a plan. 'The way | see it '

H s words were, however, cut off by the tinely arrival of Jason Morgaw, who had sonehow managed
to put hinmself in charge of security. 'W have a problem' said he, addressing hinmself to Mingo's
single ear. 'Garstang is maki ng demands.'

The nodi fi ed Mungo, who now had the capacity to witness an entire planet's destruction, with
scarcely the bat of an eyelid, yet who still harboured a cer-tain resentnent regarding the | oss of
his ear, said, 'Ch yes?

'He says he wants the captive and a safe passage down to the research labs or he wll Jason

leant low to Mungo's ear to relay the sordid details of what fate held for Lavinius Wsten.
"And to what end do you suppose, and hang about, what captive?

Thought so, thought Fergus, he knows nothing. Jason shook his head and feigned i gnorance. Fergus
put his finger to his lips. "Elvis Presley,' he whispered. 'Garstang has, for reasons better known
to himsel f, brought Presley here to Phnaargos.'
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"Here? | mean here, yes in the heat of the nonment it had slipped ny mnd. Your thoughts, Fergus?

"My thoughts no doubt mirror your own, sir. Garstang obviously hopes to evade justice by escaping
through time, taking Presley along for security. He's sonewhat nore inportant to us than Wsten,
after all. Several nore Tine Sprouts even now ripen in the research | abs.

"You confirmnmny own worst fears. Your thoughts yet again.'

The enpl oynent of a soporific gas introduced into the ecosystem of the boardroom m ght prove
advant ageous at this tine.'

"Uncanny,' said Mingo.

Jason Morgaw bounced before them 'Further de-vel opnments. Garstang has | ocked the boardroom
tel evisual systeminto broadcast, and he's threatening to make his feelings felt before the
viewi ng public.'

' Then cl ose hi m down. '

"No can do, sir. The broadcast systemin the boardroomoverrides all the others. Alittle
i nnovati on of yours, if you recall."’

"But of course. Fergus?
"My thoughts? The gas, and now.'

Morgaw nade with the head-shakes. "He's already on to that. He's bl ocked the eco duct, with

D ogenes Darbo, | understand. He says that if his denmands aren't met within the next five mnutes
he wi Il expose the entire Earthers series as having been engi neered by the conpany. Dirty |aundry
will be aired, nanes will be naned.’

'Fergus? Fergus? Stop that nan sonebody.'
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Fergus Shaman found the ward door barred to him 'Now,' said he, as he was haul ed back to Mingo,
"is the kind of occasion when | offer up ny thanks to the Deity
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for having blessed us with a station head such as yourself, whom alone is capable of solving a
problem which to we |esser nortals appears quite insoluble. In fact | was just on nmy way to the
conpany chapel to offer up these very thanks when you called ne back. Did you want anything in
particular, sir?

The entire nedical crew turned towards Mingo.
"Ah,' said that nman. 'Ah yes, indeedy.

Rex pressed back against the clamy tiles. Ranmbo cocked the trigger. Rex screwed up his eyes.
' Hosepi pe,' came a voice at his right ear

' What ?
' Hosepi pe. "'

He knew that voice, the voice of the Goddess, the voice of Christeen. And he knew the tine too.
That brief five mnutes of the day when the heating went on at Odeon Towers. So tinmed that nost of
its residents would be out working. Bath tine. 'And it's goodbye fromhim’' chuckl ed Ranbo. Rex
reached up for the rusted turncock. Wenched it around. Mraculously it spun, as if newy greased.
Rex clutched the perished hosepi pe. The jet of superheated water was fast and furious. It struck
Ranmbo full face, blasting himfromhis feet into the arms of his dithering henchman. Acting
Fireman Mundi trained the jet upon themboth, laughing |like a maniac. The jet faltered, trickled
and died. Rex's water ration for the day was all used up. ' OGoooooooooooh!' Rex leapt to his feet.
Rambo was staggering about groaning terribly and feel-ing for his gun. Rex kicked himviciously
between the | egs. As he doubl ed up, the steely toecap of Rex's workaday boot caught hi msquarely
in the sinking chin. Rex snatched up the fallen weapon and | eap-frogged over the toppled Devianti.
Eric nmade a half-hearted swing in
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his direction, but Rex bludgeoned himdown with the pistol butt.

Really it was all a npbst excruciating display of gratui-tous violence. But once cut together from
the various viewpoints afforded fromthe televisual noss and lichen in Rex's apartnment and beamed
out across Phnaargos, it went down very big with the growi ng audi ence of sonme fourteen billion

'Yes, indeedy,' said Mungo Madoc once agai n.

Fergus watched the face of the station chief as it ran through its full repertoire of thoughtfu
expression. This nman is barren of ideas, thought he. 'Perhaps you should go up and speak to him
yoursel f, sir.'

"Perhaps | should go up and speak to him nyself,’ mused Mingo.

Fergus turned his eyes towards the ceiling. He'd cared little enough for the ol der Mungo Madoc,
but this new one didn't do nuch for himeither. 'Perhaps you should.' Fergus agreed.

"So be it.' Miungo rose ponderously fromthe surgical couch and pulled aside his gown. His
wonderful suit was in ruination, but he sinply sighed it away. Like the warriors of old, Mingo
Madoc girded up his Ioins and went forth to do battle.

There was a lot of effing and blinding comng fromthe boardroom A knot of special service nen
crouched about the doorway, weapons at the ready. One of themrose to salute M Madoc as he
arrived. 'Ranting away in there |like a stone bonker,’ was the considered opinion on the matter.

Mungo pressed hi masi de and addressed the board-roomdoor. 'Grstang,' he shouted. 'This is Mingo
Madoc.' There was a snap, a crackle and a pop. An
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el ectric pulse seared through the door. Sonething pale and fl eshy bounced on to the corridor
floor.

The now earl ess Mungo Madoc turned to Fergus Shaman. ' Your thoughts on this? he asked.
167

17

Let's get serious, no let's don't, let's mime the hard bits. Frank Zappa

Rex didn't pause long in his burning apartment. He snatched up his weat herdone and tore away a
smal | section of flooring. Fromthe hidey-hole reveal ed he drew his nost val uabl e possessi on, The
Subur ban Book of the Dead. He thrust the book into a pocket of his radiation suit and nmade off at
the hurry up. Up the iron | adder went Rex, through the hatch and on to the roof. The air car stood
awai ting his whim Snoke began to rise through the roof hatch.

Rex bundl ed into the air car, slanmmed shut the canopy, confirnmed identity and put the thing into
gear. The engi ne coughed and di ed.

"No," cried Rex, 'not now.' Two fearful figures clinbed out through the roof hatch. A sheet of
flanme billowed up behind them 'Please,' begged Rex. 'Please start.' The spectres |oped across the
roof towards him Rex bashed at the dashboard with his fist. The engi ne chug-ged, the air car
stal |l ed again. Rambo snatched up a length of netal piping and swng it at the wi ndscreen. The

pl exi gl ass shattered, Rex covered his eyes, Ranbo and Eric clawed at him The notor engaged. The
car lifted. The two Devianti fell away howing bitterly. Rex took to the sky.

169

G oria Mundi never paced, she rode upon friction-free bearings housed within her hips. This she
did nowin the Dalai's sanctum sanctorum Dan watched her at it. He studied every fold of vyielding
poli-synthicate as it creased about the exquisite contours of her body. Wiat a waste, thought

Dal ai Dan.

G oria turned upon him 'You should be so |ucky.

Dan cast her an upward gaze, levelling out at the piercing green eyes. 'Your brother intrigues
me,' he said.

"I't mght have been polite of you to nmention that he was still in one piece as soon as you knew.'
"So sorry,' Dan replied. "An intriguing young man.

"His idea of feeding the iris patterns of your M SUN into MOTHER to seek his | ocation does
di splay a certain animal cunning, | suppose.’

"l consider it nost enterprising. Sadly tinme ran out for him The scan will of course be
mai ntai ned. W& will track down SUN.'

Goria threw up her hands. 'But to what end? You catch up with him You kill him Can one man
really be such a threat to you?

"This is no ordinary man. Do you know what | represent, doria?
I'"msure you can read ny thoughts on this matter.

"I represent stability. The status quo. | represent safety. To threaten me is to threaten the very
fabric of society.'

"Don't flatter yourself,’

Dan si pped his cocktail. 'You have no idea of what |I'mtal king about. Your mind, although open to
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me, is closed to reason.
" And what plans do you now have for ny brother?
"I will keep himon the SUN case. | |like the way he thinks.'
170
‘"He's an uncouth lout.'

'"Please @oria. W each nust play our part. You understand the econom cs of the thing and al so the
mechani cs. Society is no |onger self-perpetuating. The unions run me ragged with their outrageous
demands, production is, as ever, down. Soon the synthafood plants will run thenselves dry. You
know this. | know this. W have naintained the protective cloud cover for a decade to allow the
ozone |ayer to reform This is science, Goria. Wien mankind re-establishes itself once nore upon
the face of the planet there nmust be no further mistakes. Each nmust play his or her part, as now.'

"Wth you running the show, | suppose.
"And who better?

' Per haps Hubbard or Pope Joan?

"Only ne, doria.'

'Ha, dreans of the hashish eater.’

"Not a bit of it.'" Dan thunbed a renote control. A hol ogramof the planet formed before them He
prodded into it. "Cties all laid waste. But here, here, here, vast tracts of arable land. Al
over, radiation-free, ripe for cultivation. Countless niles, nore than in the m ddl e ages. This
time we do it right.'

Goria gazed at the inmage and then at the man. Could he actually be sincere?
"M Mundi is here,' purred the intercom
"Send himin,' said the Dalai Lama. The hol ogram f aded and was gone.

The two Phnaargs returned to the medical centre. Mingo clutching his |atest wound, Fergus carrying
the amputated ear before himat armis length. As the nedics sutured and stitched, tinkered and
bandaged, Jason spoke hurriedly into the unsullied ear of Fergus Shaman. 'W

171
have | ess than two m nutes; he's preparing to go on the air.’

"Just do what he says then,’ Fergus replied. 'But get himout of that boardroom as you val ue your
future.'

"Nuff said.' Jason spoke rapid words into a headset. Garstang's manic face appeared on a nearby
bi o-screen. '"WII you do it, or should I?" Jason asked.

'Best you do,' Fergus backed away. 'He and | aren't really on the best of terns at present.'
"Wl | ?' Garstang demanded.

"I"'mafraid M Madoc is unable to speak to you at present. But | now have his full authority. You
shal | have all that you require.’

Garstang drew the ashen face of Wsten within vision and pressed the hand weapon to his tenple.

"That's a special service hand-strobe,’ Mrgaw whis-pered to Fergus. '| worked on those. But he
shoul dn't have one, they haven't been fully tested yet.'

" Somret hi ng up desi gn-wi se?" Fergus asked hopefully.
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"Just a bit. They have an alarnming habit of feeding back if you don't let them cool between
di scharges. Very nessy.'
"Ch good,' grinned Fergus. 'Now speak to him he | ooks rather anxious.'

Jason did so. 'The captive is being brought up to you, M Garstang. Then the floors between you
and the research labs will be cleared.' The screen went bl ank.

'So they feed back, do they?' Fergus asked cheerfully. 'And would M Garstang be aware of this, do
you t hi nk?'

Jason Morgawr winked. 'l can't see how he woul d.

Fergus Shaman did a big ear to ear job. 'There are going to be one or two vacanci es on the board.
If this works out | mght just put your nanme forward.'

"Should | clear the floors then?
172

"Way not, and get M Presley up to him Place your nmen in concealnent. Don't forget to informthem
about the little gremin in Garstang's gun.' Jason hurried away, rubbing his hands together in
gl ee.

"What did he say?' asked the heavily swat hed Mingo.
"Everything is being taken care of, sir.'
"Pardon? You'll have to speak up a bhit.'

Everything is being taken care of, sir!'

The last bit again.'

"Ch, never mnd, you great buffoon,' nuttered Fergus, which was a shane, because skill in Iip-
readi ng was anobngst Mingo's newer nodifications.

Mungo smiled benignly. 1'll get you for that, he thought.
'So, Rex,' Dan was all snmiles, 'what do you have to say for yourself?

"Plenty.’ Rex eyed a tray of sweetneats and his stonmach made an unmenti onabl e sound. Rex let his
t houghts be felt.

"CGo on then,' said Dan, 'eat your fill.'

"My thanks, Dan. Morning G oria. Having another day, |'m pleased to see.'

A oria made a disgusted face and turned up her nose. 'You need a bath.’

"Just had one as it happens.' Rex began to fill his face.

' So, how goes your search then? Anything to report?

The eater dragged a sl eeve across his nouth. 'l have a | ead, yes. And a good one.'
Dan | ooked puzzled. 'Ch, yes?

"At considerable risk to nyself, | have managed to trap two Devianti upon the roof of Qdeon
Towers. One is the Ranbo Bl oodaxe you were so keen to neet. Exactly how he and his crony nanaged
to escape the eneny nissile,
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I've no idea. Perhaps they have charmed lives al so. Anyhow, |'m sure Bl oodaxe can be persuaded to
yield up all he knows about your nystery man. CGood, eh?

Dan nodded dunbly. 'Very good."'

"I woul d suggest you send over your big lads fast. The flames lick even now about the feet of
Ranbo Bl oodaxe.'

"Quite so.' Dan tapped the intercomand issued instruc-tions. Rex munched on, grinning inwardly.
His sister eyed himw th open contenpt.

"He put up quite a struggle,' nunched Rex. 'In fact, | fear that he has totally destroyed ny
apartment, if not the whole buil ding.

"Ah,' said Dan. 'That is nost regrettable.’

"It is,'" Rex agreed. 'Many of ny priceless famly heirloons gone up in snoke. But no natter, al
in a good cause, I'msure | will be fully conmpensated. And with the bonus you offered for M
Bl oodaxe, | shall find superior lodgings and in time forget the sad | osses.

Tor it is witten,” said Dan, quoting scripture, 'that even should he put his hand down a toilet,
it wll conme up snelling of roses.'’

"Perhaps Rex might like to denonstrate this skill upon my bidet,' G oria suggested

"Still not fixed, eh?" Dan chuckled. 'The service en-gineers are in dispute, | believe. | wll
have a word with them when | have a spare noment.

Rex allowed Goria the full benefit of his undisguised smrk
"l have to go now,' she announced. 'The show nust go on, you know.'

"Ch, indeed you nust. Leave us to it, nen's talk, you know' Goria stormed fromthe room a
sensual hurri-cane. Such abom nabl e disrespect for the living God King,
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thought Rex, as loudly as he could, surely the Innbost One nust denpte her on the spot.

"Don't push your luck, Rex,' said Dan, giving the thinker the old third eye. 'You know what
mean?’

Two of Vance City's finest encouraged Elvis along the corridor with the business ends of their
truncheons. It's always conforting to know that no matter where one travels to in this universe,
there will always be a police-man with a truncheon. Funny that there's still never one around when
you need him though.

"You know what | think, fella?" The boy adventurer turned upon one of his persecutors. 'l think
your whol e Goddamm pl anet sucks. That's what.'

The unifornmed duo gl anced at one another and cane to the unspoken agreenent that a short sharp
shock was the order of the day. They were raising their truncheons just as Fergus Shaman appeared
on the scene.

' Thank you, gents,' said he. 'I will take our guest fromhere.' He noted well the tw n | ooks of
di sappoint-nent. 'That will be all, thank you.' The two policenmen shanbl ed away, grunbling |oudly.

"And who the fuck are you?' Elvis asked.

Fergus extended his hand. 'Fergus Shaman, pleased to neet you.
" Where's ny little green buddy?

"Ah,' Fergus returned his unshaken hand to its pocket. 'Your little green buddy. Now that is what
| wanted to talk to you about. You see | have this theory.
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"That to your theory,' Elvis made a gesture which Fergus Shaman didn't know the meaning of. It
i nvolved a thrusting novenent with the niddle finger

"Quite so. But it's of great significance, nonethel ess. Have they been treating you all right?'
175
"Are you for real? One of those bozos stuck his night-stick up ny .

Fergus nmade a pained face. '"I'mterribly sorry. A slight m sunderstanding. Now if you will Kindly
follownme." He turned to lead Elvis up the corridor. Now it wasn't the American Way, striking a
man from behind, this Elvis knew. But he'd had a rough day. And after all Fergus Shaman was an
al i en.

Fergus Shaman turned in mid stride. Alien perhaps, but no fool. '"If you want to get back to 1958
then | suggest you come with ne.'

The nmonent was lost. Elvis went quietly.

Odeon Towers was wel |l ablaze. News teans fromthe Big Three were covering the event, jockeying for
the key positions. Fire-fighting squads stood at the ready await-ing their cues to nmake with the
deeds of heroism Their union representatives discussed repeat fees and residuals with the nedia
men. Location directors shouted into handsets and prayed for the rain to keep off. Soneone on fire
| eapt from an upper w ndow.

"*Zoomin on the corpse. Hold and cut.

Ranmbo Bl oodaxe peered over the parapet and sighed sadly. Eric was trying to count his fingers and
failing mserably. "Hot for the tine of year,’ he observed. Am dst the snoke and confusion a bl ack
Buddhavi si on security craft flopped down on to the roof. Several heavily-arnmed henchnen stepped
fromit.

"Bot heration,” Ranbo exclained. The old Bill. Eric, nme old nucker, it looks as if we are going to
be next week's special guests on the Nenesis show.'

' CGoody.' Eric gave up the unequal struggle with his fingers. 'lI've always wanted to be on the
telly.'

176
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al ways whistling. Didn't | nention that? Maybe | forgot, it all gets a bit junbled sone
times. Like everything happened at once, not like it was spread out. Al ways whistling. He'd have

this tune, whistle it for days and if, say, | left himon a street corner and he was whistling it,
next tine I'd bunp into himhe'd be continuing it right fromwhere he left off. Just like there
had been no in between. Used to give me the creeps. It was like |I didn 'i exist between the tines

I was with him

But the tunes, see. They'd get stuck in your head. Real catchy. Popular nusic tunes. Pop it was
cal l ed back then, or rock. And then, naybe a week or a nonth |later the same tunes would turn up on
the radi o. And every one went to the nunber one slot. Wrldw de some of them So, | know what
you're thinking. He wote them right? Me too. |I bought the records, but they were all big guys
and well known. He couldn't have been all of them could he?

Al t hough, | nean, he was a God. Still is a God for all 1 know.
The Suburban Book of the Dead
When you wanna nove, its what's in the groove that counts. Janes Brown

Soul is when the only way you can express yourself is to go
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Same fella
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'So,’ said Fergus, as they reached the perforated board-roomdoor 'That is my theory and that is
my plan. Tell me, what do you think?

El vis checked out the alien son-of-a-bitch. 'No shit?" he asked.

‘None whatever. | have checked out ny figures again and again. Mnitored your |life readings and
I"'mcertain that I'mcorrect.’

"Wll then,’ Elvis straightened his shoul ders, turned up his collar and finger-conbed his jet-
bl ack |l ocks. 'Let's kick ass.'

Fergus gazed along the enpty corridor, thinking to glinpse the conforting glint of a multi-

function riot gun as it dipped back into a far doorway. 'I'll leave you to it. Just call out for
M Garstang.'

"No sweat. And fella . . .' Fergus turned. 'Yes?

" Thanks. "

"You night have the decency to put a fellow s coat upon a hanger.' The torturers ignored Ranbo and
continued to strap his unclad body into the steel chair. 'No chance of a cushion | suppose?’ An
anonynous thug, who had just cone on shift, dealt Ranbo a specific blowto the solar plexus. IlI-
manner ed oi k, thought Ranbo. 'Quch,’ he said.

The anonynous thug's equally anonynous conpatriot pressed the self-adhesive discs to the
appropriate quarters. 'This is going to hurt really bad,” he said with relish.

"First prepared is best prepared, old todger. Don't crease the strides, there's an angel.' The
t hugs gave Ranbo a perfunctory thunp or two and left the room 'So this is Christmas ...' sang
Ranbo, although he didn't know quite why.

178

' Ranbo Bl oodaxe?' The voice crackled into the tiled room

"Present,’ said the man in the chair.

"M Bl oodaxe, we have sone questions to ask you.

' Then ask away, ny dear fellow. | have pressing engagenents el sewhere.' The first mnor trenor
| oosened sonme teeth and scranbl ed his goolies.

'Leave off there.' Ranbo howl ed. 'No need for that surely?

"What do you know about SUN?' Ranbo hesitated. Up in the control room

First anonynous torturer: 'Don't be so nean, the power isn't on ration.'

Second anonynous torturer: 'I'msure M Bloodaxe wants to tell us all.’

First anonynous torturer: '"Burn it out of him'

Second anonynous torturer: 'But he seens |ike a nice chap. Ch well. . .'

Rambo Bl oodaxe: 'Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!

Rex turned his face away fromthe viewing panel. '"If you will pardon ne,' he said, turning to

leave. 'l find this quite upsetting.
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Dan offered Rex the sweetest of snmiles. 'No taste for revenge then, Rex? Don't you want to tw ddle
the dials a bit?

"No, | don't. | know what it feels like.'

Dan | aughed. ' Yeah, you certainly squirnmed.' He | ooked sharply at Rex. '"No hard feelings | trust?
"You'll kill him | suppose?

Dan shrugged. 'Maybe yes, maybe no. | will see how

the spirit noves ne.'

Rex chewed upon his lip. 'Just another non-person.

"That's right, Rex. Rubbish, detritus. MIlions nore f

179 I

where he cane from He is nerely a neans to an end. My end. You would do well to bear this in
m nd.'

Rex stared into the narrow face of the Dalai Lana and for a nonent his thoughts were unguarded. It
didn't matter how nuch credit he built up for hinself, there was very little chance of him staying
around for long enough to enjoy it. Dan would sinply use himup and then throw himaway. So much

detritus. And it all just came to himin that single moment. He was goi ng nowhere. Absolutely
nowher e.
"I amhanding in ny resignation,’ said Rex. "I quit.'

Dan | aughed, but there was no humour in it. 'No-one quits, Rex. You don't quit on the Dalai Lana.'
"Well | do, and | have.' Rex turned to | eave.

"Stop him' An anonynous torturer sprang fromhis chair and drew a handgun. Rex turned, kicked the
weapon fromhis grip, punched him hard across the chin. He stooped and snatched up the fallen gun
He turned it upon Dalai Dan. 'I'ma dead nan, aren't |7

Dan shrugged. 'You coul d always reconsider. Put it down now, there's a good boy.'

Rex swal | owed. Wth a shaking hand he levelled the gun towards the Dalai's face. This had all got
suddenly out of control. He no | onger understood what he was doi ng.

Tut down the gun Rex.'
"I think not.' Rex squeezed the trigger. A shot rang out.

Rex Mundi sank to the floor. A gaping wound in the back of his head. The second anonynous torturer
blew into the snoking barrel of his gun. Dan gazed down at the corpse of Rex Mundi. 'Stupid
waste,' said he. 'Get soneone to clear the nmess up and get whatever you can from Bl oodaxe. | shal
be in nmy apartnments. Let me know what you find out.'

180

"Yes sir.' The anonynous torturer turned the body over with his foot and began to root through
Rex' s pockets.

An unconfortable trio edged al ong the executive corridor at Earthers Inc. Lavinius Wsten, his
hands tied securely, was strapped behind G yphus Garstang. Elvis Presley, his face wearing a
nonchal ant smile, strolled ahead, popping his fingers. The nose of a certain gremin-ridden gun
prodded his back. 'Mve on,' ordered Garstang.

ICan't get a clear shot yet,' came a voice over Jason Morgaw's headset. 'He's got Wsten tied on
behind."
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"Stay in touch.' Mdrgaw turned to Fergus Shaman. Fergus shrugged, 'You know ny feelings, it's in
your hands now.'

"W could just open up on himand see what happens.'

"You will not,’ barked the lip-reader. 'You can do what you like with Garstang, but | don't want
to lose any nore nenbers of ny board. |s that clear?

"Yes sir,' said Jason Morgawr .
God' s nose, thought Fergus Shanan
' They' ve taken the lift, sir.’

"Are your teans in place in the research | abs?

"Yes sir. But if we can't get a clear shot at hinP?' Mrgaw glanced at Muingo Madoc. Mingo's | ook
was i ntense

"Play it by ear,' said Jason. Mungo | ooked hi mdaggers. 'Er, sorry sir, no offence taken, | hope.

' Down the hyper-ponic bench,' ordered Garstang. 'Stop at the tank at the end.' Garstang swung
around, dragging Lavinius with him He raised his gun, Hollywod fashion. 'Stay back,’ he shouted.
" Anyone nesses with nme, they both get it.' 'Dead exciting all this.' Elvis stifled a yawn.
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"Down to the end of the bench, wasn't it chief?

"Down to the end, and don't try anything.'

"Sure thing, chief." The threesone reached the end of the bench. 'Just here, chief?
Garstang turned his gun upon Presley. '"Wiat's all this "chief" business?

"Bio-enmontic integration, chief. Failing organi smnmain-taining stasis through neuro-enzine shift.
Nowhere el se to go. Cane in here.'

Elvis thrust his hand into the tank. 'Fergus Shaman copped on, sorry you mssed it.'

Garstang's face expressed a good many things. Sur-prise, shock, horror, anger. There's a |lot you
can do with a Phnaargian face. 'Treachery!' He thrust the nose of his gun up that belonging to

El vis and pressed the button. But the electric pulse struck only enpty air before fading into
space many nmetres away. Then the Phnaargi an special services opened up and there wasn't rnuch tine
left for Garstang's face to display enotion. So he fired off his weapon again and again and again
Until it fed back and bl ew up.

"Ch, help,'" wailed a charred and sorry Wsten. 'A change of underlinen required here.
It was suddenly 3.35 on the afternoon of 7 June 2050 again. The sun still wasn't shining.

Rex took to pacing the floor. It had never been a habit which found great favour with him
Firstly, because it was a waste of valuable viewing tinme and secondly because it involved a good
deal of ducking and diving, if it was to be achieved w thout cracking one's head open upon the
gi |l ded cherub. Now seened a good time for it though. Twenty-three hours had passed and MOTHER had
told him precisely nothing. Surely no-one could go a ful

182

twenty-four hours wi thout watching tel evision? It was unthinkable. Rex checked his chrononeter.
Still two-thirty, he'd have to get that fixed. Rex paced and cursed, cursed and paced. He turned
imploringly to the termnal. 'Cone on,’ he waved his hands frantically. 'Cone on.'

"Holy shit,’ said Elvis Presley. 'Wiere the hell are you, green buddy?
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"Inside, chief. I'"minside your head.

"My head? But how?'

