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The Fantastic Soul, by Stephen Theaker

I was planning to write an editorial for this issue about the idea of the
soul, and how it is used in fantasy fiction. IÕvefound myself receiving a
lot of submissions lately that concerned souls, in one way or another
(both for this publication and for Dark Horizons). One of those stories
was, in fact, up until the point where the soul came into play, one of the
best stories that has ever been submitted to this magazine, but I ended
up rejecting it.

I began to wonder: at what point does a bugbear become a bigotry?
IÕman atheist, a rationalist and a humanist. I have a bit of a problem

with stories about souls. Soul collectors. Souls wandering the earth.
Souls going to heaven. Lost souls. They all bug me. I canÕtget behind the
Cartesian idea of the soul as a separateentity that can fly off to new ad-
ventures once the body has gone. It doesnÕtmake any sense. For ex-
ample, in rejecting a very decent piece of writing recently I asked: Òhow
does [the ghost] see without eyes, hear without ears, taste without a
mouth, breathe without lungs, or think without a brain? I wouldnÕt be
able to do any of those things!Ó

Is that criticism at all relevant to a piece of fantasy writing?
Cartesian duality may be a hopelessly outdated idea, but then surely

so are things like vampires, zombies, werewolves, gods and witches.
Why do I object to souls and not those other things?

Part of it, I think, is that I believe I have a responsibility asa writer and
editor, and sometimes I might take it a little bit too seriously. (IÕmnot
serious about many things, so I hope youÕll allow me this one
peccadillo.)

If I publish a story about vampires or werewolves, few people are go-
ing to be reinforced in a potentially dangerous worldview. The soul, on
the other hand, stands somewhat apart from those other fantasy staples:
itÕsan old-fashioned idea, that doesnÕthave any place in current scientif-
ic thinking, but is still fixed in the popular imagination, encouraging all
sorts of odd beliefs: spiritualism, heaven and hell, astral projection, rein-
carnation, possession, and so on. ItÕsvery much a part of the main-
stream, and one whose influence I think is rather unfortunate. Imagine if
women were being drowned for witchcraft: would responsible editors
publish stories about evil witches? Probably not Ñ and children have
died in modern Britain as a result of their parents believing them
possessed.
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As an example of what I would call irresponsible writing, one line in
the recent pilot of Fringe made me cringe: about to take a huge dose of
LSD and have a spike shoved into her head by a mad scientist, the FBI
agent is asked, ÒWhat makes you think this will work?Ó She replies,
ÒWhat makes you think it wonÕt?Ó

To me that seemsa hugely irresponsible attitude, one likely to encour-
age the desperate to hand their money over to hucksters and charlatans.
What makes you think this crazy get-healthy-rich-pregnant-quick
schemewill work? What makes you think it wonÕt?ItÕsthe responsibility
of the person making crazy claims to prove them, not the responsibility
of sensible people to disprove them.

I do think the makers of Fringe are responsible Ñ to a degree Ñ for
what principles people may draw from their stories. However,their first
responsibility is to tell a good story. The story would have come to a
standstill if the FBI agent had shook her head and said, ÒThisis crazy Ñ
IÕm going back to my desk.Ó

In the early days of The X-Files I had a huge problem in this regard.
Every time Mulder opened his mouth to profess belief in some ridicu-
lous hoax I felt like throwing something at the television. But in the long
term I couldnÕtlet that get in the way of enjoying some superb and terri-
fying drama. In the end, after all, Mulder was right. In his world, all of
those things really do exist. In his world, there is evidence, and Scully is
the irrational one.

***
Anyway, I decided against writing that editorial Ñ though clearly I

now have! I didnÕtthink there was much mileage it it, and my ideas (as
you can seeabove) were rather vague and contradictory. What promp-
ted the change of heart?

Well, IÕvebeen reading recently about an editor who allowed his
bigotry to show through when rejecting stories, and that got me worry-
ing about my own prejudices all over again.

A writer, Luke Jackson,posted on a blog a rejection email he had re-
ceived from William Sanders,senior editor of Helix (an online zine), on a
blog, asking for advice on interpreting it. Readersof the blog were rather
more interested in SandersÕobitercomments about Muslims and Arabs.

The story was that of a would-be terrorist. If, when Sandersreferred to
Òtheworm-brained mentality of those peopleÓ,he meant terrorists and
fundamentalists, it would be easyto agreewith him. But then he went on
to say that ÒheÕsbeing mendacious (like all his kind, heÕsincapable of
honesty)Ó and that Òmost of the SF magazines are very leery of
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publishing anything that might offend the sheetheadsÓ.Which puts it in
a rather different light.

Talking