"Tol d you, nowhere else to run. That Garstang was about to put his foot on ne. | had to transfer
my consciousness into the nearest living thing if | was going to survive. | didn't fancy his foot,
so as your head was the second nearest, once he'd knocked you out, | came in here. Somewhat
fortuitous all round, |I'd say, chief.

' Good to have you back, buddy.’

' Cheers. So, when Fergus |l earned that you were at Earthers Inc., he wanted to check you out, see
how come you had survived the tine travel and all. So while you were out cold he ran a brain scan
on you and saw ne in there hiding. He knew that all you needed to do was stick your hand in the
top-up tank for me to fully revive. dever stuff, eh?

"But that Garstang could have done for ne.'
"No chance chief, you're a key figure. No-one wants to do for you. Well, al nost no-one.
"You nean that Dal ai ?'

'Sure do.'

"Wll, as it happens, |'ve been doing a |lot of thinking about him | worked it all out in ny head.
If all this mess in the world is because | screwed up in fifty-eight, then | gotta do sonething
about it, right?

"Right, so back to fifty-eight then, is it?
183

"No chance, not yet anyhow. | gotta sort stuff out here first. W gonna have us a revol ution here,
little green buddy. Shit, what are you groaning for? And, hey, exactly where are we now anyhow?'

They were suddenly inside a bunker. A funny-|ooking woman in a red gi ngham dress, her neck hung
with nmedal s, each of which displayed the grinning face of the Dalai, regarded Elvis with
consi derabl e awe.

"Would you like a cup of tea? Aunty Norma did a little curtsy.

"No tea, thanks ma'am But | could use a beer.' Beside Aunty Norma stood a pair of charred boots
and a neat pile of ash. These didn't offer Elvis a drink.

"You have conme unto nme,' crowed the crone. 'You the born again.
"Peopl e keep telling ne that.' Elvis spied out the TV term nal

"Say,' said he, seating hinself in Uncle Tony's chair. 'No chance of one of mny novies being on, |
guess?’

In Cdeon Towers Rex's ternminal lit up like the fourth of July he knew not hi ng about.

| DENTI FI CATI ON OF SUSPECT CONFI RVED. LOCATI ON FOLLOWS: LATI TUDE 51° 29', LONG TUDE 0° 18'. HAVE
ANOCTHER DAY, MR MJNDI .

"I certainly will.' Rex bounced up and down, cracking his head on the gil ded cherub. 'Gotcha,' he
chirruped. 'GCh, ouch.' Rubbing his skull he danced over to the term nal and bashed through a
direct Iine to Dalai Dan. The Innpst One's face filled the screen

"Nice work,' he said, before Rex had even had tinme to speak. 'Very ingenious, we will take it from
here.' The screen went blank. Rex's jaw fell. 'Wat the . '
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A sudden commotion upon the | anding bel ow drew Rex's attention. And a sudden sense of approaching
danger that he was unable to expl ain.

Sormet hing told himthat big trouble was com ng his way.

"There,’ said a conmpany nedic. 'As good as new.' Mingo Madoc exam ned his ears. You could hardly
see the joins. 'Very good, a quick clean job, expertly per-forned. W can all |earn sonething from
this, can't we, Fergus?

"I pride nyself on a job well done,' he replied.

"And M Presley. Back in the right place and the right time, | trust?

"'Have no fear of that, sir. W've seen the last of him'

Jason Morgaw burst into the room 'It's Presley,’ he gasped. 'He's back on Earth.'
"Yes thank you, Morgaw. W all know that, he's back in 1958, about to take the draft.

"Ch no he's not, sir. He's sitting down there right now, plotting to overthrow the Dalai Lama. M
Madoc? Coul d soneone help nme pick M Madoc up? Are you all right, sir?

Rex peeped down through the roof hatch on to the |anding bel ow He saw Deat hbl ade Eric and Ranbo
Bl oodaxe creep up the stairs and approach his doorway. Rex had |eft the door ajar. Ranbo put his
finger to his lips and nudged Eric, who was carrying an enornous handgun. Half of Eric's head
appeared to be missing. At a signal from Ranbo, Eric burst into Rex's apartnent. Ranbo foll owed
himin. Rex gave them a nmonent before shinning dowmn the netal |adder, slanming shut the door and
engagi ng the anti-theft devices. 'Like rats in a trap,

185

he observed. Mich shouting and beating i ssued fromw thin, but once | ocked and bolted the door
woul dn't be bothering about that. Rex gave it a little pat.

"Two in the can for later.' He upped the | adder once nore and clinbed into the air car. Canopy
down, straps on, identification confirned.

"Latitude fifty-one degrees, twenty-nine minutes. Longitude, zero degrees, eighteen ninutes. And
fast please.' The car dragged itself clear of the roof and swng away into the gl oom Rex belled
through to the Dalai. Ad Innbst One's face appeared on the dash screen

'"Rex, my dear boy. Sonething | can do for you?
"l have further good news to report.
"You never cease to amaze ne.'

' The bounty on Ranbo Bl oodaxe.' Bounty was a poorly chosen word. 'The bonus | nean.' Rex wondered
just how far Dan's tel epathic powers extended.

' The bonus, yes,’ said Dan.
"Does it still hold good?

"My word is nmy bond, Rex. But Bl oodaxe and his flesheaters died during the Fundamentalist mssile
attack, surely.'

"Happily not. Although | have no idea how they escaped. There's another one with him | have them
hel d prisoner in ny apartnent. You have only to have them collected."'

' Most enterprising, Rex. My congratul ations.'
"You'll have ny account credited then?

"Most certainly. Were exactly are you now, Rex?

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...on%2001%20-%20Armageddon%20The%20Musical.txt (84 of 150) [1/19/03 10:02:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%20-%20A rmageddon%2001%20-%20A rmageddon%20The%20M usical .txt

Rex made crackling sounds with his mouth. 'Sorry, getting a lot of static. I'll have to call you
back.' He switched off the dash screen. The air car flew on, its engines coughing fitfully.

Rex was |eft alone, or so he hoped, with his thoughts.
186

Sonet hi ng strange had happened. Sonehow he had known that Ranbo and Eric were on their way up to
kill him But how? ESP? The Dalai's gifts couldn't be rubbing off on him could they? He wasn't
altogether sure that the Dalai's gifts were all that reliable anyway. The Living God Ki ng seened
sonewhat fallible, to say the |least. But something strange was goi ng on and sonmehow the nystery
man in the photograph was at the heart of it. Aword or two with him in private, mght yield up
all manner of interesting information. The air car informed himthat it was about to | and and ran
through its programred routine of solace . . . should any accident occur

" Om mani - padme- hum ' sang Rex Mundi. It was a catchy little nunber after all. The air car whacked
down on to fanmiliar territory. Rex screwed on his weatherdone and lifted the canopy. He clinbed
out .

"Aunty Norma's,’ he whistled. 'Now there's a thing.'

A Nenmesis security craft was parked near at hand and two heavily-arned thugs swung round to face
his arrival. Rex recognized themas his forner torturers. 'Hello Rex,' M ckey Ml kuth addressed
hi m on the open channel. 'How s your |uck?

"It varies,' he cautiously approached the stun-suited duo. 'Have you nmade any arrests then?
"Arrests? Naughty, naughty. Wanted for questioning is all.’

"Questioning? Yes, | see. And you have apprehended your suspect?' Rex stepped warily across the
rubbl e-strewn | andscape surrounding his forner hone. It was grimand sonehow it now seened even
gri nmer than he renmenbered

"Fl own the coop,’ said Mal kuth. He indicated the open bunker door. 'There was an old girl down
there. But

187
we coul dn't get any sense out of her.' Rex's stonach dropped. He stunbled towards the bunker

"l shouldn't goin, if | were you, Rex. It's a bit nessy, if you know what | nean.' Ml kuth's
| aughter rang in Rex's ears. He fell through the bunker door and tore off his weatherdone. And he
remenbered that snell. That stale rancid snell. The snell of hopel ess dooned poverty.

The bunker was as it always had been. Candles burned in the tiny wall shrine, where an out-of -
regi ster photo of Dan grinned at nothing. Next to it was a sketch of Uncle Tony scrawl ed on a can
| abel in Rex's chil dhood hand. The two chairs faced the term nal screen

Aunty Norma |lay face down before them Her face discoloured and hardly recogni zabl e. One hand was
twi sted unnaturally into the pile of ash which had once been Uncle Tony. Into this her dying
fingers had clawed a single name. Dan. Tears ran from Rex's eyes. He gazed down at the broken
body. Up at the term nal screen. It blazed colourfully, eternally. Dan's face was there, grinning
i ke a wol f.

Rex ran his fingers lightly over his aunt's hair, rose to his feet and put his boot through the
term nal screen.
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. ,” was with the foundation fromsixty-three until sixty-eight, when it went conpletely
underground. If it's still in existence then | don't know where. But he's still around, 1 can tel
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you that. Once you've seen how he works, you don't forget. | see stuff in the papers and | say,
that's him That's the God. As | say, 1 joined in sixty-three, approached in the street, the usua
thing. Their techni qgue never altered. Never had to. Wiy inprove on perfection 11 was just one nore
di sillusioned kid. Bunmed out of high school. These guys just honmed right in. Al sniles,
handshakes, first-nanme terns. Like they'd known ne all of their lives. Invited ne up to one of
those weekend retreats and | never left. Not for five years. W were changing the world. O

t hought we were. And we did it all for him He was al ways ahead of everybody el se. Knew exactly
what was com ng, when and where. So we were always one junp ahead. Fashion, nusic. Misic. He was
responsible for it all, you know All that sixty-seven thing. Haight Ashbury, Wodstock, Oasley's

add. You nane it. Hendrix, The Doors, The Grateful Dead ... Shit, The Beatles, man, soneone told
me that he'd set all that up. Tipped off Brian Epstein, lent himthe noney, everything. Engineered
it all. And he never wote a single word down. Kept it all in his head. W were | aying the stones,

that's what he said. Sone tinmes back then lean tell you. Yeah, the foundation, what don't |
remenber about the foundation

The Suburban Book of the Dead
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That whi ch can be thought is not true. Hi ndoo proverb
J think therefore | am French proverb

The acid rain began to fall. The Nemesis security craft had | ong since departed. Rex sat al one
upon the rubble before his late aunt's bunker. Hi ssing droplets sneared over his weatherdone. He
sighed long and hard. Fifty years in a hole in the ground, and for what? Rex clinbed to his feet.
For nothing. Just another non-person. He needed a drink. He needed a big drink. Wth a very final
| ook toward his fornmer home he returned to the air car and called up the co-ordinates of the
Tonor rowmran Tavern. 'And fast,’ he said.

"Fergus, why do you think it is that I'mlosing all confidence in you?" Mngo was propped up in
hi s boardroom chair. Tubes, dangling froman assortnment of col oured bottles strung above him
vani shed into various parts of his anatomy. He didn't | ook the picture of health.

Fergus could only shrug hel pl essly. He thought he probably knew the reasons.

Jason Morgaw was grinning behind his hands. At length he rose to speak. 'If | mght just say a
word or two,' he ventured.

"Ch yes, Jason.' Fergus winced. 'Wat would you like to say?

"Well, sir. The fact that M Presley is still here in the present, need not necessarily be such a
terrible thing." Fergus brightened, Jason was back on his side, surely. Wat a decent fellow.

190

"Although M Shaman has clearly nade a grave error in judgenment-' and none nore so than just then
t hought Fergus '-the situation can still be turned to our ultinmate advantage.'

"I like what |I'm hearing, Jason. Please continue.

"Certainly sir, thank you. | just wondered if | might sound you out upon the subject of
Ar mageddon. '

Mungo clutched at his heart. The dangling bottles gurgled. Mingo gurgled. 'Armgeddon?
"Wll, not so much the real thing. None of us want the series to end, do we?

Mungo shook his head gravely. 'W do not.'

"Well, it occurs to nme that it mght not be altogether a bad thing if we just let this Presley get
on with whatever he has in mnd. It's bound to go down well with the viewers. | understand froma
recent poll that his antics on the Nenesis show were extrenmely well received. Now if we could just
jolly things along a bit. | have a certain scenario in mnd which mght just do the business.'
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"To do with Arnmageddon?
"Wll, inawy. I'll work out all the figures and get it costed. Then I'll get back to you.'
"And you are suggesting that in the neanwhile we do nothing at all?

" Absol utely nothing. Just trust nme.

"Do absolutely nothing,' Mingo sank into his chair and began to suck his thunb. 'Absolutely
nothing. | like the sound of that.'

The | ounge boy dowsed Rex down with decontani nant as he passed through the plastic flaps. Rex
entered the uncrowded bar. The one-eyed barman met his approach with an unfaltering stare. 'What
do you want?' he said, wthout charm

191
Rex cradl ed his weat herdone. ' Tonorrowran Brew, nega-|arge,’
'Eyeball the screen.' Rex hesitated. 'Eyeball or butt out. It's all the same to ne,’

Rex eyeballed. "My, ny,’ the proprietor raised a matted eyebrow, 'you've cone into sone scratch
| ately. The wages of sin, eh?" He glanced at Rex and decanted a triple neasure. '"Still it's of no
consequence to ne. But the pox on you, nonetheless, for it.'

"Your very good health.' Rex drained the fetid cup in three short gulps. 'Another of simlar.'
" And have one yoursel f |andlord?

Rex didn't dignify the remark with a reply. M ne host splashed short neasure. 'To the line,’ said
Rex.

' Conpany man then, are you?' The barman passed the cup across the unspeakable bartop. 'Station
boy?'

"I just quit.'
' Buddhavi si on car though. Saw you come down.'
"l haven't quit officially as yet.' Rex stared dispiritedly into his spirits.

"No-one quits, asshole. No-one." Wth this said the barnman took hinmself off to business el sewhere.
Rex ferried his drink to as distant a corner as he could find. Here he sank into a plasti que scoop-
chair of near antique construction

Delving into one of his nunerous pockets he fought free a pack of Kharma Cools and flipped one

i nexpertly toward his nmouth. He drew deeply on it, chemicals flared and Rex filled his lungs with
toxic relaxant. He held the snmoke a full five seconds before releasing it in a turquoise plune
through his currently serviceable left nostril. Rex turned the packet between his fingers. The

Dal ai's face grinned up at himabove the notto 'You' re never alone with a Kharna Cool'. Rex tipped
out the two renaining

192
cigarettes before crushing the packet to oblivion. He wasn't a happy man

Somet hi ng gnawed away at his insides and it wasn't sinply hunger or the senseless killing of his
aunt. Nor the Dal ai's col dbl oodedness nor his sister's contenpt.

It was something nuch nore. He was up to his neck in sonething, but he had no idea what. Perhaps
that was it. The hel pl essness. Lack of control. Rex struggled to put it into words, but his |ack
of vocabul ary proscribed it. H G WlIls once said that every word of which a man is ignorant
represents an idea of which he is ignorant. That Rex was wal ki ng proof of the great man's

hypot he-si s woul d doubtless cone as little consolation to either of them Rex funed. He sucked
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upon his cigarette, downed his second triple, rose gloonily and hunched back to the bar counter
for arefill.

The one-eyed barman was squeezing his spots. Rex rattled his cup neaningfully upon the bartop
' Shop,' said he.

The barkeep exam ned a pus-bespattered fingertip. 'Another? You are a prodigi ous bi bber, and
there's a fact for you.'

'Eyebal|l the screen is it?

Bar keep angl ed a cracked bottle toward Rex's cup. 'Conscience pricking?
"Fuck you,’ Rex replied.

"Articulate fellow, aren't you,' the barman observed. 'Man of action.'

Rex eyed the barman. History records that when lost for words nmany prefer the use of violence to
enforce a point. This well-attested trui smwas not unknown to the professional behind the bar, who
now took a deliberate step back. 'You'd love to, wouldn't you?
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Rex shook his head. 'It's not you. You just happen to be here.' He accepted his drink. 'Have one
yoursel f.'

The barman grinned and decanted a large libation of the denon brew into an unnaturally clean gl ass
of his own. 'What's on your m nd?

Rex shook his head. 'I only wish | knew.'

"Not a lot of time nowadays for too much self exam na-tion. Look at them. . .' He gestured with
his drink-clutching hand towards his patrons. These sat, a row of dunm es |ined up along the bar
counter. Drinks in hands, eyes fixed upon the screens, earning credits. 'No-one thinks any nore.
Free thought is tantanmount to heresy. Thought inplies doubt. Doubt equals subversion. Sub-version
| eads to anarchy. Anarchy is heresy. Round in a circle. Like sone unholy mandala. |1'd not go
troubling yourself with too nuch thought, if | were you.'

"I'f you were ne?'

' Conpany car. Roons above ground, |'Il wager. Big credits with MOTHER You're a whizzkid boy.
You' re the business.'

"So | should say thank you, | suppose?
"That's the system you're a part of it. Wat else do you expect? What el se do you want?
"Integrity? Rex suggested.

The barman fell about in mirth. 'Excuse nme,' he wiped tears fromhis cheek, '"It's a long tine
since | heard that word. Are you sure you know what it neans?

" And what of you, then? Running this plague pit, you are above it all, | suppose?
"Ch no, pal.' The barman shook his head violently, causing his false eye to turnit's pupil into
his skull. "I"mjust like you. Avictim W're all victins. There is themand there is us. W're

never going to be them no matter what we do. W're us. You're us. A victim a non-person
- 194

cog in the great wheel, nunber on the screen. The only difference between you and me is that you
haven't corne to terms with it yet.

Rex glowered into his cup. 'But it doesn't have to be like that. It shouldn't be like that.'
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"Maybe it shouldn't. How should I know? But it is and possibly it always has been. So what are you
goi ng to do? Change the worl d?'

"I mght just do that,’

'No. Pl ease, please.' The barman clutched at his sides, |aughing hideously. 'Too rmuch fine hunour
in one day. Change the world indeed! A crapulous comic, so you are.' He topped Rex's cup w thout
charge, and sauntered away chuckling i nmoderately. Rex stubbed out his cigarette upon a leg of his
radi ati on suit and thought grimthoughts.

A sudden altercation now occurred which sent Rex ducking for cover. Between the plastic flaps
voi ces were being raised, blows exchanged. The barnman nmade haste al ong the counter and brought a
knobkerrie into play. Rex peeped over a tabletop. Just don't let it be Ranbo Bl oodaxe, he prayed
wi t hout shane.

I"monly doing nmy job,” wailed a small voice.

"Look at my CGoddamm suit,’ canme a larger voice. A small head was soundly cuffed, and its owner

the pail-toting lounge boy, entered the inner flap with a kind of awkward cartwheel which

term nated i n concussi on agai nst the bar counter. The owner of the head-cuffing hand now fol | owed
the i nadequate acrobat into the bar. He was a tall, handsone young nan, wearing a mag-nificent, if
now slightly sodden, gold lanme suit. And Rex knew that face immediately. It was the face of the
mystery man hinsel f. The face of the photograph. Killer side-burns, thought Rex.
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"What's your ganme then?' The barman shinned over the bar counter and bore down upon the | ounge
boy's attacker, knobkerrie raised.

' Take a hi ke buddy.' The nystery man threw an unusual punch, which canme with as nmuch surprise to
the barman as it did to Rex. Only nore painfully so. He then brought a blue suede foot into
action. Rex watched in fascination. O d Adam Earth favoured the ancient Tibetan fighting technique
known as Di mac, when dis-posing of the Dalai's woul d-be assassins, but this was sonething far nore
convi nci ng.

"Coes with the sickle,' said the nmystery nan, enig-matically. Rex pondered upon a course of
action. How ever the | arge amount of Tonorrowran Brew now burning its way through his stomach
lining made cogita-tion difficult.

"That's him chief.' Rex heard the curious voice, al-though he couldn't see its owner

"You certain? The nystery nan addressed this ques-tion to the air.

Sure thing chief. The old dame in the bunker showed us the picture, renenber?

"He | ooks like shit.'

Hardly surprising. Best tackle himnow eh?

No sweat.' Elvis approached Rex Mundi. Rex sought invisibility wthout success. 'Hey fella, 1'd
like a word with you.' Rex weighed up his chances. The barman was down and out, the punters,
monentarily interrupted fromtheir viewing, had nowreturned to it. This was what was once call ed
a one-to-one situation. Rex raised an unconvincing fist.

"Have a care,' he said. 'l know Di nmac.

Elvis raised calmng palms. 'l ain't looking to fight. |I just want to nove nouth with you, is
all.'

196

" Eh?'
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"Talk. Sit down, no problem' Rex sat down. He al nost made the chair. Elvis helped himup on to
it. 'There. You OK?

"I don't feel all that clever as it happens.'

"You'l | be OK. The nane's Rex, right?

Rex nodded carefully. 'l don't think we've been for-mally introduced."'

"The King, just call ne the King.'

Why? wondered Rex. 'As you please,’ he said. 'So what do you have on your m nd, your mgjesty?
"Revolution,” said Elvis Presley.

197
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the records? You nean the al buns, right? Everybody al ways asks about the al buns. A quarter
maybe half a nmillion of them | guess, and growing all the time. And he kept them noving around,
never in the same place for long. They were stored at the foundation at the first off, he had them
guarded day and night. Then he said that they should be noved out. They went into containers, we
wor ked on shifts, took us nearly three weeks to load themup. Then they travelled. Al over the
country. Al new, all nmint condition, still in the cellophane waps, never played. |nagine a
collection like that and he never played them This would be late in sixty-eight and he was
getting real reclusive by then. W'd get phonecalls and stuff, nothing in witing of course. Some
times we wouldn't hear fromhimfor weeks. And there were a |lot of hassles. A lot of people asking
awkwar d questions, and none of us had any answers. Things got real bad about then. People stopped
smling, do you know what | mean ?

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

"Kidnap the Dalai Lama?' Rex clutched at his nar-cotized head. 'That is what you are saying? He
ex-am ned his fingers; between themwere small knots of dead hair.

"Sure thing, buddy.'

"l woul d suggest that it was anything but. But why
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him why not Pope Joan or L. Ron Hubbard the twenty-third?
"All in good time. | gotta personal score to settle.'

Rex could feel the roomcircling. 'Let nme get this straight. You are telling ne that the Dala
Lama is the what?

The enlightened | ook we have cone to know, if not perhaps to | ove, was once nore upon the face of
Elvis Presley. 'Ant-eye-Christ.' (Well, that's how he pro-nounced it.) 'Ant-eye-Christ.

"Antichrist. Sorry, this is all somewhat unexpected.'

"l have seen the future. It's nuch |ike the past, only worse.

"l never expected nmuch el se. Who are you?

‘"l told you. Are you sure we got the right guy?" The question wasn't directed toward Rex.
"Sure thing, chief. He's your nman.'

"Who said that?

"l have a sprout in nmy head,' Presley explained.
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"Ah,' said Rex. It was a very neaningful "ah'. 'l have to take a spray now and very probably throw
up. If you will excuse ne?
"I'"l'l bust your head if you try to | eave.'

"Yes, indeed. Now |l et me just recap. Revolution, kid-nap, the Antichrist, and a sprout in your
head.'

"That's about the size of it.

"Friend,' said Rex. 'l don't know what you are on. But it certainly is not what I'mon." Wth no
further cooments to make, Rex fell forward across the table and fromthere to the fl oor

"He's out of it for now, chief,' cane a voice fromthe rear of Presley's skull. 'Best away to a
pl ace of safety with himuntil he sobers up.’

"W coul d have a drink before we go.
200

The Tine Sprout drew Presley's attention to Rex, who was now puking silently in his narcotic
sl unbers. 'Best not, eh?

'So then what?'

"So then he hel ped Rex up and they went off screen, sir.' Fergus sniled, a little too conplacently
for Mungo's liking. 'We can't be everywhere. Mst places, yes, but not everywhere.'

Mungo sniffed pollen. "W refoliated that planet, every leaf, flower, nould and fungus al
broadcasting back to us. There can't be any bl ank spots, surely?

"Wll, we've |lost Rex before. There are dead areas all over, we never needed to pay them nmuch
attention before now.'

"So we can't see what they are up to?

"Not until they break cover again. But | night suggest the suspense angle. Both of them are geared
up to take sone sort of revenge, don't you think?

"Ki ndly expound further.
'Rex Mundi mnust be pretty put out over his aunt, and Elvi. '

'Yes Fergus, the nercurial and inspired M Presley?

"Bit of an unknown quantity, | agree. But |I'msure he can be chivvied along in the right
direction.'

"l can't imagine upon what evidence you can possibly base that supposition.
"Ch, wheels are in notion,' lied Fergus Shaman. 'Any nore nmenos from Jason Morgaw ?'

"Hourly," Miungo replied. 'Al though none telling me the all inportant news that he has stopped the
spread of the virus. Mst read |like the outpourings of some crazed evangelist. If | were an
uncharitable chap | might be led to the conclusion that M Mrgaw
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was pulling sone kind of fast one. Your thoughts on this, Fergus.'

"M ne, as ever, nirror your own, sir. A shady custonmer and no mi stake. One of the late M
Garstang's confidants, or so | understand.'

"Well, you just keep a close eye on him Let ne know exactly what he's up to, there's a good

file:/l/F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...on%2001%20-%20Armageddon%20The%20Musical.txt (91 of 150) [1/19/03 10:02:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%20-%20A rmageddon%2001%20-%20A rmageddon%20The%20M usical .txt
fellow'
"I certainly will, sir. Sonmething of an upstart, our M Mirgaw. Not of the old school, |ike us.'
' Maybe so, just keep ne inforned.’

Fergus smled his friendly snile. Mungo Madoc was clearly in a full-time state of confusion. If he
pl ayed his cards right all kinds of possibility mght present themselves.

I'"'moff the hook here, thought Fergus Shaman

Ch no, you're not, thought Mungo Madoc. He might not actually be able to read m nds. But he hadn't
got where he had got by being a conplete pillock

' Aaaaaaaaaaaaagh, ow and ouch.' A good many hours had passed away, but these did nothing to spare
Rex Mundi from a hangover of massive proportions. Rex tore at his skull, uprooting further
di scouragi ng clunps of hair. 'Wwere aml?

Elvis stirred life into the fire. Above it hung a bl acken-ing coffee pot. 'How are you doi ng?
"Not well,' Rex did some futile eye focusing. 'Wiere aml, or did | ask that already?

"You did. You are down below.' Elvis managed to get the sufficiently sonbre tone into that. 'Down
in the depths. You' ve been here before, haven't you?

Rex nodded, he'd been here before, although he couldn't recall exactly how 'Is it safe?
"Free from the bio-scan.

202

"The bio-what? No, don't tell ne.'

'Have sone coffee. There's a whole mess of things | gotta tell you.'

Mess is probably right, thought Rex, which was ab-solutely right.

Dan fed the slimbeads into his ears and jacked into the holophon . . . Wl since ny baby left ne
It felt even worse than before. C oser sonehow and nore threaten-ing. The words approached him

at great speed, as if wishing to physically assault him Were once they had been haunting and

mel ancholy, now they were down-right offensive. They buffeted himin the face, probed through the

pores of his skin. Invaded him They lay in his stomach |ike | eaden weights. Dan jerked and

twitched. It hurt. And the face of SUN leered at him Put the blue suede boot in and kicked him

agai n and agai n and agai n.

"And that,' said Rex, when Elvis had finally run hinself dry of exposition, 'is a m ndbender to
end all mind-benders.'

"How do you think | feel? Elvis sipped cold coffee. Rex turned his chipped cup between his
unwashed fingers. Another nail was comi ng | oose

"And so to cut a long story short,’” said he, 'you were kidnapped in 1958 by a visitor from outer
space, who travelled back through tinme by means of a sprout, which you now have in your head.'

El vis nodded. 'And this visitor fromspace and his chuns have nani pul ated the entirety of human
history so they can broadcast it as a television showon their planet.' Elvis nodded yet again.
Rex shook his head. 'And the present situation on Earth is sonehow all your fault because you
joined the Army."'

203
Elvis hung his head. 'Joined up. Led an entire genera-tion to disaster.’

'So what are you doi ng here? Surely you should be back in nineteen-whatever, not joining the
Arny.'
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"Ch and | will. But | gotta sort things out here first, just to be on the safe side.’

"And this sorting out of things includes the over-throw of the Dalai Lama, whom you claimto be
the Antichrist?

Elvis grinned. 'That's it. | had a revelation see. The Presleys belong to the First Assenbly of
God. My famly have revelations all the tine.'

"Yes,' Rex agreed, 'although this is sonmething of a revolutionary revelation.'
"Revol utionary revelation.' Elvis chewed it over. 'l |like the way you think, brother,’

"Dan is a shit,' said Rex, in all candour, 'but the Antichrist, | think you are on a wong'n
there. He's a buddhist for one thing.' Elvis didn't appear to be listen-ing. He was whistling
"Dixie'". Rex put aside his cup and clinbed carefully to his feet. Patting down the knees of his
radiation suit. 'Well it's all nost interesting and | really do wi sh you the best of luck. You
nmust | et nme know how you get on.'

The whistler ceased his whistling. ' Going somewhere? he asked.
" Thought 1'd take a bit of a stroll. Thanks for the coffee.’
"He's going to make a run for it, chief,' came a snmall green voice.
' How do you do that?

"He thinks you are a stone-bonker, chief.'
"Should | give hima little snmack? El vis asked.

I'"d give hima large one, if | were you.'
'Easy now,' Rex put up his hands. 'No need for any
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viol ence. We're both on the sanme side really. As it happens,’

' Show hi m your doodad, chief.' Rex flinched. A honb-sexual rapist, that was all he needed.

' The doodad, sure thing,” Elvis delved into a gol den pocket and brought out the small bl ack
contrivance which he had Iifted whilst on Phnaargos.

"Fi gured no-one woul d ever believe a Goddanm word | said,’” said the King, "so | took ne a

souvenir. Cop your whack for this, our Kkid,

' Excuse ne?

"Sorry Buddy. It's the tine travel, |1've picked up all sorts of weird stuff,
Rex drew back. 'Diseases and such |ike?

"No. Figures of speech. And other figures. Equations and stuff,

El vis passed the doodad to Rex, who took it gingerly. 'What does it do?

"It's a pocket transceiver. MIti-band. Bio-plasnmic, of course. Utilising a cross polarization of
beta-particles with mininal doppler shift, due to its advanced pseudopodia,’ said the Tine Sprout,
informatively. Thnaargi an state-of-the-art stuff, chief,’

Rex nodded thoughtfully. 'Has it macro-equalisation through quasi-spectrum nexus bicordial s?

"Er, unf’
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' Does the rheostat inmpede throughout the red-diactinic field variabl es?
"Er, un®’
"You looking for a fat lip, buddy? Elvis asked.
"Sorry,' Rex replied. "But | draw the line at being tal ked down to by a vegetabl e,
"He's a great little guy when you get to know him’
Rex let that one slide by. 'So, what does this do then?
205

"Just press the red button and adjust the distance control,’” Elvis told him Rex held the thing at
arms length and did so. Light emanated fromthe slimblack box and formed into a fuzzy but self-
cont ai ned hol ogram of the outside world. Rex was entranced. Hol ographies were hardly new to him
but this was sonething nore. Live hol ographies? That couldn't be done, could it? He twi ddled the
di stance knob and brought the image to clarity. It focused and then passed on. Through walls,
across broken streets, into dank homesteads, through further walls. On and on. Rex turned it in a
circle. The inmage remained before him but the outside world span through it. The Nenesis Bunker
appear ed upon the horizon. A great concrete pyramd, its peak piercing the cloud cover. Rex angl ed
up the doodad and zooned in upon it. The roving eye, drawing its information fromthe nould and
Iichen, shrubs and nobsses, penetrated the bunker's outer defences. Pierced the heating ducts and
inner partitions, crossed the studio floor. Entered the sanctum of the Dal ai Lama.

"There's a sound button,' Elvis indicated, Rex pressed.
"It's dowmn at the end of lonely street at Heartbreak Hotel .’

"Holy shit,' cried Presley. 'That's one of mine. That son-of-a-bitch is playing ny mnusic. Hear
that, fella. AmIl the King or am| the King? O what?

"But that's classical nmusic. |1've heard that stuff on the Educational when | was a child. Uncle
Tony loved all that. But it nust be . '

" Must be?'
'Must be a hundred years old.'

"Very nearly. N nety-four to be exact. Recorded in Nashville, Scotty Mdore on guitar, Bill Black
on sl apback bass. First nunber one single, first gold record.' Elvis sang
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along with hinmself. Rex's jaw fell. Only one man in history ever had a voice like that. And Rex
was now staring at that very fellow The goal posts had just been shifted. As the saying of the day
went; this man was the real Lieutenant MCoy.

"Then you really are . Rex's voice did all the appropriate quivering and quavering. 'Really

are . '
'"Real ly am buddy."'

Tan Paisley,’ gasped Rex, winging the final bit of life fromthat particul ar joke.

207
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sure, | heard about the records. Because it's ny business, a collection like that. Miso's
dream The word was that he had the lot. And all the bootlegs. Qut-takes. Gash over-dubs, backing
tapes. Ten years worth, or so it was said. |'mtalking 1970 now, you know, when the place went up
Vell, a guy | know said that He was in there, The God. It was a major explosion. Blew in the bar
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wi ndows. | got cut with the flying glass. See this scar. And this. They say it was the CIA or the
FBI but who can say? Anyhow, there's a lot of theories, you can believe what you like. The God got
killed, the God didn't get killed, the records went up in the blast or they didn't. Strangest one
I heard was that the entire collection was sonme kind of conputer program right? Sounds off the

wal |, I know, but consider this. If you take the conplete nusical output of an entire generation
the whol e damm I ot, then don't you have sonething? A kind of a soul, perhaps. The soul of a
generation. | mean it's there in the nusic. W all knowit's in the nusic, somewhere, right.

Anybody who's ever really listened knows it's there. Somewhere.
The Suburban Book of the Dead

Rex zoomed in upon the bed chanber of his sister. She was indulging in her second favourite
pastine. Her first Rex considered to be the persecution of hinself.

209
'Focus that up, boy,' choked Elvis. 'Lord alive, ook at that baby.'

"You see, | actually did you in history,' Rex explained. 'My aunty,' he paused a nmonent in sad
reflection. 'My aunty was a fundamentalist for a while, one of Hubbard's. Wen L. Ron the third
amal gamated with the Gospel Church of America, wherever that was, back in the nineties, they were
very big on the nusical nessage.'

"Ch yeah.' The tine traveller seemed sonewhat dis-tracted. 'Can you bring up the sound? | want to
hear the noaning,’

"Yes,' Rex continued. "As | renenber it, there was the Reverend Al Green, Aretha Franklin, this
guy called diff sonebody, who never grew old. And a M chael Jackson, although he would be after
your period. Hs big evangelical crusades were in the late nineties. But you, | did you of course.
Al'l the nystical stuff.'

"Mystical ?* Elvis turned hima fleeting glance.

' The hard-to-understand stuff. "Wwoden Heart", | did that. | passed through with an A grade for ny
"Met a- physi cal exposition on the socio-political ranmifications of the Latin prayer sequence in
"Wboden Heart' ".'

"Latin prayers, are you crazy?' Elvis dragged hinself nonmentarily fromthe erotic hol ogram ' That
was Ger-man, | sang one verse in CGernan.'

Rex made a puzzled face, 'German, is that another dead | anguage?

"Wasn't when | sang it. Say fella, what is that the fat woman has strapped to her nose? It |ooks
like a false ...

"It is,' sighed Rex.

"dory be,' said Elvis.

Ranbo Bl oodaxe was |odged in a small cell of no
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particul ar charm sonewhere in the sub-basenent of the Nemesis Bunker. He was sore.

"Eric,’ said Ranbo.

"I think so,’” cane the honest reply.

Eric, is this what we have cone to?

It does have the appearance of being that very thing.'

A sad and sorry circunstance, old chap friend of nmine.'
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"How are the nuts, Ranbo?
"Smarting, ny dear fellow, still smarting.'
"You told a jolly fine tale though.'

Ranbo sighed and delicately stroked his singed puden-dum "All done to save us a further
whacki ng. '

"My menory is sadly deficient, but you appeared to ne to be telling a nost shameful quantity of
untruths, for the nost part.’

"Merely giving them food for thought and us a chance of survival.'

"I felt your confession that we were in the pay of the Hubbard organi zation to be quite inspired.
And all that folderol about the Nemesis security network having been infiltrated, spiffing stuff.

"I think it was the revelation that the Dalai planned to replace the station's union
representation with bl ackleg | abour that really swng it. They switched off the power and downed
tools around that tine.'

'l do fear that there is a good chance of us shortly being runbl ed, nonethel ess.’

' The thought is in the very forefront of ny mnd, Eric. W nust put escape at the very top of our
priority list.'

'Ranbo?' said FEric.
"Eric?

" Rambo, should we succeed in escape, do you feel it possible that sone surgery m ght be nade
available to
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me in the head departnent? Bits of ny brain are still comng away between ny ringers and | fee
certain that nmy reason is likely to becone severely inpaired as a result.

"Perhaps if you ceased to stand upon your head it would hel p,” Ranbo suggest ed.
"Oh,’ said Eric. 'l thought it was you doing that.
"Killer,” Elvis nade pelvic thrusts. 'Now | have seen everything. | wonder who she is.

She's ny sister.'

Your sister? Shit man, anyone on this planet not in your famly? | mean, no offence neant.'

None taken, | assure you, but between us both, don't you think that we should get down to the
nitty gritty as it were?

' Then you believe, right?

Rex put up his hands, they still needed a wash. 'I'mnot saying | believe everything, but that,’
he indi cated the doodad Elvis had snatched fromhim 'that | do believe. Wth a thing like that,
you could pull off all manner of things.' Rex thought on, the possibilities were, to him endless.

El vis | ooked severely put out. 'You believe in this giznm but you don't believe in ne.'
For one terrible moment Rex thought he was going to smash the doodad to smthereens.

"No, wait,’ cried Rex. '"Wait, | want to show you something.' He delved into his radiation suit and
pro-duced the photograph the Dalai had given him 'See this, aml or am| not one of your
fol |l owers?
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Elvis stared at it in anazenent. He stared at Rex in anmzenent.
' Goddamm,’ he swore, and that | ook of enlightennent
212

(yes, that one) shone upon his flawess face. 'l see it all now. One of my foll owers, you were
just checking nme out to see if | was the genuine article. But you knewit all the tine, didn't
you?'

"OfF course | did.' Rex relieved Elvis of the precious doodad. 'There can only be one King,' said
he. 'l had to be sure.'

"Then you're with ne?
Tut your trust in nme,’ said Rex Mundi.

"Assassinate ne?" Dan made wild gesticulations to man and God alike. 'Assassinate little nme?" Rex
nodded gravely. They were in the sanctum of the Innpbst One, all swathes of silk and soaring
erotically-painted colums. Blue sky to every side.

"That's about the shape of it, Dan.’

"No, no, no. Madness, madness.' Dan paced the floor wth gusto.

"Ch, it's certainly that, Dan.' Rex |azed upon the Dalai's settee, drink in hand.
"Why ne? Why ne? Yog- Sot hot h, why me?

'The guy reckons that you are the Antichrist.' Rex gazed into his gl ass.

' The what ???'

"Ant -eye-Christ. He considers hinself to be upon some kind of Divine Mssion.'

T knew it. | just knewit. | felt this coming. How did you get out of there anyway?
"It wasn't easy. Between you and ne, | told the fellowlies.’

' Good boy. And where is he now?

"Down in the caverns, | suppose. But you'll never find himdown there.'

"Rex,' said Dan. 'My dear boy. My own dear boy. | am
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surrounded by traitors, ne'er-do-wells, heretics and bl oody unions. The Antichrist! I'ma
Buddhi st, for fuck's sake.'

"Such would seemto be the case. |I did broach the matter of the theol ogical inconsistency, but he
remai ned adanmant .

"What am| to do?
"You are asking ne, |nnpst One?

"Ah,' Dan shrugged his shoul ders, w thout conviction. 'OF course not, dear boy. No, no.

'O course not, Innmpst One. You were speaking rhetori-cally, | understand. The Divinely Inspired
One woul dn't seek advice fromlesser nortals. You were, | believe, nerely enquiring ny opinion of
the current dilenma and suppositions based upon ny personal experience of this heretic.'

"Exactly. Got it in one,’
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"I''m honoured that you should spare valuable no-nments to hear the words of your hunble and devoted
servant.' Rex was really warmng to the situation. He could never have previously hoped to get
away wWith such bl atant sarcasm But now, the previously alluded to goal posts had been noved. The
pitch queered.

"And you are sure it's this nman, the same nan?

Rex pulled out the now autographed photograph and laid it upon the black marble desk. 'H m
"SUN,"' said the Dalai Lana.

' Father?' said Rex.

"SUN. And you think you can get to him Rex?'

"l have his confidence, it shouldn't be inpossible to ...' Rex's eyes wandered toward the cocktai
cabinet. It resenbled the prow of an antique galleon. Rex took it to be a stylized privy.

"Hel p yourself Rex.' Rex did so.
214

' Danger ous though . Rex clinked a chunky-1ooking decanter into the | argest glass he could
find. "A very tricky and dangerous business."'

"Whi ch neans, | expect, a very costly business.'

"l suppose it does. But then cost hardly enters into it. To preserve the life force of the Living
God King, should it take the wealth of the entire conmpany, would cone cheap.' Rex kept his eyes
down.

"Indeed it would.' Dan's face was by no means cheery to behol d.

"Thus, in all hunmility, | shall ask for but a trifle. An early retirement, an apartment fitting to
ny needs and the services of an all-fenale staff to attend upon ny wants. Should I |ive through
the perils ahead, of course.'

"You are a true soldier of God.' Dan rolled all three of his eyes toward the ceiling. Rex felt
that it nmight be wise to el aborate.

"l do understand that you m ght consider ny request over-presunptuous. But the circunstances are
somewhat uni que. Your security people can't contain this nan. Wien he nakes his nove he will be
unst oppabl e.

Dan | aughed. 'No man is unstoppable. O her than nyself, of course.'
"A man who can travel through tine, as this man can? He is unstoppable.'

"Through time?' Dan's jaw dropped. Further con-firmation of what he already feared. 'Rot, no man
can travel through tine.'

This man can. He has sone kind of inplant in his head. It enables himto void tine. But you know
all this. You have seen himin the flesh and you have his vinyl on your machine there.' Rex
i ndi cated the hol ophon

Dan's eyes did a triple flash. 'How could you know this?'

215

"Surely it is enough to know that | do. If | can breach your security . . . then this man-'
"Yes, yes. So, say that | agree to your demands?

"Demands? A fair day's pay for a fair day's job is all | ask.
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'Pl ease, please, Rex, | hear that fromnorning to night. Suppose | was to agree to your nopst
reasonabl e request. Then you woul d deliver this nmononmaniac into ny hands,' Dan paused. 'O better
still . . .' He turned his gaze full upon Rex. Rex felt the hideous strength. The mal evol ence

Dan's |ips never noved but his voice howed in Rex's ears.
"No,' Rex turned his face away, but couldn't escape the voice. 'No, not that. |'mno assassin.'

Dan's |ips noved. 'Hardly assassination, Rex. Mre exterm nation. As in verm n. You shall have
your pent-house in the sky and your early retirenent. | will throwin the services of the two
saffron nynphettes and even a chef. How does that sound?

"All very nice. But . . .
"But ne no buts Rex, only bring ne his head.' Dan's voice was death itself.
Rex felt his drink rising in his throat. 'His head . . .'

"His very valuable head.' Dan smiled a terrible snmle and | aughed a long and equally terrible
| augh. Rex Mundi was violently sick

216
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and then the Cl A busted us. That would be in the sumrer of ninety-six. |I'd been on the
project for nore than a year and had fool ed nmyself into thinking it was safe. Probably woul d have
been, but soneone had to get greedy. Al ways happens. The country was el ection crazy. But no-one
had any doubts about Wrmwod. No-one could bust a hole in his canpaign. If there were any
skeletons in his closet, he'd bought themall off and sent themto Mani. The CIA were already in
Wor mwod' s pocket. Someone had tipped him off about the project. He wanted it kill ed.

We' d been feeding the stuff into a cotext ten conputer, then selling it off. Perfect situation

m nt copies. W could process them wi thout even taking them out of the cell ophane waps. The
records went out into circulation still brand new, but we'd got theminto the processor in

anal ogue. Wth the revenue fromselling the mnt copies we could constantly update our equi pnent.
Some of those records were worth $10,000 apiece. We are talking collectors' itens. So, as | say,
sonmeone got greedy. And we got busted.

We shoul d have covered our tracks better. Kept on the nove, like in the old days. But with the
gasol ene rationed and stuff you couldn't nove about much. And the equip-nment was that delicate and
we were all far too obsessed with the project. Because, you see, stuff was begi nning to show up.
Abstract nost of it. Patterns, visual, audio. W were running it through a 409 CS deck overcut
with a sequence anal yser. W could pick up frequency |evels that woul d
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never have registered on ordinary equipnment. And it was there in every single one of those
records. And it was all coming together.

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

The | ads at the notorpool gave the pal e-faced Rex a rowdy sendoff. He had becone quite a celebrity
t her e- about's, having now outlived any previous Religious Affairs Correspondent by two full days.
The chief nechani c addressed himas Captain Mindi, shook himvigorously by the hand and wi shed him
"another day'. 'W're all rooting for you "Ace",’ he said, adding confidentially, 'If you could
just see your way clear to surviving until Friday, it would be very nuch appreciated.' He showed
Rex his sweepstake ticket. 'Thought | was on to a definite bumrer with Friday afternoon. Backing a
rank outsider, know what | nean?'

Rex applied his knee to the chief mechanic's groin. 'Be lucky,” he snmiled as he tore away the
bunting which gift-wapped his air car and clinbed into the cab

He punched in a series of co-ordinates and eyeballed the snall screen on the dashboard. ' You
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again, M Miundi ?' cane the silicone voice.

Rex nmade a sour face. 'Up and away,’ said he. The car took grudgingly to the air, the Nenesis
Bunker dimnished in the rear-view mrror and was gone. Rex addressed the conputer.

"Have mnmy security teamleft the landing strip yet?
"Security tean?' The voice had no tone to it.

"Certainly, the Dalai assured ne that a security teamwould follow this vehicle. Could you
confirm please?

There was a short pause. The screen then flashed | NFORMATI ON CLASSI FI ED. Rex managed a wan grin
218

suspi cions confirmed. He had been pretty certain that Dan woul d have hi m fol | owed.

' Heat - seeki ng missile approaching,’ cried Rex. 'Red alert.’

"I'"' mreceiving no such radar warning,’ the conputer conplai ned.

"Evidently, a new strain with advanced canouflage, no tine to argue about it, surely? The air
car's computer chose not to nake a fuss. It flung itself about, nearly dislodging Rex through the
canopy, performed a nunber of stomach-1ooseni ng nanoeuvres, switched off its engine and tunbl ed
down to land in a cloud of snmoke and sparks.

Rex's head appeared above the dashboard. Hi s nose was bl eeding. Two bl ack-bodi ed Buddhavi si on
security craft cruised by and vani shed into the distance.

"Beautifully done,’” said the dishevelled Rex. 'You are a credit to your series.' The conputer kept
its own counsel. It was sure that it had been had.

"I don't like this, Fergus, and that's a fact.' Mingo paced his private quarters, savouring the
exquisite perfunes of his rare orchid collection. "He's got that thing in his head. And that thing
itself told us that time travel unhinges the traveller. Delusions of Godhood and whatnot.'

'He seens sane enough.' Fergus put his nose forward for a sniff. Mingo pushed it aside.

"From what we have been able to salvage fromthe storage beds, it appears that this Presley was of
a singularly religious bent anyway. CGospel nusic or such-Iike.

"Al'l keys together rather well, sir.

"All too nessy,’ Mingo conpl ained. 'Too nmany | oose ends. Al this end-tinmes twaddl e from Morgaw .
We can't
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have Armageddon on Earth, it's quite out of the question
We'd all be out of work.

"Wll, it's not real Armageddon, is it?' Fergus Shanman's
nose crept forward again. 'And the revenues we can

take fromthe advertisers can buy an awful |ot of orchid
bul bs."'

"Yes, but what when the advertisers discover that

Armageddon has all come to nothing? ' The series continues, we keep our jobs.' "All too iffy. And
the virus, Fergus, what of the virus? 'The news isn't good sir, the virus has now reached
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the 1990s, and is still noving forward. Geneticists have
been worki ng around the cl ock, but nothing seens to

stop it.'

Mungo sighed wearily. "Truly, truly do | weep for the
errant sons of Phnaargos.' He sniffed. So did Fergus
Shaman. Mungo cuffed hi m about the head. 'Keep your

bl eedi ng hooter out of ny Liliumauratumrubro-vittatuns,'
he advi sed.

Rex parked the air car within the ragged crater which had once been the Hotel California and
scuttled fromit to the conceal ed entrance of the underground cavern. Here was currently domicil ed
the man with the sprout in his head.

The caverns had undergone consi derabl e refurbish-nent. Elvis | ounged on an atroci ous banana- shaped
settee, his feet upon a thick-pile 'explosion' carpet. A cocktail cabinet, which in 1980 had

vani shed i nprobably from a Bayswater bawdy house, reflected candel abra glow within its mrrored
front.

"Very nice,' said Rex. 'Very honely.

" Thought 1'd just pop back and pick up a bit of dee-cor. Elvis sipped at sonething tall and bl ue,
whi ch had a smal
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umbrella sticking out of it. 'So, what's happening? Rex shrugged.

Elvis stretched out on the settee. 'Did you see the Lama?'

"W exchanged a few pleasantries.'

"Did you tell himl was going to kick his ass?

That's what you wanted ne to tell him wasn't it?

"And how did he take it? Real bad, | hope.' Elvis laid aside his drink
'"He wasn't pleased. He said | was to cut your head off.'

El vis cl apped his hands toget her and bounced up and down. ' Son-of-a-bitch.

'Easy on the bouncing, chief.' Rex bade the sprout the tine of day and dropped on to a purple bean-
bag whi ch had escaped previous nmention

"Are you still conpletely serious about this revolution stuff? I nmean, you do know what you're
taki ng on? The Dalai Lanma is worshipped by half the folk on this world. You give himthe chop and
you aren't going to be M Popul ar.'

"That is why we gotta expose himfor the thing that he is. You are still with ne on this?

Rex shrugged. '| have been giving the matter sone thought. And what | don't understand is why you
need ne at all. Wiy don't you just breeze down sone tinme channel or other and do the dirty on

hi n?'

"Good point,' Elvis tousled his quiff. 'Wiy don't | do that?

"Not in the plot, chief. Got to be done according to the plot.
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"Way?' Rex asked.

' Yeah, why?
' Because,' intoned the squeaky green voice. 'W are
221

al ready messing about with the past and the present. If we start nessing with the future there is
no telling where it will all end.'

There,’” Elvis patted the back of his head. 'That's why.'

"That's no why at all,’ Rex protested.

"Wll, let me put it another way, chief. W are doing it this way because | know what is going to
happen. And because if you do it this way, you are going to cone out of it very well indeed.’

‘I do? | nmean, | wll?

"l been there chief, I know. And anyway you want to see justice done, the Dalai killed a nenber of
your famly.

"My aunt .’

"Oh no, Rex, he killed your uncle. And he did it personally.'

An hour later Rex left the caverns, he screwed on his weatherdone, slipped through the conceal ed
entrance and gazed across the bl asted | andscape. The anazi ng revel ati ons conveyed to himby the

Ti me Sprout had snapped the few | ast worn threads which held together the tattered trouser-seat of
his world. It was a very heavy-duty nunber indeed. And one so heavy that it nust at all costs
remai n conceal ed fromthe reader for fear of spoiling the superb and totally unexpected trick
endi ng of the book

Let it only be said, then, that Rex Mundi was now a man with a mission. A nmission which, barring
certain horrid obstacles that for the Iife of himhe could see no way around, mght ultimtely
lead to him Rex Mundi, scabby, unwashed, pock-nmarked and now hal f-gone with the nange, becom ng
the very saviour of all mankind.

No, don't flick forward, you'll spoil it!
222

Dan | eft the two aspiring Lanarettes in his bed with something to neditate on. Specifically, how a
singl e individual could possess the power to ravish them both sinmultaneously. Reincorporating
before the bathroommrror, Dan stuck his tongue out at hinself and nade a prial of w nks. Being
the Living God King did have its advantages, although sadly his netaphysical repertoire didn't
stretch to invulnerability. And although he had tripled his personal guard and cast a psychic net
about his quarters, he couldn't help but feel that things boded no good for his i mediate future
It was so dammably unfair. Here was he, a nan who had brought joy to mllions, well, thousands
anyway, and here too was this |oonie, with powers apparently outstripping his ow, out to kil
him Dan did a big shuddering nunber. This |oonie? This was The Loonie. The one he had dreaded.
SUN, the born again. SUN, whomthe underground press worshi pped, whom their scriptures foretold,
woul d be 'wel coned by the nmany and feared by the few .

"Wl coned by the nmany,’ nuttered Dan. 'He's about as welcome as a jobby in a swimming pool." Wth
no further ado he girded up his loins with saffron girders and declared in a voice of gilded
splinters, The show nust go on.'

' The show nust go on,' said Mungo Madoc. Twel ve whol e hours had actually passed since the Dal ai
said it. But you could hardly tell that just by looking at it, could you?

" Now, about this Arnmageddon,' Madoc arranged the unruly stack of Morgaw's nenbs before himon the
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desk, 'exactly how rmuch will it cost?

Jason Morgawr sprang to his feet. 'l have all the
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projected figures, | think you will find them nost favourable.' Fergus Shanman conposed his | ong

fingers into a Gothic arch and kept hinself to hinself.

"W don't have an inexhaustible budget.' Mingo did piercing eye-stares at the board' s newest
menber. 'In fact, anything but.'

"All taken into consideration sir. FX, if you understand ne.'
"l don't, Morgaw.'
' Special effects, sir.'

Mungo si ghed deeply. 'Continue for now, Morgaw. | will stop you when I'mfed up with it.’

"I ndeed, sir,' Mrgaw paced about the boardroom 1like a Hollywod | awer of old. Placing his
hands upon | eafy chairbacks, punching the air, turning to face the wi ndow, flexing his shoul ders.
It was all too excruciating. 'What we have here is a situation,’ he said at great |ength.

"I's that it?" Mingo asked.

Fergus, to whom Mungo's gl ance nonentarily turned, twirled his forefinger against his forehead and
sai d, 'Stone bonkers.'

"A situation which offers the series an opportunity to rise to heights as yet undreamed of. To
scale sumnits, hitherto considered unscal able. To venture into territories . '

"Warily avoided by the sane of mind?" Fergus sug-gested.
"Cosmic cataclysm' crowed Morgaw. 'And all live on screen.'
"Did you have anything specific in m nd? Mingo asked.

" Apocal ypse.' Jason Morgaw made extravagant ges-tures with his arnms. 'Picture this in your mnds.
Earth's final hour, battle rages, bonbs go bang and boom and
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whoosh and . . .' ('W have a picture of the bonbs, yes,' said Mingo.)'... the final showdown
bet ween good and evil. WIIl good succeed? Evil has the upper hand, mssiles are flying, bonbs
going . . ." ("Yes.') '. . . fire and brinstone. And what is this? The heavens are opening, a

trunpet speaks, and across the clouds the riders conme. Angels with swords of fire. Mchael and al
the saints. Celestial chariots bearing down and at what? Up fromthe bottom ess pit cone the

hordes of hell, led by the angel of death hinself. Wth the skull face and the horrible claws.’
Jason mnmed that bit. (Lavinius Wsten said, 'Ch, ny.') 'The battle rages across the sky, the
arm es of God and the legions of the Devil. And are the baddi es wi nning? Surely not. But they are,

the terrible cutting and hewi ng and chopping.' Jason paused a nonent to draw breath. The board
menbers watched him wuniformy dunbstruck and open-nouthed. Jason plunged on, 'And hacking. The
saints are losing, evil crushes them It's terrible, terrible.' Heads began to nod, it was
terrible. 'Then | ook up, what is this? The sky parts, bursts of golden rays, nore angels and a
great light streaming down. Can it be? Yes, yes ... it is He, upon the beryl throne, shining |Iike
a thousand suns . . . the second cone . . . the second cone . '

"Morgaw ! The voice was all Mingo's. The board nenbers all went aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaw. ' Morgawr. The
second coming, fire and brinstone, angels and devils and bonbs that go crash bang wall op. Al
these things are included in your projected budget? Your projected nodest little budget? Your
proj ected strike-nme-down-1-don't-know howthey-coul d-do-that-on-the-noney little budget? Your
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"Already been taped, sir.' Al eyes turned upon Jason Morgaw .
225
Mungo said, 'What did you say?
" Al ready been taped.’

Fergus Shaman waggled his hand in the air. 'I think what M Morgaw is trying to tell us is that
he had already recorded the entire caboodle with some en-thusiastic and religiously mnded nenbers
of the Earthers Inc. Amateur Dramatic Society.'

"I ndeed,’ said Mungo. 'Just as | thought.' He turned toward Morgaw. 'You can't be serious!' he
screaned.

"No, truly sir, it will hardly cost the station a bean. You see we recorded it weeks ago. It was
going to be the Bi g-nose-nmass Show. Arnmageddon, the Musical we call it.'" Mingo was beginning to
make snmal | grunting sounds.

"And sir, we can holographically project it over Earth. Even the Earthers thenselves won't be able
to tell it fromthe real thing. It's all Holy Wit stuff, and I've cut in lots of old stock
footage to beef it up. Al it costs is time to mx it with the real events on Earth.'

' These actors . Fergus put in.

"Solid, dedicated, true in word and deed to the Holy Wit."'

Mungo turned the tip of a high-flying noustachio. 'Hm' said he. 'Mrgaw.'

"Yes sir?

"Morgaw . . . Jason, | like this. | like this very much indeed."'

"Ch, thank you sir.' Mrgaw preened his collars. 'Ch, thank you.'

Fergus raised a very tentative finger. 'If | might just ask one snmall question.'

Mungo nodded. ' Make it small.'

"Regardi ng the Second Coming. In fact, shall | say, regarding the Second Conme. The actor playing
this
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somewhat crucial, nay extremely crucial role. How might we be absolutely sure that he could be
trusted?

Jason Morgawr pinched reverently at his nose. 'Be-cause,’ said he, 'You have ny word upon it. ,
woul d never |et you down.

227
23
Whet her you're rich, or whether you're poor, it's nice to be rich. Max Ml er

Rex Mundi crept along a plushly carpeted corridor, seeking his destiny. Rex, whose character nust
now be well known to the reader. Hs failings, few as they are, forgivable considering the
circunstances. Hs valour tried and tested. His integrity absolute. H's conpl exion, although

scabi ous, leaving his good | ooks romantically untarni shed. H s underpants unchanged from page one.
Rex continued to creep al ong.

In the changi ng distances, station enployees cane and went about their particul ar businesses. Wl
dressed, clear skinned, keen, dedicated, enthusiastic. 'Bastards,’ nuttered Rex. He checked his
chrononeter. It was still on his wist. Apart fromthat not nmuch was doi ng. The sign on the door
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ahead said DO NOT ENTER, but Rex didn't hear it. The carpet spoke fluently of a nore glorious age
and the walls told the informed observer that rag-rolling was back in fashion. They really needn't
have bot hered. Rex was deaf to the whole damm works. For, as it has been said, Rex Mundi was a man
with a m ssion.

Elvis Aron Presley (it really is a matter for great debate whether it was actually Aron or Aaron)
gazed lovingly into a mirror which had once belonged to an Arab prince.
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A forty-m nute wal kabout through the spl endours which now adorned the caverns, would have had

Luci nda Larnbton delving into her wardrobe for inspiration. Wich possibly dates things a bit.

El vis | ooked good. Spotless. Although a Rock 'n' Roller far from home, the gol den one, now sprout-
i nvested and wised up to a degree previously considered unthinkable by the |ikes of Al bert

Gol dman, was squaring up for the big showdown.

"Shall we go for it?" he asked his integral veg.
"All tooled up, chief?

The literary canera pulled out to reveal Elvis's duds. Wite and sequi ned and for the nost part
bul | et-proof. The shoes were somewhat special, the Time Sprout having permitted Elvis a brief
swish into an alternative future where a wasted manni sh race was unable to get about without the
aid of pneunmatic footware of a self-propellant nature. Elvis zipped aside flap pockets reveal -ing
an arsenal of super-weapons, nostly of Phnaargi an construction.

"Hot to trot,' said he, springing about in his ten-|eague boots.
"Then let's make tracks and go for the Big One.'

"I can dig it,' said the once and future King.

Rex pushed open the door to the control room The

assistant controller |ooked up monentarily from his desk.
"Restricted area. Sorry friend, try down the hall.

Rex flashed his security tag. 'Rex Miundi, brother of

G oria. On special assignnment for the Dalai.'

"Sorry friend. Stay quiet then, rehearsals you know." "Yes | know. I'Il just sit down here then.’
Rex i ndi cat ed

a vacant chair. The AC, being aware of its vacancy,
didn't give it a glance. 'Big show tonight?" Rex asked,
when confy.
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' Ssssh. !

"Sorry.'

"Big isn't the word.' The AC touched |ighted panels, did pannings ups and fadi ngs outs and al
manner of other technical things.

"How big is big, currently?
"Not all that big when considered in universal terns, | suppose. But big for the show.'

"Ah,' Rex alnost scratched his head, but thought better of it. 'That big or small, as you choose
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to consider it.

" About the sane. Routine for sonme, outstanding for others, a right bastard for couple of Devianti,
and as usual, a huge ego-trip for one in particular. Hold on for just a noment,' the AC nade
several self-assured button pushes. One plunged the studio into darkness, another broadcast the
sounds of his flatulence to the entrance hall.

"l have to do that every five nminutes or so,' he explained. 'The union is in dispute with the
nmanage- nent . '

"Wiy are you always in dispute with the manage-nment?' Rex asked. 'l always wondered.'

The AC shrugged. 'Never given it a lot of thought. The way | see it, it's the duty of every
working man to be in dispute. It's our |legacy. Alnost a divine right.'

"But surely you're treated well enough.'

"Certainly. Extended credit. Overtine bonuses. Access to the nynpharium Food's good, too.'
"So why are you always in dispute?

"A sense of duty?' the AC suggested. 'You're not a scab, are you?

"Certainly not. Actually I'ma revol utionary.

" A what ?'

"Arevolutionary. I'mgoing to help overthrow the system'
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The AC threw up his hands in horror. In doing so he cut off the studio sound and left the
rehearsi ng Lamarettes mimng foolishly.

"Overthrow the system' He retwiddled his dials. 'You can't do that.'
"But | thought you were agai nst the managenent.'

"Yes, of course. But you can't overthrow the system Oh, ny dear paws. Were would we all be? \Wat
woul d we do?

"You could go into dispute with the new managenent.'

"That might take years. The thing requires a great deal of mutual understanding. You have to build
up a rapport. No. Revolution just won't do. W can't have any of that. | shall call down to
security and have you renoved at once. You are obviously in need of treatnent.'

"Do you see this?" Rex exhibited a handgun Elvis had thrust upon him 'l can either shoot you or
bop you on the head. Wich would you prefer?

The AC mulled it over. 'Could you not perhaps bind and gag ne, or even swear nme to silence and
pack nme off to the canteen?' Rex raised an eyebrow whi ch asked the question, would you? The AC
nodded gl ooni | y.

"I think I'I'l plunmp for the bop on the head then. But before you do | would just like to stress
the extreme folly of revolution. Firstly . '

Rex bopped himon the head and seated hinself at the controls. He had just conpleted phase one of
M Presley's revolutionary masterplan. Were it was all going to | ead now was very nuch in the | ap
of the Gods.

M ckey Mal kuth stuck the business end of his electric truncheon up the left nostril of Ranbo

Bl oodaxe. 'In answer to your question, "old bean", you will put on this suit because |I tell you
to.'
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'l see,’ Ranbo said, nasally. 'That clarifies things no end. Let's tog up then, Eric. No need to
keep the gentlenen waiting,’

Deat hbl ade Eric perused the outfit which had been flung in his direction. '"Khaki. It doesn't suit
my colouring. And the cut of the cloth. Inferior,” He shook his head, spraying the onlookers with
skull fragments. 'Do you have anything in royal blue?

"Do you want this up your chocol ate speedway, dream boat?' Ml kuth waggl ed his truncheon toward
the doubt-ful Devianti. 'Thenis battle fatigues,’

"W rather gathered that, dear sir,’ Ranmbo held his projected apparel towards his extended nostri
and gave it a little sniff. "Are we joining up then, or what?

"You're revolutionaries, ain't you? You got to | ook the part,

" Revol utionaries? Ranbo chewed upon the word. To himit didn't taste good. 'W are Devianti.
Tonorrow bel ongs to us, as yesterday once did. W are victins of a slight hiccup in the status
quo. Once law and order are properly restored, then we-' Ranbo sank to the floor clutching his
bet runcheoned head.

"It hurts even nore when it's switched on,' Ml kuth inforned him 'Now, get dressed,’
"M ght we not be permtted sone privacy?
"You' ve got nothing | haven't seen and thunped,’

"True,’ Ranbo slipped out of his soiled, yet spiffing togs and zi pped hinself into the evil-
smel ling fatigues.

' Coul d have been made for you. Now the headband,’
"Ch really. Headbands are so passe,’ Malkuth raised his truncheon

Eric had his trousers over his head. 'The sleeves are a bit long,' he munbled. 'And | can't seem
to find the neckhole,’
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Dan was in the Green Room A row of enpty gl asses was before him Gdoria s voice was close at his
ear. 'CGet a grip of yourself, man.'

"I'min total control, doria, thank you.'

"You are totally out of control. Things are getting beyond your control.'
"Not hing is beyond ny control .’

"And your M SUN?'

"Rex has that in hand.’

"That little cockroach. My bidet is still not fixed.'

' The engineers are in dispute. Must you go on and on?

"You're losing it, Dan.'

"l don't recall sanctioning such informality.

"Dan, listen to ne.'

"doria. | think it's tine you took a holiday.' doria nmade nouths. Dan continued. 'Frankly,
G oria, you are beginning to get on ny tits. You nag ne. | don't feel that the Living God King
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shoul d be nagged. In fact, Goria, | think I will send you on a little sabbatical. A study of
wast e di sposal maintenance in the sub-basenents. |I'Il arrange it all after the show. Go toss a few
things into a travelling bag. Watever you think you m ght need for a year.

Goria' s face was ashen. She opened her nouth to speak
"Best not,' Dan advised. 'Or | might extend it to two years.'

Goria turned in fury and tore out of the room Dan whistled a little tune of his own confection
and tapped upon the housephone.

"I nnost One?' cane the voice of M ckey Ml kuth.
" Ah yes, Ml kuth. Leave what you are doi ng and
234

take yourself off to the control room Rex Mundi has just bopped the AC on the head. Put a
couple of bullets through himfor ne, would you? So kind, thank you.' Losing it, thought Dan, that
will be the day.
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- ,’ came into this maybe by chance. But having read these docunents all through, I'mnot sure
what chance actually is any nore. 1 opened nmy little place in ninety-four. Software, hardware,
decks, breakers, peeps, interm xers, decoders. O course you won't find ne in the yell ow pages.
You have to know who to ask and then sone. | deal in all the stuff that the nainstreaners deny the
very existence of. And | only deal for currency. A kid of twelve can mlk a conp-account nowadays
with the kind of gear | market. So |I'd be sone kind of turkey to bank my own ill-gottens. Now, the
guy you 're talking about. He gets my nane froma trusted friend. |, of course, run himthrough
the works to see if he's clean and hit a red-light classified. | dig and delve a little. Skirt
around the big security areas and penetrate the police files to check himout. Like |I say any

twel ve-year-old with nous can do this. Turns out that there is an all-points out on this guy. The
CLA want him bad. Bad for him but not so bad for nme. In ny books this nakes himtriple safe to
deal with.

So | arrange a neet in Fangio's. It's a connection bar, no questions asked. The guy cones in and
he's got the craziest eyes | ever saw. And sweat, can this guy sweat. | give hima stiff drink and
he tells me what he wants. Seens he has got hold of sone mllion byte carbon and wants it
trans-ferred into sonething i nnocuous before the agency catches up with him It's some kind of
super - duper program bel onging to some project that got busted. 1 raise ny
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eyebrows to all this intelligence MIlion byte carbons, K2s to those in the know, are about as
scarce as the fertilizer which issues fromthe tail end of the treen pony Very much the state-of-

the-art. | tell this guy that | will require big boodle for this operation, and what variety of
thing does he want it conpacted into7 He says he doesn't care as long as it's no | onger
recogni zable for the thing it is, and will | take the carbon as paynent7 Yes, | reply W take a

trip across town and | shan't be putting you on if | tell you that I'mcautious in the extrene to
assure nyself that we aren't tailed

| also make sure that | carry the carbon, in case we have to split up for any reason. So anyway,
we arrive back at my place unmolested and 1 jack up nmy deck Which for those who wi sh to know such
things is a gibson 440 with cross-pattern interface and lock-in nulti-broads, full spec-trum!|l
don't tell this guy that his is the first K2 that | have ever |aid hands upon and the chances of
conmpacting the ntonpactible are I ess than zero He | ooks as if he was worried enough But | ooking
back it was somewhat neither here nor there, because the next thing | know is the termi nator which
is stuck in nmy ear And the guy maeki ng nockery of ny equi pnent and using jargon the |ike of which
is perplexing to my ears | wind up handcuffed to ny chair whilst he sets up ny |linkages and runs
the whol e program hinsel f, before ny very eyes And all the tinme he is going, 'crude, crude,
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crude', sonme thanks So once he's run in the program he then | ooks about ny place for sonmething to
store it in. And then he sees ny collection and he starts to laugh 'Just the trick,' says he,
"pure irony ' Well, 1 don't know what irony is, but my collection is sonething el se For one thing
it is conplete, was conplete | had everything the Man ever did. And this son-of-a-bitch just dips
in at random And does he take some remix or
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caver version ? Does he king shit He takes the jewel of my fucking collection Laughing like a
drain as he does it The Suburban Book of the Dead

"He's a friend to the foe
The star of the show

The man we all know

By his king-sized karma

He's a real breath of spring
He's the Living God King

He's the Dalai . . . Dalai . . . Dalai

Dalai ... La ... m

Dan's suit was el ectronic jiggery-pokery. Although noth-ing new had been invented upon Earth
during the preceding three decades, the scope of the Dalai's ward-robe, allied with the brief

i fespans of his audience, sawto it that he always remai ned M Wnderful. Conmeri cal

hol ographies, sired in the late 1980s and nmilked for all they were worth after the NHE, were stil
capabl e of inpressing those conditioned to be inpressed. Dan's suit seethed with three-di nensiona
erotica. A heaving panorana of taut buttocks, pert nipples, mlk-white thighs, arnpit hair and
exposed front bottons.

Dan took a major bow toward his viewing public. Wllies of every colour and hue cane and went
across his shoul ders.

"My dear friends,' said Dan, in a manner nuch favoured by American Evangelist fornicators of the
|late eighties, 'ny dear, dear friends. I amw th you once again.' Dan made a profound and sacred
sign. The Pavl ovi an bunker-bound responded. Ri ngpulls popped from Buddhabeer cans and the
narcoti zed contents
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bubbl ed into waiting throats. Today's delivery had been doubl e-strengthed, just to be on the safe
side. Dan filled in the twenty seconds before the beer took hold by performng a little dance
anongst The Lamarettes. In the control room Rex began to feel somewhat strange. He found his right
hand pulling at a ringpuE that wasn't there. Things were beconing clearer and clearer to Rex
Mundi . M ckey Mal kuth entered a lift many floors beneath. Second anonynpus torturer was with him

"Showtine.' Dan twirled upon his heel. 'And what a show have we got lined up for you tonight. It
is going to be big and when | say big, what do I nean?'

The bunker-bound knew exactly what he nmeant. 'Big,' they went, all together.

"After all, who is it that cares for you? Wio clothes you? Wio | oves you? Yeah, that's right. It's
me. And that's why you love ne, isn't it? And you do love nme? Don't you? Love nme. Love ne. Love
me. '

Rex peered down at the performance. He chewed upon his knuckles, he felt wong inside. He perused
the consol e deck before him The show s running time flashed, five nminutes gone already, how could
that be. He | ooked out at the Dalai. Dan nmade anot her profound gesture. Rex yanked at his
trouserleg. 'Cotta get a beer, gotta get a beer.
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"Easy Rex.' She seated herself beside him 'You're not thirsty.'

Rex couldn't take his eyes fromthe Dalai. 'CGotta get a beer.' Christeen pulled his face away and
gazed into it, she turned down the sound. 'Conditioning. Don't watch him You're not thirsty.

"Thirsty?' Rex stared into her eyes. 'Wy should | be thirsty?
240

"Wy indeed? Now if you will Kkindly place yourself behind the door. Do you have your gun?' Rex
proffered the piece, the way one does.

"Now, hold it in your right hand and count to ten.' Rex did so, the door burst in.

ten.' Rex swung the gun. M ckey Ml kuth hit the fl oor

"And just to four this tine.

"Two . . . three . . . four.' The second anonynmous torturer joined Malkuth in the 'prone
position'.
' Thanks again,’ Rex pocketed the pistol. 'l owe you.'

"You owe yourself, Rex.' The | ad peeped over the consol e deck and down through the plexiglass
toward the studio floor. "He's on to me, then?

Chri steen nodded, Rex didn't need to see her. 'You just retired w thout the pension.’

Rex sl unmped back in the ACs chair. 'l hope I'mdoing the right thing. | do appear to be a little
short of options right now'

Christeen drew attention to the liberal distribution of KOed station folk. 'I think that no matter
how you m ght unwish it, you are conmtted."'

"I hate him' Rex turned away fromthe gl ass.
"So do I,' said Christeen

"I hope you won't accuse nme of fatalism’ whispered the dangling Deathbl ade. 'But having given ny
all to the considered assessnment of our present situation, I'mforced to conclude that there is no
hope left to us.'

"Very well put, old nmuckamuck, but never say die, eh? The fact that we are currently hanging
upsi de down before the view ng public, with explosive capsules nestling in our privy passages,
m ght on the face of it, | grant you, appear cause for just concern.'
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"On the face of it?

"But,’ Rambo ranbled on, 'I nyself subscribe to the credo of "think positive". Should the worst
possi bl e occur and our buns blow us to oblivion, we nust | ook on the bright side. W will be
maki ng a political statenent.'

' Maki ng a ness of the studio, nore |ike.'

"Eric, in some future time our nanes may well be wit big upon the wall of martyrdom'
"The blood is running to what remains of nmy head.

"Chin up, think of England.'

"OfF where?'
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"Never mind, it's just a saying.'
"It's the questions | worry nost about, Ranbo.'

"Questions, Eric? Do you nmean |ike, what does all this nmean? And is there really a divine purpose
behind it, and things of that nature?

‘"No, Ranbo. | was thinking about the questions the Dalai will ask, | hope they are on gardening.

Do you think he will let us choose or will we just have to take what cones?

"We'll just have to play it by ear, Eric. No offence neant.'

'None taken, | assure you.

"Extremi sts and heretics,' the Dalai was screamng, 'like really bad people. Like well, you know,

how bad can bad be, right? Really bad, yeah, you got it. They hate ne, so they hate you, it's the
same thing when you think about it, know what | nean, innit? These people just hate, that's al
they do. Who needs them do you need then? | don't need them. '

"He's tal king gibberish.' Rex had fearfully tweaked up the sound in the control room but wasn't
daring to | ook.

242
"He's tal king the universal tongue.'
"He is what?

' The | anguage of the stoned, the blitzed, the snmashed and well and truly out of it. The
Enl i ght ened.

"But it's rubbish, it just goes on and on.'

"Enlightenment is like that. Refined know edge is no know edge at all. Every question has a
mllion answers and all of them probably wong. The Dal ai now has his followers narcotized, he
speaks to themin their | anguage. W've all been stoned at sonme tinme or another and felt certain
that we knew what was what. Wen we woke up the next day and couldn't precisely renmenber, what did
we do?'

"W got stoned again.'

"Precisely, the bunker-bound will recall sone of it, the bits that are drummed into them and
they' Il be back for another hel ping.

"Then surely | have listened to this, again and agai n?

"Rex, you slept through the nost part of it with your eyes open.'
"My uncl e taught ne.’

" And you know now who killed him'

"Yes, and | know why.'

' So, keep watching the show, carefully of course. There's a very good bit coming up in just a
nmonent .’

"Dear friends, do you have your renote controls at the ready? Yes, | just know that you do. Well
I''mgonna ask you a question and you, the viewers at hone, are gonna answer it. You got the two
buttons, right, one marked yes and the other marked, you guessed it, no. So | ask you the question
and you have the choice. Al ready, right. The question is, should we |let these vindictive

mur derers and woul d- be assassi ns of my good person

243

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...on%2001%20-%20Armageddon%20The%20Musical.txt (111 of 150) [1/19/03 10:02:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%20-%20A rmageddon%2001%20-%20A rmageddon%20The%20M usical .txt
live, or should we blast the heretic sons of Satan off to hell, live in col our?
"One feels the question m ght have been better phrased,’ Ranbo observed.

"If the opinion of a man with half a brain is of any interest, | have the feeling that our goose-
flavoured food cube is well and truly cooked.'

"Now the choice is all yours. It's a yes if you want them blown to pieces, and a no if you don't
think they deserve to live. So what's it going to be then, eh?

"What about the don't knows?' Ranbo protested.

"Ask himif he could kindly repeat the question,' the bewildered Eric put in. "I don't know which
way | should vote.'

"Ask himto stick up his hands and shut his nmouth,' said Elvis Presley.
Dan turned in horror to view the materialization. 'SUN,' he gasped.

" Messiah,' went the inverted Ranmbo.

"Colly,’” said Eric. "And in the nick of tinme, eh?

This station is now the property of the people.'

"But the people are stoned. Cut the sound, fade out . . .°
"I think not,’ said Rex Mindi.

Get nme Fergus Shanman.'

"I"'msorry M Madoc, but M Shaman is no |longer in the building.'
"Then get himat hone.'

"I regret that M Shanman isn't at hone.'

"Then where is he?

M Shaman has, and | quote, gone to Earth upon pressing business.'
"M Shanan isn't authorized to visit Earth.'
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"No, sir.'

"Get ne a spaceboat at once.’

"M Shaman said that you might require one. It's all prepared on the top |anding.' 'Thank you,
Mavis.' ' Thank you, M Madoc,’

'Cut down those sons of freedom father-raper,’ snarled Elvis, fromthe trigger end of a four-
barrell ed Phnaargi an peacekeeper. 'And don't get snart.'

Dan nade frantic notions towards the |ovely Marion, who was naki ng goo-goo eyes at the nystery
star guest. 'Marion!'

The bra-busting beauty, whose hobbies included doing voluntary work for the termnally
underprivileged, run-ning on the spot and learning a first |anguage, w ggled her unlikely hips and
nose-dived a lurex finger towards a row of garish buttons. These were housed beneath the score
board, which really should have been mentioned earlier. But there you are.

"To hear you say, is to obey,' she coupleted, nost prettily. Ranbo and Eric tunbled to the studio
floor in khaki confusion. Dan gl anced toward Elvis.
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"Don't even think about it.' Elvis cocked a second hanmer on his piece

Rambo struggled to free hinself fromthe harness about his ankles. Rising to his feet he
straightened his lapels and put his hair in order, before delving into his trouser seat, to renove
sonmething singularly distressing. '|I feel we might dispense with further forrmalities and stick
this where it bel ongs.'

"Al'l in good sweet tine.' Elvis opened his jacket, exposing his considerable weaponry. He tossed a
hand-gun to Ranbo. ' Stay | oose.'’

245

"l have every intention of doing so, Lord King.'

' Soneone untie ny hands,' npaned the Deat hbl ade
"I't's your feet that are tied, close friend of mne.'
"Ah yes. | see ny mstake now, thank you Ranbo.'’
"Don't mention it, Eric.'

"Now just you listen,' said Dan, whose telepathic cry for hel p now echoed about the building. 'You
are naking a terrible nistake.'

El vis shook his head. It was a very definite shake. It said a very definite no.

"End transm ssion,’ said the Dalai Lama. But he didn't say it fromthe studio floor, where he
stood trenbling. He said it close by the ear of Rex Mindi

" Shock horror!' Rex lurched back in his borrowed chair. Dan | eaned forward, his w de eyes show ng
only the whites. 'End transm ssion.'

"Stay away fromne,' Rex l|ashed out at the holyman, his fist struck enpty air. 'A hol ogram

"A holygram' said Christeen. 'A tulpa, an astral body.' The other Dan turned slowy away from
Rex, the pupils returned to his eyes, one from above, the other frombeneath. It wasn't a pretty
si ght.

"He can see you,’ croaked Rex.

"Of course he can, in his present state we occupy the same plane.' Christeen wal ked slowy toward
the tulpa, snmling sweetly. Her fingers were cupped demurely before her. She drew back her
beautiful face and brutally head-butted him Back on the studio floor Dalai Dan collapsed in a
heap of holy confusion, clutching a bl eeding nose. Ranbo and Eric went into a big twentieth-
century Anerican cop routine over him Legs akinbo, both hands upon the gun

"Are we rolling? Elvis squinted into the lights. Rex gave an invisible thunbs up. Elvis tucked
awnay
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hi s weapon. 'People of the Wrld,' said he, addressing the automated canmera with the red |ight on
"I wonder if you're |onesome tonight.

Now it m ght have been a blinder of a speech. A heartfelt heart-string puller, a rowdy rabble
rouser, or a wise and witty tickler of ribs. It might have been a Churchillian upper-lip stiffener
or even a netaphysical mnd-blower. (Wll, it night have been.) O of course it could well have
been a | oad of old pussy-cat poo. But whatever the case, that's as far as it got. Because just
then the stage doors opened to reveal the Dalai's special guard, the Orange Agents, as they are
unaf fecti onately known.

They were stunningly clad in this year's |ook. Heavily-padded shoul ders giving that fuller feel
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Belts worn at a jaunty angle, rakish high-boots beneath hip-huggi ng conbat trousers, pocketed for
conveni ence at thigh height. The stun guns, grenade |aunchers, flame throwers and rapid-fire
machi ne pistols were all standard issue, but the straps and fittings had been whinsically toned in
bold primaries, which although adding that essential splash of colour, in no way detracted from
the bol d, nmacho inage.

' Nobody nove.

Rambo and Eric, now both tooled up, turned their inadequate firepower upon the intruders. 'Drop
those weapons,' called Eric, whose conplete |ack of com prehension, regarding the sudden shift in
t he bal ance of power, had a certain naive charm 'G ve yourselves up.'

El vis sighed deeply. Up in the control room Rex Mindi said, 'Phase Two.' He pulled fromhis
radi ation suit a pre-recorded transnission disc Elvis had given himfor the occasion. It was
entitled ELVIS PRESLEY' S GOLDEN GREATS. Sonet hi ng about going out on a song, the King
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had said. Rex slotted it into the desk housing and sat back awaiting further events.

On the studio floor a little tableau was now arranged. At its centre knelt Dan, sonewhat green
about the gills and red about the hooter. About himwere ranged Eric, Ranbo and Elvis, their guns
wer e angl ed down towards the kneeler, ained at points of their respective choosings.

"Back off fellas,’” called Elvis. The Orange Agents | ooked at one another, they | ooked at Elvis,
they | ooked at the Dalai. 'Now,' encouraged M Presley, before all the |Iooking got out of hand.
"And cl ear the decks, we're |eaving.

Dan | ooked up bitterly, 'I'mwounded,’ he conpl ained. The ook on Elvis's face told himall he
needed to know. 'Qite so. Kindly nove back, gentlenen.'

"Cue it in, Rex,” Elvis called up to the control box.

Rex tipped the switch. The passionate strains of the imortal classic filled the studio air. '"It's
now or never,’ it went.

Elvis said, 'Let's go.'

Rex turned towards Christeen, she had gone, and once nore all nenories of her had gone too. The
disc was running and now it was his turn

Four nen dashed al ong the studio corridor. Three held guns, one held his nose. '"Into the lift.'
"They will cut the power,’ said Eric.

"Very good, Eric.'

' Thank you, Ranbo.'

"They won't,” Elvis bundled Dan into the [ift. '"In you.' Dan had nothing to say.

"Up, Lord King? Ranbo enquired.

"Up to the Ianding platforms.'
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Eric was bobbing his half a head about. 'This really is exciting,’ said he.

"Never a dull rnonent, old inseparable bosomfriend of mne.'

The lift ground to a shuddering halt and the lights went out. 'What's happened?' Eric asked.

They have cut the power,’ Ranbo told him
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' The bounders, who ever woul d have thought it? In the darkness, Eric went to scratch his head and
n ssed.

"No sweat,’ said Elvis. The lights went on and the lift continued up the shaft.
"There.' Ranmbo was all smiles. '"Is this man the Second Conme, or what?'
"Forward planning is all. | had Rex slot in an automatic over-ride earlier in the day.

"l shall prostrate nyself before you when there is little nmore room master. Rex, did you say?
That woul dn't be Rex Mundi by any chance, would it?

Up on the landing platform Rex revved up his air car. It appeared to himextrenely doubtful that
the battered craft could actually carry five people. It could possibly take three at a push, if
one was prepared to travel in the trunk. But five? No way.

The Iift doors to the notor pool rattled open and three revolutionaries and a hostage bundl ed out.
The night rain was now falling hard. Rex couldn't see a |lot through the rear w nd-screen. He heard
the trunk open and close, then the canopy swng up and Elvis clanbered into the cab. He squeezed
hinsel f in beside Rex. 'Take her up.' He waggled his weapon towards the sky. Rex turned his nouth
into a bitter line.

"You are | eaving those two, then?
"Fortunes of war, Rex. And the guy with all the
249

head ain't no fan of yours.' Security |asers cross-nmeshed the landing platform the rattle of
machi ne pistols put paid to any further discussion. Rex took the air car hurriedly aloft and nmade
off into the stormtossed dark-ness.
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you dug for stuff back then. That's all you did. There were these schenmes, job opportunities
and youth training and the like, for some of us, those who weren't just stuck in the bunkers with
no hope, anyway. We were picked out to dig. | dug. | never knew what we were supposed to be
digging for. Food, weapons, anything serviceable. W were never told. W just dug. Three hours a
day was about all you could take. And we did it because that was what you did. That was 2001 and
Arthur C. Clarke had got it all wong. Nuclear night, no seasons and sone snart-arse had come up
with decinal time. Ten nminutes to the hour, ten hours to the day, ten days to the week, and so on
St upi dest i dea you ever heard of. So we dug and sorted and handed it in. | reckon now, | ooking
back, that they had us searching for one specific thing. And | reckon too that they nust have
found it. Because one day the schene just closed dowmn and we were all sent back to our bunkers.
Just like that. Stupid schene, stupid tinme, stupid world. Wat a life, eh ?

The Suburban Book of the Dead
You 're probably wondering why |'mhere, well so aml, so am|. Frank Zappa

"Am | here?" Fergus Shaman addressed the gl orious confusion of tendrils, nenbranes, pulsating
pseudopodi a
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and bul bous dendro-conposites, with digital read-emouts, which conposed the interior of the
Phnaar gi an spaceship. 'It's all somewhat sudden.

"You are now on Earth,' canme a voice of oozy user-friendliness, '"first star on the right and keep
on until norning."'

"I nmust have been asl eep.
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"I ndeed you nmust.' It may be of interest to note that the conputer voice in the Phnaargian
spaceship was identical to that of Rex's air car. O there again, it nmay not.
"WIIl | require a spacesuit or sonething?
"No sir, you just step right out there.'
"Could I have a visual then, please?

A circul ar screen before himdisplayed the i medi ate panorama. Remmants of a building or two,
their contours dulled by decades of acid rain, ruin and rubble. A nonochrone gl oom beneath a dun-
col oured sky of sliding cloud. Fergus shivered. 'Were exactly aml?

"Ten | eagues north of the Nenesis Pyranid, as re-quested.’
"Ch, really, then thank you.'
' Thank you, M Shaman, and have anot her day.’

"Cet inside . . . close the door Rex.' Rex swung shut the bunker door. They had fl own about
blindly for half the night and now they were here. Aunty Norma's. Rex closed his eyes to it. 'Wy
her e?’

Elvis was lashing the Dalai into Uncle Tony's chair. 'Were else could it have been? Stick the TV
on Rex, let's see what's to do.'

Rex recall ed what he had done to the termnal. 'Can't,’ said he.
"Can.' Elvis indicated the reconditioned term nal which
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now replaced it's defunct precursor. 'All planned for, | told you.' Dalai Dan said nothing. Rex
gave the place the once-over. Aunty Norma was no |onger to be seen. Uncle Tony had been swept
away. Elvis plucked up the renote control and flung it to Rex. 'Viva the revolution,’ he said, a
little too cheerfully for Rex's liking. Rex sank un-confortably into his aunt's chair and thunbed
the controls.

The TV cranked into action. It jiggled and popped and then the face of Elvis Presley appeared.
"And that,’ said the voice of Aoria Muindi, 'is the face of the Devianti terrorist, who just eight
hours ago ki dnapped our bel oved Dal ai Lana.'

‘"CGood old Doria,” Dan piped up. 'Loyal to the end.'

"H s demands are as follows,” doria continued. 'Close down all TV channels, cease all food and
medi co produc-tion to the popul ation and i npose a twenty-four hour curfew.'

"What ?' Elvis's eyes popped unpl easantly. '| never

"The Devianti terrorists have been tracked on radar to their hideout. They are known to possess a
pre- NHE nucl ear war head, which they intend to detonate if their demands aren't nmet in just one
hour .’

'They what?' Elvis's bottomlip becanme a passable bidet. 'I what?

An on-screen hand passed doria a sheet of paper. She mned the reading of it. 'Ah,’ she said, al

smles. "W have just received a telepathic nessage fromthe Dalai. It reads: "Do not fear for ny
safety. Refuse all demands. | |ook forward to seeing you all again in nmy next incarnation. PS. |
woul d Iike Aoria Mundi, nmy loyal and trusted second in conmand, to take over all my respon-
sibilities until | come anongst you once nore." Message ends.
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Dan's nouth open and closed, but it didn't say anything. Elvis perforned |ikew se ora
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peranbul ati ons. Rex wondered if they were mmng sone song.

' The detonation can be seen live only upon this channel, so don't touch that dial. But for now we
continue with a programme of silent neditation. Om nani-padne- hum

Rex touched the control. The screen fell into darkness, Rex fell into |aughter. 'They're going to
bl ow us all up,’ he gasped where he could. 'They'll launch a missile." He turned a monentary gl are
towards Dan. 'Just like last time.' Then he doubled up again into further con-vul sions.

"No," croaked Dan, 'this can't be happening, this is all wong.'

Elvis | ooked at himsternly. 'Shut your rap,' said he.
"But they're going to kill us, kill me . '
"Wll, that's not a problemfor you, is it? Tears rolled down Rex's unwashed cheeks. 'Straight on

to your next incarnation, eh?

"I't's not always as sinple as that.'

"Sinple as that?' Rex clutched at his knees, hysteria was taking over frommrth
" Shut up buddy and that neans you.'

Rex chewed upon his |lip and tried to sober up. 'What a waste of tine,' he said.
"I'"'m perplexed,' said Elvis Presley.

"W forgot about G oria, chief,” cane the voice fromhis head. 'Can't understand how we overl ooked
her. Thought it was all sewn up.'

"W are all going to die,’” npaned Dan. 'W're all dooned, dooned.'
"Yeah,” Rex agreed. 'Really stinks when it's your turn, doesn't it?
254

"There's still tinme. We could fly back to Nemesis. Well, | could and once | was back there
Two nmen were | ooking at him They were both shaking their heads.

' No?'
"Uh uh,’ said HElvis.

Dan | ooked toward Rex. 'My dear boy, | appeal to you.' Rex shunned the snappy rejoinder. Dan
continued to speak, but through the medium of nental telepathy. 'Come now, Rex, this is all a big
m st ake. Why throw away your retirenent, those two lovely ladies, all that sweet food and drink
all that luxury? Al for this fool hardiness. You don't want to die, do you? Such a stupid waste.'

Rex scratched at his stubble, he didn't want to die, this was true

"Catch himoff guard and off with his head.' Rex turned his gun between his fingers. 'Between the
eyes?' he thought.

"No, not that, you would danmage the
"The Time Sprout?

"Exactly. | deplore waste. | could put that thing to great use.
"I'1l bet you could.’

"Snip, snap,' thought Dan. 'Tine is running out.

"Way don't you sinply do your vanishing act, despatch your tul pa back to Nenesis?
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Dan's thoughts turned toward his nose. Rex felt the twi nge of pain. 'Fuck you,' thought Rex.

"Bravo, chief,’” chortled the Time Sprout, who had been listening in upon the unspoken converse.
" Thought we'd | ost you there for a nonent.'

‘"No way,' said Rex Mundi
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Fergus Shaman picked his way across the precarious |andscape. It snelled about as bad as it

| ooked. He fanned at his nose, but that only seemed to nake matters worse. All in all Fergus
wasn't a happy Phnaarg. It was nore than possible that even now his novenents were bei ng observed
by the viewers of Phnaargos. Al wondering who this new character m ght be and i ndeed where the
pl ot was | eading. They weren't alone in this latter thought, as it was very nuch to the fore in
Fergus's mnd. Wiat had started out as an inspired idea to boost the flagging ratings seemed now
to be degenerat-ing into chaos. If only these norons would stick to the plot. If only throughout
their history they had done what was required of themthey would all be living in Utopia now But
Eart hers never seened to get it right. They had been given the whole planet to play with and the
end result was this. It didn't say nmuch for themas a race. But perhaps it wasn't really their
fault. Perhaps it was sonme genetic cock-up, sonme in-built wi sh for de-struction. But possibly, and
here a terrible thought entered Fergus's nind, possibly it was all the fault of Phnaargos. Perhaps
if the Earthers had just been left to get on with it, rather than being nudged al ong for the sake
of good television, they night have done very nicely, thank you

"No,' said Fergus, '"it wasn't our fault, not all this.' But it did seema terrible shang,
nonet hel ess. But there was still tine. There was always still time. In fact time was the key to

t he whol e i ssue, and Fergus, who for reasons unknown even to hinself now felt an awful sense of
responsibility, was certain that there was still a chance to sort it all out. The all but
altruistic Phnaarg pl odded on through the danger zone. And finally, there ahead of him sighted a
little jewel in the bleak and corroded
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setting. Rex's battered air car, parked close to a bunker door

Fergus straightened his shoul ders, thought positive and tripped flat on his face.
257
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and now the book has cone to ne. Through coincidence, through chance? Forget about those,
through fate. My parents taught ne aide English. The archaic witten word. They changed all that
after the NHE, an entire new al phabet, so no-one could read the truth about the past, | guess. The
term nal spoke and showed you the way. W watched and | earned and cl ocked up credits. No other
options. Only the lord high termnal. The new god. He who gave or took away, dependi ng how | ong
you spent at your devotions before him So you worship in your shrine, your hone, your tonmb. But |
had the word. The Logos. | was the last, it had to be passed to ne and it was. | could confide in
no-one. Hardly Norma. But then Rex was sent to us. 1 studied and | studied and at last | began to
piece it all together. And | began to realize what | should be |ooking for and ultimately where it
was to be found. And in the nean tinme | played the fool, the mad uncle, until | could teach the
boy.

The Suburban Book of the Dead

Macbet h hat h nurdered sl eep. Anon

| have done questionable things. Roy, Nexus 6
259

Gabba Gabba Hey. The Ranobnes
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The silver spaceship still stood upon the upper deck, atop the spiral tower of Earthers Inc. In it
sat Mungo Madoc; he was picking his nose. Before himscreens displayed the current state of
things. Three nen in a bunker. One Phnaargi an struggling to his feet. A beautiful woman in a
control room A curious vortex, which was probably just interference. The doings in his own
boardroom He would have to put a lock on that cigar box. Mungo examined a fingertip, nade a face
and applied scented drops to a now upturned nostril.

"I't won't do, will it?

Mungo, al one of all Phnaargi ans, knew the speaker's voice. The series' backers comruni cated with
only the station head. And to himrarely. 'I hardly feel that | can be held directly responsible.

"Ch, then perhaps you wish to step down fromyour position of responsibility.'
"I didn't say that exactly.'

"But it amounts to the same thing. The buck stops with you.'

"I would have thought that ultimately it stops with you.'

"Ch, no. It never does that. Non-intervention is our policy. This is the way it has al ways been
Always will be.'

"Wll, | hardly see how | can influence events. W shall just have to see what Fergus Shaman
does.’

"It might all prove to be sonmewhat acadenic. You are aware, are you not, that the virus has now
reached the twenty-first century?

260
"Wrd has reached nme, yes.

"And it's gaining momentum |f you can't halt the process then it will shortly reach the present.
And when it does . . .'

"When it does? Yes?'

" Armageddon,' said the voice. 'But not the one you have planned. You are going to need a veritable
mracle this tinme.

' Hel | ooooeeee,' call ed Fergus Shaman. 'Anybody in there?

"l know that voice.'

"It's M Shaman, chief.’

' VWho?'

Elvis turned to Rex. 'Fergus Shaman, the nan fromouter space, | told you about him'

"And he's just popped by for a chat. How sublimely opportune.

Dan felt the hand of Christeen tweak his left testicle. He wasn't goi ng anywhere for the nonent.
"Open up,' called Fergus. '"It's inportant, honestly.'

"Best let himin, chief." Elvis cranked the turncock and swung open the bunker door. Fergus
stepped inside, grinning broadly.

"Hope |I'm not i ntruding.

"Not a bit of it," Rex hel ped himthrough the hatch. 'W have about four mnutes to kill before
the bonb drops. W've been playing a gane called "I spy with with my little eye", except we seem
to have run out of expletives to describe Dan.'
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"Just four mnutes; here in the nick of tinme, eh?

"l doubt it," Rex replied. 'But if you have had any hand in all this, then | will take sone
pl easure in knowi ng that you perish along with us.

261

"You have a ready wit upon you, young nan.' Fergus hastily addressed hinself to Elvis. 'M
Presley,’” he puffed. 'You really shouldn't be here, you know. It really would be better for al
concerned if you just went straight back to 1958 and dodged the draft. As we suggested in the
first place.

"No way,’ said the Big E, shaking his head vigorously.
"Easy there, chief,” how ed the sprout.

"Can't you reason with hin?' Fergus addressed the rear of Presley's head. The sprout for once had
not hing to say.

"I screwed up once already. This tine | gotta nake it right. | got me the Ant-eye-Christ here, for
Chri ssakes. No offence to the Good Lord intended there.'

Fergus perused the bound lama. 'He's nuch smaller than he | ooks on TV, he observed.
"But | ain't no frigging Antichrist. You tell him'

Shut your nouth, fella.'
"Really, this is getting us nowhere. Rex, what do you think?
'Rex?' said Rex. 'l don't know you, do I'?

"But | know you. All Phnaargos knows you. You're a big star.'

"A big star?

"A real crowdpl easer. | shouldn't be saying this because we're probably on canera, but it would be
a sad day if we were to | ose you, Rex.

"Butt out of here, Shaman.'
"No, hang about. | want to hear nore. A big star, did you say?
"I'l'l tell you everything, but not here.’

'Yes,' Dan agreed, 'this is all npbst interesting, we should go somewhere nore confortable and
discuss it. My place, perhaps?

"Button it, schrucko.'
262
"Wl | sonewhere, and now. '

El vis chewed upon his curly lip. "W really should, chief,” his cerebral conpanion agreed. 'O at
| east we shoul d."'

Elvis dithered and dathered. 'I just don't know.' He just didn't know.
"Nuke themout,' said G oria Mindi
"But your brother, dear.

d oria paused. 'Bugger him
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"But dear, blood is thicker than water and all that. And if we are going to build a better world
surely we nust do it with conpassion. O we will be no better than . '

" Than men.’

"Exactly.'

"But we may never get as good a chance as this again.'

"But he is your brother, dear. Flesh of your flesh.'

doria hung her beautiful head. 'You are right. It would be nurder.’
"Exactly, we nust rule with I ove, care and feeling.

"W nmust, we nust.'

Even if, when all is said, he is just another man.'

Even if.'

Representing, in mcrocosm all men.'

Even if.'
"All men with their shall owness, lust, greed and crav-ing for power.'

"Even if.' This 'even if', although | ooking the same as the previous 'even ifs', had about it a
nore prolonged and thoughtful quality.

"Even if he did crap in our bidet.'

GQoria gave Ms Vrilliuma very know ng | ook
“I''l'l nuke themout then, shall | dear?
"Best to, eh? Goria ran the intro

263

Over the hills, but not a great way off, was another vast concrete pyramd. It was the
headquarters of nunmber two in the Big Three.

L. Ron Hubbard the twenty-third | ounged on the confy rear-ends of a dozen nubile |ady acol ytes. As
with the previous twenty-two L. Rons, who had gone before himto wherever it is those lads go to,
this one was rotund and ruddy and bore a striking resenblance to the late and | egendary Andy

Di vi ne. Plunping hinself upon those who were grateful for it, he nodded towards she whose job it
was to work the controller. And then he watched the wall screen with an eagerness whi ch many m ght
just have considered a sm dgenet unhealthy.

And way up over on the other side of town, Pope Joan knelt alone in the view ng chapel of Vatican
Cty. Actually it wasn't really a city at all, just another dirty great concrete bunker, but city
says sonet hi ng which bunker just can't seemto. For Joan there were never any pleasures of the
flesh. Such were strictly proscribed. To fall into such iniquity would be to fall fromthe true
faith. Wen you fall heir, or in her case heiress, to a | egacy of pious turpitude, which includes
within its holy ranks such exenplars as Pope Al exander VI and Innocent VIII, you have sonething to
live up to. Mnd you, the weekly burnings were, as they had al ways been, sonething of a turn-on
And al t hough the Dalai wouldn't actually be broadcasting live fromhis bunker prison, the nere
thought of his forthcom ng inmolation sent pure frissons of pleasure all around where the rosaries
dangl ed.

She genufl ected, whacked herself a couple of times across the naked shoulders with a plastique
flagrum and punped up the vol une.
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Down in the bunkers, M and Ms Joe Public whacked into today's deliveries and kept on watchi ng
that screen. It was a bit early in the day for all this nega-excitenent, but they were feeling
fine about the whole thing. Today's deliveries had been suitably laced for the occasion

Goria's face filled the screen. @oriously. Her green eyes were red-rimmed and welled with tears.
Her exquisite cheeks streaked. Her lipstick smudged, just so. The nakeup department had really

excel l ed thenselves. '"It's now an hour since the tel epathic conmunication fromour bel oved Dal a
Lama. My dear friends, I'mlost for words. My grief is your grief. For if the | oss of one of the
world's greatest figures isn't enough in itself to fill our hearts with sorrow, the ghastly news

that | have just received, and which | now convey to you, is nore terrible yet. It was previously
bel i eved that the Devianti was a separatist group acting upon their own insane dictates. But this
isn't the case. The terrorists are in the pay of one of the other networks. Even now anot her

ki dnapping is in progress. A Devianti death squad is penetrating the security of ' Goria
choked back a tear and bl ew her nose on a handkerchief of crepe de Chine. Then the screen crackl ed
and went dead.

L. Ron Hubbard col I apsed” into a turnmoil of heaving buttocks.
Pope Joan pulled the plug fromher flagrum
"Joan,' screaned Hubbard. 'The treacherous

'Bastard.' Pope Joan finished the sentence. 'This neans .

"War, | should think.' Goria pressed the firing button
"You really are a genius, dear,’ sighed Ms Vrillium 'Do
265

you think we should take to the shelters just to be on the safe side?

"Now, why on Earth should we do that? No-one is going to be shooting at us, now are they?
Mungo Madoc buried his face in his hands, and said, 'Oh, calamty.'

266
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the underground. There's al ways an underground. Tradition nurtured this one. And the Book
Because it had all conme so far. It had to be seen through to the end. W all had to know what was
on the K carbon, in whatever formit was now hidden. O course rival factions split, reforned,
resplit. But at the core of themall was the certain know edge that at the core of it all was some
fabul ous treasure just waiting. So the conviction becanme obsession and in no tinme obsession becane
religion. Some menbers of the underground becane wholly convinced that some kind of cosmic warrior
was com ng, that he would unlock the secrets of the carbon and set the world to rights. Sone said
he was here already, sone that he would soon be born. Qhers, and this includes the Devianti,
split fromthe underground in the early years. Developed this cult of the Born Again. A sort of
other Christ. W let that one spread, put the wind up the Big Three.

The Suburban Book of the Dead

The missile Aoria despatched was the last of its breed. A Sneaky Reekie. Designed in the late
nineties, its brethren had done a thorough job of laying waste to the greater part of the known
worl d. Dan had been saving it for a very special occasion. It hedge-hopped, or it npbst certainly
woul d have done, had there been any hedges extant for it to hop over. Shall we say that it

267
rubbl e- hopped? It slunk out of the tradesman's entrance of the Nenesis Bunker, |ooked both ways to

assure itself that it wasn't being observed, ducked into a Metro termi nus, soared along a
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trackway, snook up a ventilation shaft, near the Tonorrowran Tavern, now under goi ng extensive
renovati ons. Created a cloak of invisibility, through the adaptation of Einstein's Unified Field
Theory, turned up Park Avenue and finally nuzzled its nuclear nose into the front parlour of the
| ate Aunty Norma. 'Gotcha,' it said. Loudly.

The switchboard (for why bel abour the reader with a lot of sci-fi-hi-tech-hokum regarding its
multi-cellular, bio-enbrionic jiggery-pokery) at Earthers Inc. janmed. M nor enployees scurried up
and down the nmenbrane tubes. Board nenbers paced the lush and tufted carpetings. One or two of the
nore hi ghly-strung took the opportunity to fling thenselves from upper w ndows. Mingo Madoc sought
di vi ne gui dance from He of the Nose Enormous. But as is so often the case with deities, old Holy
Hooter was being just a little backward in com ng forward. He was keeping out of this one. At

I engt h, Mungo knelt, pinched his nostrils and took hinself off to the lift. For a nan's gotta do
what a man's gotta do

Jason Morgawr net himon the boardroom | andi ng. The intense young Phnaarg had never | ooked nore
so. 'No warning,' he shrieked, 'well, not enough at any rate. My teamisn't ready. This is really
too much. Really too much.

Mungo brushed him aside. 'Are the other board mem bers within?
"Those that still remain anongst the living.'

268

Mungo sighed as only he could sigh and ordered the door aside.

"Gentl enen,’ he decl ared, although the appellation seemed i nappropriate to descri be the bunch of
jibbering ninnies now huddl ed at the far end of the Gol denwood table. 'Please be seated. There is
no, and | repeat, no need to panic.'

The unmagi cal nmushroom cl oud rose above Aunty Norme's bunker. At 500 feet it flattened against the
artificial cloud cover, which had been expressly designed to cope with such eventualities. The

poi sonous residues reflected downwards and cutaways. The | ong-range caneras atop Nenmesis which had
been recording the great event, retracted into their blast-proof housings.

"We'l | neet again, don't know where, don't know when,' sang the Lamarettes, clad soberly in black
arm bands, al though very little else.

"And renenber,' doria nopped at a tear and smiled bravely, 'if you are in the latter stages of
pregnancy or even giving birth at this very nmoment, give your EYESPI a little wave. Because you
could be carrying the next incarnation of the Living God King hinmself. Here today and here
tonorrow, that is the watchword of Buddha-vision. Tonorrow bel ongs to you.

"For | know we'll neet again, some sunny day . Fade out.

L. Ron Hubbard's glory girls freighted their precious cargo at great speed towards the Chosen
One's thinking quarters. Scores of vacuumeyed young nen, with swi sh black suits, clutching
antique filofaxes to their bosons, followed at the double. "Arm ' 'emup!' trilled the portly
Thetan. 'Run every son-of-a-bitch through the E neter

269

and send 'emout.' The pale young nen shouted into their radi o-phones and did what they could to
add to the general confusion.

"And get nmy chef down here,’” L. Ron continued, 'l want to discuss lunch.'

Pope Joan stayed put. Popes don't rush about in panic, it sinply isn't done. She nmerely addressed
the assenbl ed cl ergy.

' Consi der the guns blessed. Almthemdirectly at Fundanentalist Foods and di scharge them That is
all.’

The | ads at the Nemesis notorpool grudgingly paid off the chief nechanic. One bright spark
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suggested a whi p-round to get up a weath for Rex. But no-one was particularly keen, so they got
on with the business in hand. 'Wio will give ne evens on the Jesuits? asked the chief nechanic,
who was feeling | ucky.

"News teams are covering both the rival stations,’” said Ms Vrillium 'W are nonitoring all their
broadcasts, internal as well as external. W will relay all relevant information to the viewers
the nonent anything truly significant occurs.'

"You consider that a state of war now exists?
'Ch yes, dear. No doubt about it.'

Goria was all sniles. 'Good. And technical are going to run all the appropriate archive footage?
Threats, recrimnations, cover-ups, scandals, corruption in high places. Al the horny stuff?

'The stuff we have been manufacturing for years, dear? All taken care of. Overkill, is, | believe,
the expression.'

"There is, | trust, no chance whatever that Dan m ght have survived the bl ast?
270

"None. Intelligence inforned us that a bonmb had been fitted to Rex's air car. We took the liberty
of exploding that first. They had nowhere to run to.'

"Shanme,' said twenty billion Phnaargs. But they re-mained glued to their sets, all the sane.

"Good.' doria stretched languidly and ran her fingers through her hair. 'l am of course, very
sorry about Rex. But, as they say, you can't nake a really good |ubricant w thout breaking eggs.'

"You certainly can't,' Ms Vrilliumwllingly agreed. | wonder what an egg is, and where you can
get one at this time of day? she mused

"Oh, boo and hoo and boo hoo hoo,' sobbed the Sneaky Reekie. 'I'ma dud. A great big dud. The
shame, the shane.’

Rex patted the bl ubbering bonb upon the dented nosecone. 'Never mind,' he said encouragingly.
"It's all for the best, you know.'

The last of ny line,'" wailed the mssile, 'and how does ny world end?
"Not with a bang but a whinper?
"Ch cruel, cruel.'

"But let's ook on the bright side," Rex was all for that, 'you could have injured us badly.'

"Injured you badly? I would have atom sed you. My destructive capabilities are ... were ... should
have been ... oh, the shane . '

'Hey, hold on there,' Elvis put in. "If it wasn't this SOB, sonething made one hell of a bang out
there.'

"I think I might be able to explain,' said Fergus Shaman. 'There was a bonb in Rex's air car. It
was detonated by remote control fromthe Nenmesis building. | fear it nmust have set off the
DilithiumCrystals in ny spaceship
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causing the major explosion. Luckily for us the rear end of this |oquacious mssile absorbed the
i mpact upon the bunker, sparing our lives. There's always a |ogical ex-planation if you are
prepared to stretch credibility far enough,’

"Hang on there.' The voice belonged to Rex. 'Wat bonb in ny air car?
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' The one he placed in it.' Fergus pointed the finger of guilt toward Dalai Dan. 'To destroy the
car as soon as you had picked up M Presley.'

"Oh | never did,” lied the Living God King. "As if | would."'
"VWhat about nme?' wail ed the Sneaky Reekie. 'My reverse gears are buggered al so.'
" Tal ki ng bonb,” nuttered Elvis. 'Pile of horseshit.'

"Ch, | don't know, chief. Logical progression, life always imtates art, you know. Renenber that
science fiction film Dark Star, on Concorde, when we were on our way to Hong Kong?'

"Shit, yeah. That where this guy sw ped the idea fron?

'Bound to be, chief.’

"But in the novie, the bonb finally blew up.'

"Yeah chief, just what | was thinking.

"You put a bomb in ny air car?" Rex was now shaking the Dalai by the throat.

'Rex, no, please, ouch. You can't believe him. . . gag .. . gurgle . . . \Wat about our working
rel ati onship, your pension plan? Ow, gulp . ' Rex took his hands fromthe holyman's throat and
ki cked his chair over. He turned away in fury to confront a bunker wall of no particular interest.
Goria's face lit up the TV terminal

"As a special tribute to the Dalai Lama, who cast away his Earthly formthis very norning, we are
going to screen a selection of hunorous out-takes and bl oopers
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fromthe | ast series of Nenesis. These show the nore nuddl ed, hunan side of our beloved Dan and it
was his express wi sh that we show them should an eventuality such as this occur.’

"You'll get yours, Goria,’ spat the floor-bound Dan from between seriously gritted teeth. 'You
see if you don't.’

"W shall, of course interrupt this conic relief with any up-to-the-m nute newsfl ashes of the war
currently wagi ng between the Jesuits and the Fundanmentalists. Om nani-padne- hum

Dan took to scream ng and thrashing. It was nbst unbecom ng.
273
28

yeah, certainly, 1 work for the departnment. And all I'msaying is; if it cane through here,
it cane through ne. Nothing cones in or goes out except if it's through me. It gets checked in. It
gets evaluated. It gets authenticated, or not, as the case may be. It gets indexed. It gets
catal ogued and it gets filed. Al through me. Now, the date you are talking about is a date I'm
hardly going to forget, aml1? It being the date that the | ast object ever cane through here.
Al t hough, as you can see, I'msitting at my desk in case sonmething else mght cone in. Wiich is
unlikely as the digs have been closed for twenty years. But I'mstill here. Boring? A pointless
exi stence? Twenty years? funny you should nention it. Do | get resentful? Do | get resentful ?
Sitting here looking at these four walls, while nmy life ticks away? \Wat?

So regarding this object, this very last object that 1 ever recorded. And which by inplication
woul d i ndeed appear to be the very object you seek. And which you would |ike ne to show you.
Buddy, it would be nore than nmy job's worth to pull a stunt like that. And |I'm not nessing. The
Subur ban Book of the Dead

There now,’ said Mingo. 'Did | or did | not tell you not to panic? The board nembers responded
somewhat indifferently to Mingo's question. It was alnost as if they needed a nmite nore
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convi nci ng.
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Jason put up his hand to speak. 'Sir, the fortuitous survival of Dan et al does, if | might dare
voice the feelings of the entire board-' (the entire board made 'no such thing' runblings)'-does
take a fair bit of swallowing, credibility wi se.

"Let us not beat about the bush, Mdrgaw,' Mingo dusted pollen fromhis |apel, 'sonething specific
on your m nd?

"Well . . . er . . .' Jason stared about at the surviving board nmenbers. Their faces said, 'CGo on,
fuck yourself up.' 'Ah, nothing. A lucky chance. Fortuitous is the word | shall stand by.'

' Good. Now regarding your technical staff. How | ong before they will be ready for the off?
“An hour, sir. Two at the nost.'

"And Morgaw, you are totally au fait with the situa-tion, plotw se?

"Ch yes, sir.' Jason's face bobbed up and down. 'Arna-geddon, that's what it's all about now, eh?
Mungo nade a thoughtful face. '"Yes, well it is and it isn't.’

"It isand it isn't.' Morgaw tried to ook enlightened. "It is Armageddon, but it's not
Armageddon. Yes | see. | knowit's not the Arnageddon. Which is to say, that although it is our

Armageddon, which will appear to be their Arnmageddon, it is not really the Armageddon. Wiich is
what you are saying, is it not?

"What | am saying is that whoever's Arnmageddon it turns out to be, it nmust have a happy endi ng.

One which will satisfy the backers, the Holy Wit and the view ng public. Raise the ratings, not
infuriate the advertisers, and allow ne to sl eep peacefully in ny bed, should | ever wish so to
do. This is the kind of scenario, in fact the exact scenari o which you envisage, is it not?
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"Well. . .' said Jason Morgaw. 'Well. . .°

The doors of the Dalai's private lift opened into his equally private apartnents. These occupi ed
the entire floor toward the very apex of the Nenesis pyranid. The four glazed, sloping walls

di spl ayed t he panorama of endl ess bl ue, beneath which, and in terrible contrast, the artificia
cl oud heaved |ike a poison sea.

Goria took a step forward but checked herself. Dan's presence still hung in the air. An unsavoury
psychic masma. It said, 'Just you try it.' Goria trenbled, assail ed by sudden doubt. She had
done the unthinkable. She had nmurdered the World's forenpst religious figure. The man whi ch many
regarded as God. That he was un-questionably a merciless tyrant hardly seened to come into it. He
was wor shi pped, adored. G oria Mundi had nurdered God.

And for what? For the common good? For the sake of mankind? The future of the race? doria shook
her head. Qut of revenge, out of a lust for power. And now she had it, what was she going to do
with it? She realized for the first tinme that she really had no idea at all

"Cone on dear, |'Il fix us both a drink." Ms Vrilliumplaced a fleshy pal mupon the snall of
G oria's back.

'Be careful.

"Careful? Ms Vrilliummarched fromthe lift, the martial clicks of her steel heels |osing
thenselves in the rich pile of the carpet.

"Can't you feel hinP' doria was suddenly afraid.

"I can snell that filthy nusk he pomaded hinself with. But nothing nore. Conme on dear, first night
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nerves is all.
Wth faltering steps Goria entered the apartnent. She
277

had seen it all before. The fine hangings. The quilted sofas, their covers woven fromthe feathers
of birds a century dead. The hi gh-donmed di splay cases, clustered with enigmatic antiques. The
kilims and curios. Seen it all before. But sonmehow never really seen it. Never in depth, in
clarity. Seen what it represented. What He represented.

' Permanence,' Dan had said. 'Safety, the status quo. | ampart of all this, a nmetaphor, a synbol.
A what not . '

Ms Vrilliumrattled the neck of a Venetian decanter into a silvered goblet. 'W' ||l have that out
of here for a kick off.' She addressed her words to a full-length portrait of the |ad hinself.

"Hi s painting? The voice was half gone in GQoria' s throat.

"Painting nothing. That dear is what they call a patch-work quilt and it is patched from human
skins.'

Goria felt very sick indeed.

The ongoi ng situation currently ongoi ng between the Fundanmentalists and the Jesuits was stepping
up apace. Al though the weaponry invol ved was sonmewhat cob-webby and of dubious serviceability, the
protagoni sts went about their respective businesses with a will. For when both parties have God on
their side, both can be equally assured of w nning.

There had al ready been several unfortunate incidents involving certain 'Smart' weapons systens.
Havi ng had five decades to neditate upon their own snartness, these appeared to have reached
states of enlightenment which put them above the whim of nortal man. Thus, few, if any, ever found
their allotted targets.

Then, there was the matter of the anti-nissile mssiles, the anti-mssile-mssile mssiles, the
hol ogr aphi cal | y-
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proj ected decoy mi ssiles, the hol ographically-projected decoy confusion mssiles, the jamm ng
systens, the anti-jamm ng rejanm ng systens and the systens which did nothing in particular but
were still exciting for all of that. Adding to all this were the systenms which failed i mediately,
those which reserved their nalfunc-tionings until the vital nmonent and those, which included nost
of the foregoing, which required the skilled hand of the highly-trained expert. A breed now | ong
gone to dust.

One further point is worthy of note. Both the edifices now currently under bonbardment had

wi t hst ood the now | egendary Nucl ear Hol ocaust Event, a tine when men really knew how to chuck the
sophi sti cat ed wi dow maki ng hardware about. The bunps and grinds now currently on the go appeared
to pose but little threat in the 'laying waste to' departnent.

L. Ron Hubbard the twenty-third, sensing that Dan's tragic denmise mght well afford the
opportunity for himto elevate hinself fromthe role of two-dinensional character with hardly a
sub-plot to call his owmn to that of major protagonist, paced the war-room floor unaided. The
Hubbar ds never got wherever they got by thinking snmall.

‘"Ma many great times granpappy woul d have known how to kick ass with these no-count lowlifes,' he
draw ed southernly. "All fair gane to great tinmes granpah.' The sharp young nen with the far-away

stares bent |ow over their instrunent panels and said nothing. One didn't take liberties with the

m ghty L. Ron. Not any liberties. Not nohow.

"All this bin a long time coming,’” quoth the great man, as his personal stenographers keyed up
their shorthand
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conputers, eager to take down his each and every holy word. 'In a world gone all to hell with
avarice and greed and never a hint of a takeaway tandoori or a Col onel Sanders ™ Chi cken Nugget |,
a world of heartache and gl oom where few other than ne ever glinpse the higher truths, such a
world as this, my friends, and such a tinme as this, and did | ever tell you about the time ny
great times granpapa once sailed a ship hal fway around the world and stopped off at this little
i sland where the natives prepare a special brand of |obster which they take in a sauce of

And it went on much in the sanme fashion, as it always did and no doubt al ways woul d, which gives
the reader a fair idea why L. Ron really didn't merit a nore prom nent part. And why his
forthcom ng assassi nation at the hands of a jeal ous drug-crazed continuity girl over a |ove-
triangl e incident, which had nothing whatever to do with the controlling theme of this book, would
go for the nost part unrecorded, but, that is, for a brief nention of the sickening squel ch made
by his lifeless body as it struck the floor

Pope Joan had al ways envi saged her role in the filmversion being played by Meryl Streep. O if
Meryl wasn't available, then at the very |least by that fine character actor M M chael O Hagan
Now she knelt in silent prayer. Joan hadn't had nuch to say as yet, and sadly for her she woul dn't
have nuch nore, as it happened. But, as she had always believed, it was in the way that |ines were
spoken that turned the words into an artform In the connotation rather than the denotation. She
con-si dered | anguage a neans to convey, rather than an end in itself. And though the song is
ended, the nelody lingers on. And so forth.

280
"Although | have the body of a weak and frail woman,’ she began

Back in Aunty Norna's bunker inponderables were being pondered. Four nen were huddled in the
furthest corner fromthe bonb-bunged door. They conprised possibly the nost unlikely quartet in
literary history. Being: a risen-fromthe-ranks bunker-boy, whose promp-tional prospects had never
| ooked grimrer; a visitor fromanother star, who really w shed he wasn't; his divine unholiness
the Dal ai Lama, now unenpl oyed; and a tinme-travelling Elvis Presley with a sprout in his head.

And they say nothing is new. Bah, hunbug!

"The way | see it, Barry,' said Elvis, addressing the Time Sprout. 'This could be a very dynanite
show.' Inside the King's cerebellumBarry the sprout (he had chosen the name hinself) nodded
t hought ful ly.

"This is, | think, chief, where Rex really conmes into his own.

"Ch yes?' Rex, who had been silently fulmnating upon life in general, and his own in particul ar
turned sulkily at the nention of his nane. 'And how m ght that be?

' Deductive reasoning,' said friend sprout. 'You surely don't think that sheer chance | ed us here?
"Cruel fate, nore like.'

"Lighten up, chief. There is a purpose behind every-thing. Once one has divined the purpose,
crystallized one's ideas, weighed up the pros and cons, taken the bull by the horns, surnounted
the seem ngly insurmountable, maxim zed one's options . '

Rex shook his head so violently that it nmade his eyes pop. "My role so far in this has been one of
exenpl ary stoicism |I'mnow resigned to the conclusion that life

281
makes no sense whatsoever. | shall now, | think, go it alone.
"And which way mght you go, chief?

Rex gl anced over at the Sneaky Reekie, which was now maki ng determined tick tock noises. 'l am
cogitating,” he replied.
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"Rex is probably cogitating upon the secret trapdoor,' said Fergus Shaman, casually. Three pairs
of eyes turned simultaneously upon him

"Trapdoor,’ Fergus reiterated, pre-enpting the ob-vious joint response. 'It's definitely on file,
I recall it fromwhen we first set up the Rex scenari . . . oh.' Hi s glance net that of Rex.

'Rex scenario,’ said that man, very slowy.

"A star nust always have options, as long as they are |ogical of course. A star . . .' But
unfortunately the word star was already suffering fromthe | aw of dimnishing returns. Rex Mind
punched Fergus Shaman on the nose.

'"Easy there, big fella,” Elvis stepped forward to restrain Rex fromfurther denonstrations of
di spleasure. 'If the alien dude says there's a trapdoor, let's not punch his lights out for it.'

Rex shook him off. Fergus nursed his beak whil st Dan sniggered silently. Bloodied noses seened to
have beconme sonet hing of a vogue lately, thought he.

"It's just possible,’” said Rex in a tone which inplied suprene unlikelihood, '"that | night even

become nore furious than | amnow. | have been callously nanipul ated, at the very |east, by
everyone in this bunker and possibly, for all | know, others beyond nunber. | will have no nore of
it. 1 shall stay here and die like a man. Better it is to die on one's feet than |ive on one's
knees.'
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"Ah,’ said the Sneaky Reekie, 'I think | have ironed out the problem A bit of oil in the

carburettor. That's better, now where was |1? Ch yes, ten, nine, eight.
"To the trapdoor,' cried Rex.

283

29

t he underground, yes, it was very nuch that. Anobngst the network of netro-links, service
tunnels, ventilation shafts, disused nmlitary installations, cellars, basenents and vaults, the
inner councils nmet. Plotted and planned. Started off, | guess, with NHE survivors trapped down
there. They nanaged to tap into the synthafood pipes |eading fromthe plants far bel ow and the
power lines. So once you have food and power you are up and running. The word of the Book gave
hope. Fromthe few renmai ning toum pl anners' blue-prints we burrowed up to what bunkers we coul d.
Cane across a lot of dead folk back then. But we had our successes. Just kept passing the word
al ong.

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

'So you see, Rex.' Fergus Shanan edged along in the near darkness, beyond the punishing range of
Rex's fist. 'Your uncle was sonething of a revolutionary hinself.'

"But what exactly did he want?

"Same as all revolutionaries want. The genui ne ones anyway. Create Utopia, destroy tyranny, wn
freedom that kind of thing.'

"So you are telling me that there is an entire revolu-tionary arny down here awaiting
mobi | i zation?' Rex found a sudden spring creeping into his step

"Well, actually no.' Fergus lightened his own footsteps. 'Regretfully no.
285
"Go on then, tell ne the worst.'

' Sonmeone got to them W don't know who, perhaps it was a what. But sonething wi ped themall out.
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"I don't |

ke the sound of no what.' Elvis cuffed Dan in the ear to place an accent upon his
words. "I'II

i
Il settle for a who. Sone stooly sold themout to the Feds.' Cuff, cuff.

"Possibly so,' Fergus shrugged. 'W could never get a foothold down here, so we may never know for
certain.’

"So they could all still be here." Rex's optimsmsur-prised even hinself.
"They're not,' said Fergus.
You' re dammed right they' re not, thought Dan, 'You'll get yours pal,' he told Elvis.

Back in Aunty Norma's bunker, the Sneaky Reeki e appeared to have becone a graduate of the
Deat hbl ade Eric School of Discorporate Nunerics. 'Seven ... six ... eight, no, seven . . . eight
ni ne, no, nine seven, oh buggeration,' swore the frustrated killing machi ne. 'Zero and

A viol ent shock rocked the passage and sent the odd quartet reeling. Something big and bad had
just gone boom somewhere above them But on this occasion as upon the last, it wasn't the Sneaky
Reeki e.

Rex struggled to his feet. 'Things are becoming very dangerous indeed,' he conplained. 'The
unrecycl ed excrenent seens to have made contact with the rotating segnent of the atnospheric
circulator, to coin a phrase."'

"Sonmething like.' Elvis agreed. 'Anyone know where we are, for Chrissakes?

"You're in deep shit,' said Dan. Hi s outspokenness was rewarded in sunmary fashion. 'Quch,' he
added.
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"I still find it hard to believe that ny uncle was a revolutionary.' Rex made as to dust hinself
down, but the futility of the action was not slow in the dawning. He could no | onger see the

poi nt. Nor could he see very nuch else as he felt his way along in the gloom And what he could
see, he knew to be illunminated by the generations of active fallout which had soaked down into the
passages. It wasn't all that encouraging no matter how you viewed it. 'He was certainly an

i deal i st, Uncle, for whatever that got him'

"He taught you the trick with the eyes, though.'
"Trick with the eyes?" Dan voiced a sudden interest.

' Taught Rex how to sleep with his eyes open. Fool the EYESPI, clock up credits without having to
suffer the rubbish on-screen.'

"Did he now?" Dan sensed rather than saw the swing Elvis took at his ear, and ninbly sidestepped
it. "Smart trick.'

Rex turned suddenly upon Dan. 'That why you killed hin®

Dan stared himeye to eye. 'You'd best keep your options open, Rex. You never know when you mi ght
need them' Rex heard that, but no-one else did. Not even the telepathic sprout.

Mungo Madoc i nhabited his boardroom chair. The boardroom board watched hi mand shared feelings of
unease. Like the Magi of old, they were awaiting a sign. A star in the heavens, perhaps? O
perhaps not. A sinple nod of the head or twitch of the forefinger nmight well have alleviated the
tensi on somewhat. But Mingo did nothing. He sat and he stared and he stared. Mingo was conmuni ng
with the backers. The switchboard girls had pulled the plugs and nmade their strategic w thdrawa
to
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the staff canteen, secure in the know edge that unruly nmobs were unlikely to besiege the building,
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seeki ng heads. Nothing was going to drag the popul ation away fromtheir tel evision sets. For the
first time ever these were now actually showi ng The Earthers in its full, unedited glory. Dan, Rex
and Elvis mght be | acking, but the violent spectacle of two of Earth's |largest religious

organi zations bl asting seven bells of unrecycled excre-nent out of each other was far too good to
m ss. And with Dan gone, and doria still an unknown quantity, allegiances were already starting
to shift.

Mungo | urched suddenly forward, |oosening the weaker bl adders.

"Right,' said he. 'l have been in |l engthy comrunication with the backers and you will be pl eased
to hear that they are willing to sanction Morgaw's Armageddon scenario. Wth one or two ninor
changes which need not concern any of you here. Now |l et us be one hundred per cent clear on the
situation as it now stands. The series as we know it, is shortly to be brought to an end.' He put
up his hands against the outcry. 'A great deal of thought has gone into this, | can assure you
But this series, like any other, had only a |imted budget and the backers are not prepared to
extend it any longer. No backing, no budget, no series. Mirgaw, stop that man . '

"Too late.' Mdrgaw gazed down fromthe open win-dow, the falling body dim nished and was gone.

Mungo shook his head and snuffled at a |lapel flower, savouring the heavily narcotized scent. ' Now,
before any nore of you make such an ill-considered nove, | suggest that you just hear ne out.' The
board nenbers settl ed thensel ves down, | oosening ties and gul ping water. 'W have all tried to
keep this series going as |ong as possible.
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And the Nose al one knows how many radi cal proposals and outrageous interventions there have been.
But the big boys upstairs will have no nore of it. They are adamant. The series nust go out on a
high note. Well, at |east on a spectacular one. And cheap. Wich will |eave the way cl ear for
sonmet hing entirely new.'

‘. Earth Two, The Sequel ?* Mdrgaw suggested.

"Sadly, no. W nust play by the rules this tinme, I'"'mafraid. There will be no nore tanpering with
scripts, no nore inprovisations. This is something altogether dif-ferent and on a much | arger
scale. | can't tell you about it now, but if I say the words "substantial salary in-creases", then

I hope they will be sufficient to put your mnds at rest.'

The board rose as a single Phnaarg, cast netaphorical hats toward the sky and engul fed Mungo in a
sea of hearty handcl aps.

An entire aeon of hunman history was drawing to a close. A planet was about to be w ped fromthe
heavens. All nenories, thoughts and dreans, all hopes. Mankind was to be blotted out as if it had
never needed to exist. But these |lads were getting a pay rise!

289

30

Doubt everything and find your own |ight. Buddha

"I really can't see the point in dragging himalong. Wiy don't we sinply kill himand have done?

El vis appeared to be stuck for a reply to this, but not so Fergus Shaman. 'You cannot kill the
Dal ai Lanma, Rex. It sinply isn't done.

"But the man is a mass nurderer. Only about two at a tine, mind, but it adds up. He deserves
execution, at the very |east.'

That may well be. But not by you. You've never actually killed anyone, have you?
Rex nmade a thinking face. 'No,’ said he. 'I'msure that | haven't.'

"Nor have you.' Fergus peered toward the man in the white sequi ned nunber.
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"Two or three.' Elvis did shoul der swaggers. 'In self defence, of course.

"No, you haven't.' Fergus grinned. 'You're the good guys. You escape death by the skin of your
teeth and fight for justice. Even, if like Rex, you don't even know why you do it nobst of the
time. But you don't actually ever kill anyone.'

'"Om' said Dan. 'This being the case | will now take mnmy |eave.
291
Elvis kicked himin the ankle. 'Never trust an alien,’” he told the hopping hol yman.

Wth Dan now rmuttering in nmuted tones that col-lectively, or one at a tine, his persecutors woul d
"get theirs', the four continued along no particular passage, bound it seenmed, for no particular
destination. O so it seened.

"Holy shit,' cried Elvis Presley. 'Wuld you | ook at that?'

Now t here have been roons and there have been roons. And this one was a bedroomas it happened. O
its furnishings and decor, it could be fairly stated that they were of the eclectic persuasion. A
ki dney-shaped dressing table with a crazed Form ca top hob-nobbed with a gilded torchere which had
once shed |ight upon Count Cagliostro. A faux-banboo wall-case displayed the spines of rare and
pricel ess books. The works of Crispin, Scott's Phallic Wrship, the Brentford Cctol ogy, St

M chael 's Book of M crowave Cooki ng, Rushdie's The Satanic Verses. Kaffe Fassett cushions bul ged
upon a settee designed by Salvador Dali. And at the roonms heart rose a Gothic four-poster covered
with a candl ewi ck bedspread. Upon this, and creat-ing the rooms i mediate centre of interest, |ay
a vol up-tuous bl onde wonman weari ng nought but a wel coming smle.

' Goddamm,' swore Elvis. 'l nean, well, pardon our intrusion, mam'

The bl onde rose upon her el bows and thrust out her bosom in the manner once favoured by the Page
Three Stunnas of ol d. She tossed back her hair and yawned silently.

"We're lost,’ said Rex, rather foolishly.

"Yeah,’ Elvis agreed. 'That's right.
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Fergus Shaman nodded his head. 'Wat amazing nipples,’ he observed.
Dan said nothing. But then this kind of sight was hardly new to him

"Sorry to invade your privacy.' Rex was trying not to look, but failing for the nobst part. 'If you
could just offer some directions, we will be straight on our way.'

"I"'min no particular hurry,’ Elvis produced a nmono-granmmed conb and teased it through his quiff,
"if you guys want to go on ahead.'

"I think we should all stick together.

Fer gus shook pungent aronatics of an aphrodi siac nature on to his pal mand began to pat them about
his chin. Dan said nothing for the second time. The blonde on the bed rolled on to her side and
fluttered her eyelids at Elvis.

"Sorry guys,’ said the King, preparing for action. 'But it was really no contest, was it? Here,
Rex, you take scunmbag out for a walk. Say for a couple of hours.'

"I don't think so,” Rex pushed past the Dalai. O at |east he would have. As it was Rex pushed
through the Dalai. The inmage faded into the air, a broad Cheshire Cat grin hovering for a nonment
before doing a |ikew se vani shing trick.

"Trickery dickery,’ cried Fergus, very much inpressed. There was a kind of |loud pop and the entire
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room bl onde bonbshell and all folded in upon itself and was gone. The three nen now stood knee
deep in raw sewerage. They began to sink. Dalai Dan was nowhere to be seen

"Aw, shit!’
293
31

. we knew where it was for sure and it was renarkable how sinple it actually was to discover
what it was pretending to be. Back in the nineties, the termfor what we did was 'super hacking'
Conput er gate-crashing on an international scale. Subversives hacked their ways into the

mai nframes of all the mgjor institutions: the mlitary, banking houses, religious, even the Big
Three. Back doors were created whereby the hacker could override pass-codes, slip in and out at

will, draw off prograns, nmake subtle adjustnents, alter records. And introduce viruses which self-
replicated and spread, crashing the systens. At that tinme the biggest of these hacking circuses
was called chaos. | swear to God it's true. Now t he Buddhavi si on mai nfrane, MOTHER, so called, had

security blocks on it fromthe first. Punch in the wong passcode and it fed back. "You were fried
meat at your terminal. Real mean. They took hacking very seriously. But there was a backdoor al
the sane. Who got it in there, | can't say. But it was there and we took it. Called up the
Department of Antiquities stock records and skinmed through to the | ast recorded entry. And there
it was. Entry **% 78:555:2323; Al we had to do now was break right in and get it. The Suburban
Book of the Dead

In the world there are two kinds of tragedies. One is not getting what one wants. The other is
getting it. Oscar WIde
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The surviving nenbers of the Earthers Inc. executive board |ined thenmsel ves agai nst the wall,
uncertain of what exactly was about to occur. Mingo faced themfromhis chair. This,’” he displayed
between thunb and fore-finger a small sphere which glowed, as if lit fromwthin, 'is a key. The
key, in fact. It has lain in a secret place for over 1,000 Farther years. Fromthe tine, in fact,
when it was supposed to be used the first time. But now !l aminformed by the backers that its
nmoment has conme for certain.'

"What does it do?'" Jason asked.
"In short it ties up a lot of |oose ends.'
"A Mc@uffin,' Jason suggested.

Mungo Madoc shook his head. 'You are a noron,' he said. 'Now just stay where you are and watch
this carefully.’

Mungo took up the gl owi ng sphere, popped it into his nmouth and swal |l owed. The board menbers | ooked
on in wonder. The possibilities were endless. There was a | ong and ponderous nonent, during which
not hi ng happened. Then, with a suddenness of trouser-filling intensity, everything did. Mingo's
head bul ged hideously. H's fingers extended. Like so many pink serpents they darted through the
air to attach thenmselves to the walls and ceiling. Then they began to pul sate. The Gol denwood
table sank into the floor and the tufted carpeting swept in fromall sides to cover its departure.
A great cone of light sprang up and an inpossible pressure popped ears and gritted teeth. The room
qui vered and shook as the living thing it was.

And then it was done. The room becane still. The pressure ceased. Mingo's fingers returned to
their natural proportions, his head shrank. The cone of light renmained, glittering about the
edges. Mungo whi st ed,
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shook his head and flexed his fingers. 'Yes indeedy,” he said. No-one dared to ask.

Two nmenials in station fatigues carried the Dalai's portrait fromthe room At doria's el bow one
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of a dozen tel ephones purred. She picked it up. The voice on the other end of the Iine was unknown
to her. It was shouting. Goria held the receiver at armis length and regarded it with distaste.

"Shall |, dear?'" asked Ms Vrillium

"Please do." Ms Vrilliumplaced the thing to her head and |listened for a nonent. She then shouted,
"Fuck off,’” before slamming it down.

"Who was that?

"Artemis Scargill dear, chief convenor for the food and nedi co workers' union. He says that unless
the | ong-running di spute between managenent and the shop floor is settled at once, his nmenbers
will be forced to place a vote of No Confidence in you. And that just to be on the safe side, they

are preparing for an all-out strike.
"They didn't waste a lot of tine, did they?

The tel ephone purred again. Ms Vrilliumtore the plug fromthe socket and hurled the w cked
nmessenger into a far corner. The lights nmonmentarily di nmred.

"That woul d no doubt be the electrical union letting you know that they are preparing to offer
their support.'

G oria mde a pensive face. 'What about the tech-nicians and the production teans?

"Different unions again, dear. Al though Dan never did get around to sorting out all their separate
grievances. So | suppose it's just possible . '

Goria slunped on to Dan's settee and tinkered dis-
297

tractedly with the hol ophon headset. 'This is sonmething of a pain in the butt.'

The fat woman's eyes lit up. "Wuld you like ne to ..." '"Not at present, thank you. What am |
going to do?'" 'Hardly for me to say,’” Ms Vrilliumreplied tartly. 'Dan always kept them under
control. It's down to you now.' doria nmade sulks. 'How s the war going?" she asked, brightening

' The Fundanentalists currently have the upper hand. Several of Joanie's transmitters are already
in purgatory.' 'Jolly good. Then once both stations go off the air ' 'The victory woul d appear
to be ours, yes.' '"Yes.' For Goria it was all really starting to sink in. Wen the victory was
hers, what then? What was she going to do with it? She discarded the headset and rose fromthe
settee. Crossing the floor she paused to regard the sky through one of the great sloping walls of
glass. Gazing down fromit, she viewed the turnmoil of foul brown cloud. Beneath this were

t housands of people, huddled in bunkers and now relying on her for their survival. doria was
capabl e of being dispassionate along with the best of them but on such a scale? Dan had tal ked
about his new tonorrow. Wafting away the clouds, opening up the land. A madnan's dream of U opi a?
G oria mde inward groans. Perhaps the cloud cover couldn't be lifted. Perhaps all of it was lies.
All inall it was a bit of a mess. And all in all she was very rmuch to bl ane.

G oria Mundi suddenly began to niss Dalai Dan very much i ndeed.

There was a fair anount of slurping and sl opping going on down in the bowels of the Earth. Elvis
dragged Rex clear of the quagmre and hastened to the aid of Fergus
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Shaman. ' These magi ¢ boots were one hell of a smart nove, green buddy.'
Fergus sl unped upon dry land. ' Thanks,’ he gasped.

"No sweat. Rex, give ne back ny electronic doodad.' Rex delved into his sodden suit and fished it
out. Elvis tinkered with it but got no response. 'Doesn't work down here. Look at my trouser
cuffs. Good guy or not, | shall do for the father-raper as soon as we catch himup.'
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Rex shook hinself, but it did no good. The Dalai had really been saving hinself for that one. From
a detached point of view, it really was a renmarkably clever trick, although it was hard to be

det ached when you snelt the way Rex did. But it was a bit of a nystery. Wiy had Dan chosen to dunp
them there, rather than over sone precipice, where they night have plunged to oblivion? Perhaps he
had just been strapped for tinme, or maybe it sinmply hadn't occurred to him Mercy certainly would
not have nunbered anobngst his reasons.

Fergus plucked gingerly at his knees. He had three things on his nmind. Well, one, if you discarded
the two anmazi ng nipples, which he was sonmewhat |oath to do. This one was that with himdown here
and out of the picture, what terrible wheels of chaos woul d Mungo Madoc be setting into notion?
Wthout Fergus to guide him Mingo's i nconpetence would be given its full head. 'On dear, oh dear
oh dear,' nunbl ed the unhappy Phnaarg.
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and so it has come to this. A hundred nen went dawn there. They knew which ducts to enter
Haw to penetrate the building. Wiere to find the carbon. But none returned. And now he will cone
| ooking for nme. He nust have known they were com ng. Soneone nust have tal ked. Been made to tal k.
When they have you in there you talk and you talk. So now | pass the Book on to Rex. He nust
continue the search. I will sit it out and wait. It won't be |ong.

The Subur ban Book of the Dead

They come froma far country, fromthe end of Heaven. Even the Lord and the weapons of his
i ndi gnation to destroy the whol e | and.

| sai ah 13:5

"You are probably wondering what all that pal aver was all about.' Mingo adjusted his cuffs and
snorted upon a | apel bl ossom Heads bobbed in the affirnmative manner. ' Something of a point of no
return. The sphere contained the final programme. It's now interfaced with the cor-porate entity
which is this building. Al systenms are now on stand-by and all channels feed directly through mne.
Alittle failsafe device enployed by the backers to insure that no . " 'lnprovisation should
occur?' Jason Morgaw found
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his voice. 'So whose progranme is it running, ours or theirs?

"As the visual scenario stands, ours. In terns of theo-logical over-structure, theirs. Do | make
mysel f clear?" 'No,’ replied Jason. 'In all candour you don't.' 'The success of any show depends
to a large part upon giving the public what they want. But not necessarily in the way they expect
it. The Arnmageddon scenario - your version, Morgaw - will, as sanctioned, run visually. The
fulfilling of certain contractual obligations, videlicet the original script, will be handl ed
separately by the backers. Qurs not to reason why.

"And all this will run directly through you?'" 'I'mnow biologically linked to the station. My duty
isto filter out whatever is deened unsuitable for trans-m ssion.'

"Such as evidence of tanpering.' 'You have no quarrel with that, surely?' Jason scrat ched at
his head. " And what about our people on Earth? They will be brought out safely, | trust.

"Regretfully, no.

"But they are our people, that is rmurder.' 'No, Mdrgaw,' said Mingo, grandiloquently. 'That's
showbi z.'

The unpteenth passage cane to a boring conclusion. Fergus sat down and began to grizzle. Rex

ki cked hopel essly at the nearest wall. The sound hardly echoed. 'Aw, shit,' snarled Elvis, joining
Rex in the futile wall-kicking. 'How many does that nake it? W'll never get out of here.' They
were rapidly losing all track of tinme. Rex squinted at his watch. Two-thirty. 'How | ong have we
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been down here?

302

"Less than ten minutes, chief. Tine sure do fly when

you're having fun.' 'There wouldn't be any chance of you beam ng us up?

El vis asked. 'Sure getting sick of it down here.' '"No can do, |I'mafraid, chief." 'Hey,' said
Elvis. "Surely | can snell. " "Violets,' said Rex. 'You can snell violets." 'l would have
t hought you had sufficient ability to find

your own way out,' said Christeen softly. 'But as you

haven't, you'd better follow ne.' 'Baby,' how ed Elvis, spinning around to view the
spl endid wonan. ' Baybee!' 'Don't even think about it.' Rex pushed past the boy
wonder and took Christeen by the hand. 'We had best make haste,’ said she.

"Battl e wages on all fronts.' The newscaster |oosened his tie and nopped his brow. 'Fundanentali st
forces hanmer at Vatican City. Air cars equipped with the very latest in air-to-air |aser cannons
cut a bl oody swathe across the sky in a najor strike offensive. Phew, and I'll bet those guys and
gals giving their all up there are just crying out for a long cool glass of Buddhabeer. Buddha-
beer, for when the going gets really hot. '

Goria switched off the news termnal. The lights dinmed once nore as if to say 'it's make your
mnd up tine'. Three further term nals gabbl ed greenly upon the black marbl e desk-top. They

di spl ayed al arming produc-tion figures, budget over-runs, high wastage quotients, and the |iKke.
Bi t - mapped graphics ran viewing statistics and projected forecasts to the effect that

Buddhavi sion's slice of the narket was growing by the hour. At first glance this m ght have
appeared to be good news, but with the fall in food and nedico production it was
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not hi ng short of disastrous. Buddhavi sion was hard pressed to supply its own followers; any
i ncrease could nmean that all would starve. doria bit upon a black |acquered thunbnail. Cordless
t el ephones began to ring out discordant fanfares.

"Nice to see you again.'

Christeen gave Rex a |oving peck on the cheek. 'You're sweet. Although you snell as bad as ever.'
"W ran into a spot of bother. Dan got away.'

"Yes, | sawit. But | was in no position to help. I'msorry.

"Wiy is it,’ Rex asked, 'that | can only renenber you when I'mw th you?'

"That's ny little secret. But see, we're nearly here.' They had entered one of the sub-basenents
of the Nemesis Bunker

"Here,' groaned Rex. 'Not here. Wy here?

"Because this is where all of it is going to happen. And | do nean happen. Cone on.' Christeen |ed
the way to the lift.

" Sone honey, huh?' Elvis whispered to Fergus Shaman.
The ot her nodded ent husi astically. 'Mssive bosons.'

Mungo Madoc slid an intricate systemof controls, all bulging bits and pul sating other bits and
bits that gl owed funny colours, out in front of him He rattled a brisk finger tattoo upon it and
a cross-mesh of laser light spun out toward the shining cone. The inage of a nud-brown pl anet
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appeared, grimand forbidding, and relieved of its nonotone only by two pale grey areas at its
pol ar regions. The image enl arged and becane solid. Miungo's gaze fell upon Jason Morgaw. 'Al
keyed in and ready for the off.
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We shall now run your programre, Jason. Places every-one and action.'

The lights went out at Nenesis. Goria swore fiercely and sought objects to throw Beyond the
sl opi ng wi ndows the sun was goi ng down. Between the first and second floor, the lift was going
nowher e.

"Aw . L L
"No, let me say it for you. Shit.'
' Thanks, Rex.

In the darkness Fergus felt about for a switch. H s wandering hands made contact w th sonething
ex-tremely nice. 'Urgh,' went Fergus Shaman as Christeen's fist made contact with his nose.

H gh above in the darkness Ms Vrillium s voice quavered strangely. 'Goria dear, there is sonmeone
to see you.'

Aoria Mundi turned in fury. 'Wo?' But then words rightly failed her
"Cone at a bad tinme, have |1?' asked Dal ai Dan
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33

Behol d He cometh with cl ouds and every eye shall see Hm Revelation 1:7

A oria mght have tried, 'Thank God you're alive,' for in fact that was exactly what she thought
and exactly what Dan heard her think. But as it was her nmouth opened and cl osed but nothing
what ever came out.

"On your knees.' The tone in Dan's voice contained such exquisite nmenace and such unquestionabl e
authority that G oria hastened to obey. Ms Vrilliumwas already on all fours and cowering into the
bargai n. The H gh Lama strode across the darkling roomand seated hinself behind his great desk.
He flipped the open channels on the termi nals and punched codes into the row of tel e-phones. And
then he spoke. But it wasn't a single voice, it was a cacophony of voices, all his, yet al

i ssuing separate instructions at exactly the same nonent. G oria pressed her hands about her ears.
She sensed and felt the power of pure evil

But to the ternminal operators and those poised, tele-phone in hand, these heard but a single

voi ce, directed personally to them A voice which offered encourage-nent, assuaged doubts, made
prai se, nmade pronises. Wen the terrible nultiple tirade was done, Dan sat back in his chair and
pressed the palms of his hands together. Small sparklets of energy crackled about his
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fingertips. After a nonment or two the lights cane back on

"Did you really think you could run all this without me? Did you?' Goria hid her face, she was
shivering fearfully.

"You wretched creature. None of it ever got through to you, did it? Al this! Al this!' Dan rose
fromhis seat. And he did it with style. He rose into the air and hovered above his desk. 'Al

this is mine. | made all this. |I hold it together. Wthout me there is only chaos. | amthe Living
God King. Last of nmy line. You are nothing. Do you hear? Nothing.'

"I amnothing,’” whispered doria. 'Nothing.'
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"There, 1've fixed it,' said Rex, as the Iift rose again fromthe dead. Christeen gave himan ol d-
fashi oned | ook. Rex wi nked back.

"Nice one, Rex.' Elvis was cocking a selection of brutal-1ooking hardware. He thrust what appeared
to be a ray gun into Fergus's fist.

'You' ve got a bogey hanging out of your nose,' he observed.

"I't's blood.' Fergus nmade an unhappy face at Christeen and wi ped a sleeve collar across his
begored nostrils. The Iift passed the eighteenth floor and continued up-wards.

Upon the eighteenth-floor |anding two young gentle-nen, now beautifully turned out in Barbour
j ackets and tweed caps, were enjoying an early supper. This cane in the formof a Nenesis
continuity person.

"Pass the salt, old boy,' said Ranbo Bl oodaxe.

"Ch,' said Deathblade Eric. '"It's us, | thought we were dead.

"Not a bit of it. W sinply went to ground when Rex's

308

air car went off without us. W' ve been hiding out here ever since.'

"Ch,’ said Eric again. 'It wasn't nmade clear, but | suppose it's renpotely possible.' He felt at
his head. 'Half ny brain is still missing, | regret.'

' Keep your pecker up, me old cocksparrow. If we are back in the plot there is sure to be a reason
for it. Now do tuck your napkin in. You're getting giblets all down your front.'

After this | |ooked and beheld a door was opened in Heaven and the first voice which | heard was
as it were a trunpet talking with ne.

Revel ation 4:1

"And cue the trunpet,' pronounced Mingo. Above the planet, hovering in the cone of light, a
trapdoor creaked open and the bell of a battered bugle poked out. 'Taraa Taraa,’ it went, sonewhat
di scordantly. 'Now hear this, now hear this .

Jason Morgaw chewed upon his knuckles. 'It cones across a |lot better on the snall screen,' he
vent ur ed.

' The bal ance of equi poise-' Dan was once nore standi ng upon the floor, but he | ooked no |ess
inmpressive for it '-fragile, precise. The perfect bal ance between | ove and hate, peace and war,
sanity and insanity, life and death. And so forth. Tip the scales but a fraction to either end and
the bal ance is lost. The harnony is gone, and then . . .' Dan searched for an exanple. Far off
there was a sickening squelch as the lifeless body of L. Ron Hubbard the twenty-third hit the
floor.

"Like that,' said Dan. 'Squelch.'
" Squel ch?' queried Ms Vrillium still cowering.
309

" Squel ch. Crash bang wal | op, whatever you pl ease. Chaos, disorder. But harnony and peace has

exi sted between the Big Three for fifty years and why? Because | wanted it so, that's why. Those
ants in their bunkers, propped up before their ternminals, we need themas nuch as they need us.
Singularly they are just rubbish, expendable. But en masse they represent a nation, an enpire. But
we coul d never have hoped to feed themall. You' ve seen that for yourself. The bal ance between the
Three had to be maintained. Until | chose it otherwise. | could have destroyed Hubbard and that
papal harpy when ever | wanted. MOTHER hacked into their networks years ago. She could have cl osed

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...on%2001%20-%20Armageddon%20The%20Musical.txt (138 of 150) [1/19/03 10:02:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%20-%20A rmageddon%2001%20-%20A rmageddon%20The%20M usical .txt
t hem down whenever | ordered it. I'min control here. Do you understand that? | run this planet.'
"I would like to bear your children,' said doria, which was unexpected, if nothing else.
The Iift doors opened to announce the arrival of Rex and
his fellow revolutionaries

"Wotcher Goria,' said Rex Mundi. 'How s your |uck? Dan closed his eyes to them 'Wat is done
cannot be

undone. You die now.' 'Rex,' said Goria, 'oh, Rex, I'mso sorry.'
Mungo, totally disenchanted with the naff trunpet, keyed in the next bit.
And | saw the horses in the vision and those that sat upon them Revelation 9:17

The four housenen sprang out upon the clouds of Earth. Mingo's face fell. 'Those are pantom ne
horses!' he

310
screanmed. 'Morgaw, you idiot!’

They' Il be all right. Patch this through to the Earth networks, the folk in the bunkers should
watch all this.'

"Yes,' Miungo actually agreed. They should.' He punched out sequences anongst the bul ging bits and
bobs. Vision blurred upon Earth term nal screens. The interior of the Dalai's apartments suddenly
appear ed.

"And what's all this then? asked the bunker-bound, popping cans of Buddhabeer and | eaning forward
in their seats.

"Ant-eye-Christ!' cried Elvis, levelling his gun at Dan and shooting off a charge. The gun spat a
line of crimson energy. But inches fromthe Dalai's head it crunpled, dissolved and was gone.

Rex came up fromthe cover he had instantly taken as the gun went bang. 'He's not the Antichrist,
I'"ve told you.'

"Ch yes he is
"Ch no he's not. '

"Ch yes he is,' said Christeen

"Ch yes | am' Dan agreed. 'You never got it, either, did you Rex? No-one ever does. That's the
way it goes.' The third eye opened in Dan's forehead. Al three eyes gl owed a bl oody red. The end
time approaches. But this tine | prevail. Al this is mne and |'mkeeping it.'

"Cor, look at them"' Ms Vrilliumwas pointing furiously. 'Dirty big . . . what are those things
call ed?

'Horses,’” Goria told her. They are horses.'
'Horses, what?' Dan turned to view the unlikely spectacle. 'No, not yet.'

The caneras panned over and those in the bunkers were offered a good | ook too. 'Crikey,' they said
and things simlar.
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"Your tinme is up.' Christeen advanced upon the Dalai Lama. 'The reckoning is at hand.

"You.' Dan's red eyes widened. Al three. It wasn't a pretty sight. Hs tall spare frame trenbl ed
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and shook. Veins stood out upon his naked shaven head. They formed the triple tadpole station
Il ogo. Six Six Six. The number of the Beast. His long fingers were cruel inhuman claws. Dan turned
slow y away and vani shed.

"Where'd he go?' Elvis plunged forward, to stand a brave heroic figure, two guns raised |like the
Duke of ol d.

"Fergus, close the Iift.' Rex ordered. 'It's the only way out.' Fergus did so and stood with his
back to the doors, brandishing his gun with forced conviction. That G oria | ooks even better in
the flesh, he thought.

" Cone out, cone out, wherever you are,' called Rex. 'Conme and get your medici . . . urgh.' He
doubl ed up, holding his groin. Elvis fired, blindly destroying priceless artefacts.

"Hol d on.' Rex clinbed unsteadily to his feet. He took a deep breath and gazed about the room As
with Goria he had seen it all before. But never really seen it. Each and every item seened
threatening. O oaked by a sinister gloom The word 'eldritch' sprang into his nmind. The four
central colums with their frantically erotic frescoes appeared top heavy, ready to fall. The
carved furniture was too |large, oppressive. The great desk was now the tonb slab of sonme titanic
sar cophagus. The woven faces upon the carpets yawned, open nouthed, waiting to swall ow himup

And then Rex knew. He had cone here to die. The thought was strong in his head. Stronger than

anyt hing el se. He had been shoved about, tricked, lied to and nani pul ated for |ong enough. It had
all led himto this. And now there was nowhere left to run to. Nowhere |eft
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to hide. Here he nust die. To fight further was out of the question. He nust give the whole thing
up. Submit to the Dalai and his fate. To power far greater than his own. Tell Elvis to |ay down
hi s weapon .

"Tell himyourself!' Rex struck out with his fist. It pounded sonething in the enpty air before
hi m

Dan naterialized upon the floor clutching his face. 'My ngse again,’ he wailed. 'But how?

"If you are going to do nmy thoughts for nme,’ replied Rex, exanining his skinned knuckle. 'Then you
m ght at |east have the courtesy to do themin nmy own voice. And your breath snells.’

"It doesn't.' Dan blew into his palnms and sniffed through his unbl oodied nostril. "Anmite
sul phurous per-haps."'

"Bravo Rex.' Christeen was once nore at his side. T had to let you do it for yourself.

Dan rai sed hinmsel f upon an el bow. 'Who are you? You nurder my sleep. W are you? |'ve got to
know. '

Chri steen rose above him Cothed as with the sun. Upon her head was a crown of twelve stars.
Beneath her feet, a crescent noon. Rex stepped back, taking in the wonder.

"I amChristeen,’ said Christeen. 'Twin sister of Jesus Christ.'

"You are what?' the Dalai's question was heartily enjoined by Elvis, Fergus, Rex, Goria and the
fat wonman who had quite lost all interest in horses, flying or otherw se.

This was one major revelation by any account. 11 'I amas | say, and this is ny tine.
Dan curled his lip and glared her a prial of daggers. 'You w sh,’ said he.

Elvis stepped forward. 'Let ne blow this sucker away.'
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"No,’ Christeen raised her hand. 'He nust hear this. Everyone nmust hear this. The truth nust now
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be told,’
The bunker-bound popped further ringpulls. '"It's good this,’ they agreed.
Mungo shifted uneasily at the controls. 'It's not good this,’” he said.

"In the beginning God created the Heaven and the Earth . Dan groaned. Stooping, Christeen
clouted himone in the ear. Dan kept further groans to hinself.

"Pardon that,’ Christeen dusted her hands together. 'A touch of PM."

" PMI?" Rex asked.

"Pre nmonot heistic tension. Now where was |?

" Your daddy created the Heaven and the Earth.' Elvis tried to make his tone convincing.

"Thank you. And it's all here." A large black Bible had appeared miracul ously (well, how else?) in
her hands. 'Nearly all. There is an essential point about this book which manki nd has never cone
to realize. This isn't a record of events which occurred. This is a record of events which were
schedul ed to occur. In short this a script. The Big Script. Isn't it, Fergus?

Fergus Shaman hung his head. 'Sone say. The backers i

'Backer. There is only one. On Earth here, Dad sold the thing originally to the Jews, through
Moses. One of your first "script advisers", Fergus. The Jews were well chuffed. They were to be
the Chosen People, blessed of God. Nice work if you can get it. And so they went al ong whol e-
heartedly. But of course what they didn't know at the time was that it was a two-book deal. And
that the sequel had already been witten. Bible Two. The New Testanment. Dead peeved were the Jews
when t hey dis-
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covered the consequences of killing nmy brother. They've been getting it in the neck ever since.
Sinply victinms of circunmstance. Just like ne.’

"Just like you?' Dan flinched in advance. 'You're not in the New Testanent. Never were.

"Ch, yes | was. When nother Mary gave birth it was to twins. But the small print in nmy brother's
contract gave himoverall artistic control. He only got his part through nepotism The New
Testament was nothing nore than a vehicle for his stardom

' Scandal ous,’ said Rex.
"So | got witten out,’ Christeen continued. 'A victimof male chauvinistic editing.'

Dan was clinbing warily to his feet, the nuzzles of deadly weapons upon him 'So then,’ said he.
"If any of this is true, how conme you are here now? You're not in Revelation.'

"Am too. Chapter twelve, verse one,’

' Bah hunbug. You can read anything you want into Revelation. John was stoned out of his nind when
he wote it.

"Wll, you would say that, wouldn't you.'

Dan nmade a grunpy face. 'And so where does he-' the gesture was ained at Fergus '-and his backer

cone into all this?

"Father's little helpers,’ said Christeen scornfully. 'Dad, as ny brother mght tell you, has a
very large ego and an extrenely perverse sense of humour. He thrives on flattery, worship and

appl ause. He created man in his ow inage. So he's only human after all. Dad created another

pl anet cal |l ed Phnaargos and a race, the Phnaargs, whose job it was to stage-nanage the whol e show.
They were to see that the controlling idea of the plot remained intact. And so they did, for a
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while, until it was tine to
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cl ose the show down. Arnmageddon was schedul ed to take place in the year 1000 AD. You see it is
Dad's policy never to get personally involved in anything. He just starts the ball rolling, sits
back and watches. But back in 999 soneone tipped the Phnaargs off that this was the case. Didn't
t hey, Dan?'

Dan nade a ferocious face. 'And what if they did? You admit that you' ve got nothing out of it, and
you are his only daughter. | have a major role, and | don't intend to be witten out.

' Hubba hubba,' said Elvis, 'he's going to spill the beans.'
"Ch yes?' said Rex.

'Yeah,’ snarled Dan. He was standing and he was nean. 'Major role. | was there back in the Garden
of Eden tenpting that silly woman wi thout the navel. | had all the best parts back then, Tower of
Babel , Sodom and Gonorrah. | was really rolling. Then al ong cones her brother with volune tw and
it's get thee behind ne Satan and sorry M Beel zebub, you get the chop in the last chapter. Do |
shit, says |. Because there ain't going to be no final chapter. This series is going to run and
run, because your dad ain't going to step in and stop it."'

"Does this nmean the wedding's off?" G oria asked.

"Sure | tipped off the Phnaargs,' Dan went on, ignoring his opportunity of the honeynoon of a
lifetime. 'Slipped thema few hone truths. They weren't too keen to kill off their gol den goose.
Especially when they'd seen ny new script. Gve 'emwhat they want, | said, plenty of sex and
viol ence. And for the |ast thousand years this world had been running on ny script. Anyone with
any intelligence at all could see that. And | got all the best parts, Attila the Hun, this king,
that enperor, the other dictator, wherever the power was, | was it. Century after
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century and nobody knew. Wiy, only fifty years ago | was
"President Wormwood,’ said Christeen

Dan stroked his chin. 'Yeah,’ said he. 'The Nucl ear Hol ocaust Event seened |ike a good idea at the
time.'

Rex was speechl ess. There are disclosures and there are disclosures, but this .

El vis wasn't speechless. 'Let ne put a bullet through this notherfu . '
"Don't even think about it.' Dan was once nore behind his desk

' How does he do that?' Fergus asked.

"Don't anybody nmove,’ crowed Dan. 'Or | press this button.'

"Ch dear,’ sighed Christeen. '"Or | press this button. Wat a cliche.'

Be that as it nay, once pressed not even you can halt the consequence.'

I"mtrying to guess this one,’” said Rex. 'But | can't.’

"It controls the artificial cloud-cover. | need but to press the button to increase the density
and bring the whole ot dowmn. It will suffocate everyone on Earth. No-one w |l survive.

"No shit?" Elvis was inpressed
"You fiend,” cried Ms Vrillium And quite rightly so.

"And then what?' Christeen stepped before him 'Lord of a barren planet? No-one to rule? No-one to
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wor shi p you?
"It's a denobnic stratagem’ Dan argued. '| never said it was perfect.'
"Holy cow,’” whistled Elvis. 'Look at these dudes.

Fergus Shaman had been nothing if not correct regardi ng Mungo's inconpetence. For Mingo, who had
been
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fum ng away that between them Dan and Chri steen had now gi ven the whol e gane away, had quite
forgotten that whatever he was watching the entire view ng pop-ul ations of two worlds were al so
wat ching. So when the terrible realization finally dawned, ninutes before, he had given the all-
systens-go to the final Arnageddon w pe-out.

Down fromthe skies of Earth came M chael and all the saints. Flanm ng swords, wild-eyed war-
horses, thunder and |ightning and the whole damm shooting gallery.

' Boo boo,' went the bunker-bound, kicking their termnals. Their one-tine nmessiah was up in the
Nenesis building planning to snuff themall out. They didn't want to see all this rubbish. 'Boo
boo,' they went. 'Bring back Christeen.'

Jam jam jam went the new y-staffed switchboard at Earthers Inc.

' The show nust go on.' Miungo rammed buttons willy nilly. Stock footage junped through the system
M chael and all the saints were met head on by the Charge of the Light Brigade (the 1930s bl ack
and white version). Ceneral Custer ained his six-shooter at the wildly circling indians. Zulus
bore down upon Rorke's Drift and chariots raced about the Circus Mxinus.

"Morgaw !’ screaned the apoplectic Mingo. 'Stop himsoneone. Don't let himjunp.'

Down t hrough the chaos of hol ographic projection, through the Zulus and the seventh cavalry and
the Great White shark, which was circling a sinking lilo, shone a beam of golden light. The
Heavens opened, and upon high angelic hosts nade with the harp strumming and the songs of praise
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And | heard the voice of harpers harping with their harps.
Revel ation 14:2

(look it up if you don't believe ne)

Upon a throne of beryl surrounded by beasts of nythical origin, but undoubted authenticity, a
shining figure descended. Mingo smiled approvingly. 'There,’ said he. 'That is a |lot better. That
really | ooks the business, Mrgaw.'

Jason Morgawr, now under heavy restraint, gazed into the hologram A foolish titter of |aughter
escaped through his lips. 'That's not me,' he whinpered. 'Not ne.'

" Enough of this nonsense,' cried Dan. 'Everybody gets theirs. Everybody.' He thrust his fist down
upon the blood-red button. Amidst the swirling confusion there was a terrible hush. Pope Joan and
the mnions of the late L. Ron | ooked on. They had | ong ago run out of weaponry and had given it
all up, anyway, to watch the show. In the Dalai's apartnent the players becane a frozen tabl eau
Dan, grinning like the very Devil he was; Christeen, her hands |ocked in prayer; Fergus conforting
A oria somewhat nore than was necessary; Ms Vrilliumcowering once nore; Elvis standing noble and
defiant; Rex doing |ikew se, perhaps a little nore so.

Suddenly a tel ephone rang. Dan snatched it up. A recorded voice said, 'W regret that the Doonsday
button has been di sconnected due to a nai ntenance dispute. It's hoped that neani ngful negoti ations
bet ween nmanage-nment and shop floor will shortly return it to full opera-tional capability. W hope
that this tenporary suspension
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of service has not inconveni enced you too nmuch. Have anot her day.'
"What ?' Dan began to foam at the nouth. 'Wat???
Rex | ooked toward Christeen. She shrugged. 'Not nme, | didn't . . . oh no

The room was suddenly swal | owed up by a blinding golden |ight which poured through the w ndows
fromall sides. Rex screwed up his eyes and squinted into the glare. A dazzling throne hovered
beyond the west-faci ng wi ndow and even now a shining figure was stepping dowmn fromit. The Iight
dulled slightly in intensity as Christeen knotted her fists and kicked furniture. "Hm | should
have known. It had to be him

"Hi m who?' Dan turned to view the radiant figure who was now wavi ng away the throne as one night a
taxi .

The figure snoothed out the creases in his i maculate white suit and waved gaily toward the gaping
group within. "H, sis',' he called.

" Ch bugger,' said Dan

Christeen buried her face in her hands. 'Not fair,' she protested, stamping her feet. 'Not fair.'
The wi ndows parted of their own accord and the shining figure entered the room

'CGod save all here,’ said Jesus Christ, for it was none other. He beaned around the room All,
with the exception of Dan and Christeen, were now kneeling. 'Ch let's not be formal."' Such perfect
diction. "We're all friends here. Wll, nearly all."’

"My button,’ said the disgruntled Dan. 'You broke ny button.

"Yes, sorry about that. But we couldn't really have you killing everyone off just out of bad
grace, could we?'

Dan sniffed. 'You can't pull a stroke like that. No-one
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is going to swallow a Deus ex nachina ending in this day and age.'

"A Deus what?' Elvis asked. Such shoul der pads, he thought, who is this man's tailor?

"Deus ex machina,' Jesus said. 'l think, all things con-sidered, that it's truly justified. And if
I think so, | can't see who's going to argue. So you'll just have to lunmp it, won't you?

"Wll, really.' Dan folded his arns and got a huff on

"He's such a tiresone little tick, isn't he?" As the question appeared to have been directed
toward Rex, he nodded in ready response.

"Yes sir,' he said, as the warnth of Jesus's snmile dried out his acne.

"Enough of that "sir" stuff, Rex. You're alnobst one of the famly."'

"I an?' Rex gazed up at the fantastic figure. Even with the cl ose-clipped beard and the desi gner
sungl asses his resenbl ance to Christeen was undeni able. God, what a handsone bl oke, thought
Goria, | wonder if he's married yet.

"Christeen,' said Jesus kindly. '"Aren't you going to say hello to your brother?

Chri steen shook her beautiful head. 'It's not fair,' said she. Jesus gazed about him taking it
all in. Ms Vrilliumwatched himat it. What a |ovely nover, she thought.

"Wy, thank you.' Jesus flashed her a snile which took twelve inches off her waistline. 'Now | see
that the gang is alnost all here.’
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"Alnost all?" gasped Mungo Madoc. 'There's nore?

"Alnmost all, Mingo.' Jesus replied. 'Does anybody know who's m ssing? Faces were universally
vacant. 'Ch cone on,' Jesus urged. 'Surely you' ve been follow ng the
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sub-pl ot? No?' He l|ooked inploringly out fromthe book. 'Shall we tell them readers?

PLEASE ENTER YOUR REPLY HERE. YES ... NO ... SEARCH
"Well, I"'mgoing to tell them anyway.' Jesus took out a renote control fromthe wai stcoat pocket

of his Heavenly three-piece, ained it at the ceiling, nmd point of the erotic colums (which had
now, unaccountably, toned down their dirty doings and were all hearts and flowers), pressed a
button and stood back.

"And tonight's star guest. M Mystery hinself. Conme on down.'

An et hereal Hammond organ, of a generation now nercifully gone to dust, nade with the showtine
fan-fares. Lights flashed. The special star buzzer buzzed and a section of ceiling drifted down.
Bearing upon it the fanpbus Masterm nd chair. Perched upon this and nmaking with the Royal hand
waves sat

"Jspht,’ said Fergus Shaman. 'Jovil Jspht.'
"Fergus,’ said Jovil. '"This is a surprise.'

"M Shaman to you. But how? What? You can't be here. You're back in 1958. How can you? Ch dear, oh
dear, oh dear '

Jovil held up his waving hand. "Al'l in good tine,' he checked his watch. "Now | think I"mright in
supposi ng that. '

A station menial of deathly aspect burst into the board-room of Earthers Inc. 'M Mdoc,' he

wail ed. 'M Madoc, the virus, the virus. It has caught us up . ' He might have had nore to say,
but he didn't get the chance. He was tranpled to oblivion beneath the mad | etmi ng dash for the

wi ndow.
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"And so it's good night to all our viewers on Phnaargos,’ said Jovil. 'You won't forget to turn
of f your sets now, will you?

'You haven't,’ gasped Fergus.

‘Have too. The Earthers just went off the air,’

'CGod's nose,’ Fergus slunped into the nearest seat.

"Cet off,” doria protested.

"I"'msorry to show ny ignorance,’ said Rex. 'But should |I know this person?

That's the alien who junped ne back in fifty-eight.' Elvis gestured with his weapons. '|I nearly
cashed in ny chips at the Bates Mtel because of him Luckily Barry threwin his ot with me and
haul ed ne out in the nick of tine.'

' Then how can he?"

'Honestly, Rex,’ Jesus smled again. Rex felt new hair sprouting on his head. 'You really should
have reasoned it out by now,’
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"I shoul d?'
"It's all right there in your pocket,’

"It is?" Rex patted at his nultiple pocketry. One bulged. He unzipped it. 'The Book,' he said,
recalling, as will the reader, that he had left it behind, hidden in his apartnment. 'The Suburban
Book of the Dead.'

"lI've been here all along in the sub-plot, just like the Good Lord told you,’ Jovil said. 'l got
mar ooned back in fifty-eight. But | could hardly die there, could I? I hadn't even been born yet,
back then,’ Heads nodded thoughtfully. Thoughts nodded doubtfully. 'So with ny advanced know edge
| built an enpire. And with nore than a little Divine guidance pieced a certain thing together

And | was in on the genesis of this place. My noney built it. | designed the MOTHER conputer, the
lot. I went conpletely underground when the big bang cane
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in 1999. The Phnaargs never knew it but | was the virus in their system By sending nme back in
tinme they had poi soned their own storage beds. | never killed that operative, the systemdid it.
As | moved forward in tinme, changing the past, the cells nutated. Now | am here, and so their
whol e system has col | apsed, bi o-feedback.'

'So where have you been for the last fifty years? Rex asked.

"Up there, sitting in cryogenic suspension. We Phnaargs are of vegetable origin, you know 1've
been in cold storage. Just waiting for the big day to thaw out."

'Big day?' Rex gazed down at his battered book
'Sure, when the big secret would be disclosed. You've read the book, what do you think it is?

"I've tried to read it. But fromwhat | can gather it all seems to be some kind of quest. A search
for sonething which was never found.

"He found it.' Jovil pointed towards Dan, who was seeking invisibility with no apparent success.
"Ch, I'min this again, am1?' croaked the stinker. 'And what did | find, pray tell ne, do?

"It's all in Rex's book. The book you killed his uncle to get your hands on. The location of the K
carbon con-taining the Utinate Secret of the Universe.' (What else? Rex thought.) "It was the

| ast item checked in by the Departnment O Antiquities. After you had it you cl osed down the

commi ssion. So why didn't you use it?

"Sorry to disappoint you, but | closed the conmm ssion down because they were all on the fiddle. O
Uni versal Secrets ny cupboard is bare.

Al'l faces now turned back to Jovil Jspht.

"I think not.' Jovil sprang fromhis chair |ike the | egendary sleuth of old, plunged across the
room and drew the SUN recording fromthe hol ophon
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'"Hey, shit,’ said Elvis, as the thing passed himby at dose quarters, 'that |ooks |like one of
nmne.'

"And a load of old brain damage it is too. Renmenber ny eyeballs, doria?
Tm not speaking to you,' that lady replied. 'You' re not nice.
-'Well, whacky stuff it may be. But Secret of the Universe it ain't.'

"Ch no? Well that's where you're wong, schnucko.' Jovil turned the plasticized disc betwen his
fingers. 'Because you have been playing the wong side." Geat roars of applause fromthe bunker-
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bound. . 'Foiled again.' Dan struck his fist into his palmand made with the nel odrama. 'Do | eave
me out. Secret of the Universe, if you please.' The only person looking in his direction was M
Vrillium 'l ask you,' said Dan

"Shitbag,' the woman with the perfect waistline replied.
Jovil held the record's flip-side towards Rex. 'You know old English, Rex, what does it say?

Rex perused it. Faintly etched upon the ancient vinyl was a pentade enclosed within two circles
and between these a single word: TETRAGRAMVATON

Rex spelt it out. Those who were in the know went Bliney, Cor, and things of that nature. Those
who weren't, and this included Rex, asked, 'What's a Tetra-granmmaton, when he she or it is at
home?’

"Tetragrammaton,' sighed Christeen, who could feel another 2000 years of obscurity conming on. 'The
four syllables which conpose the unknowabl e name of God. A nane so sacred that none may know it.
To speak the name is to unlock the ultimte power in the universe.'

' Some big nunber,' said Elvis.
'CGot the edge on killer nmaggots, eh Fergus?' Fergus nodded. It was all well beyond him
325

"But you couldn't know this,' Christeen stared at Jovil Jspht, who wilted visibly beneath her
gaze. 'No-one can know this. That is the point.'

Dan was searching for an exit. None was readily at hand.

"Ask your brother,’ said Jovil. '"He put me up to it. He was the brains behind the whol e
operation.’

Jesus shrugged nodestly, he knew no other way. 'Wat did | preach?" he asked. 'Love and peace. And
| tried really hard in the 1960s to get it across. It was all there in the nmusic, Jovil and | saw
to that. You only had to listen. And perhaps turn on a little, but that is neither here nor there.
Sone did, of course, but not enough. So |I had Jovil programre a tiny piece of the jigsaw into al

of it. Into the nmusic. And it got pieced back together by a chosen few. It's all in there. Al you
have to do is play it.'

' The nane of God,' said Rex. Inpressed was hardly the word.

' The Nane. The Sound. The Universal Note. It was always there in all the world' s rmusic. You only
had to listen. Al the universe is conposed of a single note. Al atons and all nol ecul es are but
vi brations of a single note. The big note. The Buddha sussed it out. Which nakes the present
incarnation of this blighter' - Dan flinched - "all the nore perverse.'

"And where, exactly, does this |eave nme?' asked Christeen sulkily. 'Qut of the picture again I
suppose. '

Jesus shook his head. You should have seen it, a picture, | kid you not. '"It's here." A smal
bl ack book appeared in his hand. He offered it to Christeen. 'Even now a baby nmoves within you.
Rex's child. You are to be the nother of Mankind.

"Anot her TV series? Christeen took the book. It was
326
entitled The Third Testanment. She opened it. The pages were bl ank

"No nore series,’ said Jesus. 'Dad may have a sense of humour but he also has a sense of justice
You can wite it yourself. Put the record on, Rex. Play us a tune.'

Rex's fingers trenbled. He was going to becone the father to a child whose grandfather was .
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"Yes,' said Rex Mundi, who still hadn't figured out what his name really neant. 'Put the record
on, indeed.' He placed it reverently upon the turntable. 'What are the settings? he asked.

"Play Loud,’ Jesus replied. 'That's the way we did it back in the sixties.' Nice fellow the
future brother-in-law, thought Rex.

And | saw a new Heaven and a new Earth
for the old

Heaven and the old Earth were passed away.
Revel ation 21:1

And the word of the Tetragranmaton played upon the turntable. And God said, Let there be Iight and
there was light. And was it a sound? WAs it a note? Was it a sonething? It was Hendrix at

Wodst ock as the sun was rising. The Stones in Hyde Park. Pink Floyd at The Roundhouse. The

G ateful Dead at Wnterland, San Francisco. It was Beefheart at his best. And it was all those
marvel | ous nmonents you ever had all rolled into a great big one.

It was hard to describe really. You know that amazing bit at the end of "Day in the Life' ? It was
a bit like that, only nuch nore so

The Universal Note. | nean, |ike, Ww man.
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At Earthers Inc. the cone of light faded and died. The circuits fused and the network cl osed down.
The great spiral tower sagged and fell

"And that's all the thanks | get,’ nunbled Mingo, as he of the Nose Divine, a not inconsiderable
deity in his own right but hardly on a par with the Big Figure, squeezed his pinple and saturated
t he Phnaar-gi an uni verse with you know what.

On Earth a great wind tore across the sky. The clouds flew before it. They rolled back, drew
thenselves into a swirling vortex and spun into the heavens. The sun shown down upon the tortured
| andscape. And a cry went up. Bunker doors opened upon the new day. Pale faces gazed toward the
sky. Blinking and wondering, the denizens of the sub-world crept forth to view the new world. For
al ready the world was turning. The irradiated wastes were vani shing. Lush fields spread to every
side, rivers flowed, trees rose and bl ossoned. That which had been done was undone. The gates of
the city were open to the fingers of the sun

It was now or never for the ex-H gh Lama. Dan nmade a break for it. He grabbed d oria about the
throat and dragged her towards the lift door. Elvis spun around and let fly. Beans of fire ripped
across the room weaking havoc. Dan thrust Goria into Elvis. 'You haven't heard the |ast of nme,
he cried in the traditional manner. Fergus Shaman shot himin the backside. The Iift doors opened
and Dan staggered through theminto the waiting knives and forks of Ranbo and Eric.

"The main course.' Ranbo raised his filleting knife and did something quite unprintable. The lift
doors closed mercifully upon it.
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"That isn't exactly in the script,' said Jesus. 'But it does have a certain charm | think we'll
| eave it in.

"Shall | be nother?' canme the nuffled voice of Death-blade Eric.

Jesus turned to Christeen. 'It's all up to you now. You and Rex. Make it right this tinme." And
wi t hout even waiting for a thank you, he vani shed. Wiich was just |like him wouldn't you say?

"Wll,' said Rex, the way that fornmerly only the great Jack Benny had been able to say it, 'what a
day this has been.'
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"Started poorly but finished well,"' Fergus added. 'Al-though |I'mnot exactly sure where it |eaves
me. '
" Redundant,' said Jovil Jspht. 'I think you will find that we are no | onger required.

"I haven't a spaceship any nore,' Fergus conpl ained. 'And even if | had .

"l have,' said Jovil. 'The top of this pyram d. Designed it nyself. W rks on a principle which
even | conclude is scarcely credible. But who cares, eh? Shall we away, new worlds to conquer and
that kind of thing?

' Sounds good to ne.' Fergus waved his farewells, but as everyone seened to be gazing out of the
wi ndows, oohi ng and aahing, they were largely ignored. 'Do you think we will find a planet where
all the ladies have big .. ." His words were |lost as the Masternind chair carried himand Jovi

al of t.

Rex took Christeen in his arns. Violins welled in the background. No doubt a weddi ng present from
the brother. Christeen smled up at Rex and kissed him An old couple in a bunker who had only
just switched on said, 'Ah, bless "em' Christeen turned her face toward El vis who was
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scuffing his advanced footware upon the carpet. 'Wat of you?' she asked. The Ki ng shrugged.
"Back to 1958, | guess.' Hi s voice | acked any en-thusiasm

"You going to take the draft, then?" Rex posed the question

"Can't see that | have a lot of choice. This was all preordained, wasn't it?" Christeen nodded.
"Fraid so chief,' the Tinme Sprout agreed.

"The thing that really peeves ne,' said Elvis, 'is that | cone across real two-dinensional in all
this. No depth of character, d' you know what | nean?

"But you never had any real depth of character, chief. You' re one shallow son of a gun.
'Quess so,’ Elvis shrugged. 'Rich and pretty, though.'

"So it can't all be bad, can it, chief? And anyway, sprouts can't really travel through tine. |I'm
just a fignent of your inmagination. Al this is just an illusion for you. You won't renmenber any
of it, once you're back in fifty-eight.'

"What a bumrer. | gotta do all that bad stuff again and no-one ever gets to know what a hero
really was.'

"W know,’ said Christeen

"Yeah, | guess you do. Uh, and just a couple of things before |I go.' The |ook of enlightennment was
once nore upon the King's face.

"Ch yes?' said Rex, who had seen it before.

"Right,' said Elvis. "Now, if that cat Jovil has spent the last fifty years in cold storage, how
could he al so have been on Phnaargos when they sent himback in time to get ne? And if the Dala

had been all those other people through history, how cone he never knew who | was? All that SUN

bal oney. And I'll have you know that Heartbreak Hotel was recorded on RCA. So that SUN
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disc is a phoney, which probably neans that all this is a .

' Come on, chief,' chirruped the sprout. 'W really nust be going . And in a flash they were

Rex and Christeen were | eft alone. Above themthe pyram d's pinnacle broke away and roared off

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Rob...on%2001%20-%20Armageddon%20The%20Musical.txt (149 of 150) [1/19/03 10:02:31 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20Rankin/Rankin,%20Robert%20-%20A rmageddon%2001%20-%20A rmageddon%20The%20M usical .txt

into the sky. 'Big boobies,' said Fergus. 'I'msorry to keep on, but it's something of a
fixation.'

"To boldly go,” Jovil told him 'where no Phnaarg has ever gone before.'

"If the disc is a fake and Jovil couldn't be in tw places at once,' said Rex. 'Doesn't this nean
that all this . . .' Christeen smled up at him She was the nost beautiful wonan who had ever
lived. 'Ch, nothing,' said Rex.

"Kiss me, you fool,' said God's only daughter

Pl anet Earth rolled on in ever decreasing circles about the sun. But everything was really going
to be all right this tine, wasn't it?

"l can't eat this,’” came the voice of Deathblade Eric. 'This
fellow s got green blood and he snells |ike stal e cabbage."
'So he does,’” Ranbo agreed. 'Now there's a thing.

"And what about me?" doria asked.

"Buggered if | know dear.' Ms Vrilliumadmred herself in the mrror. 'I expect we'll find out in
the sequel. Al this is really far too good to be true.'

And it was.

THE END
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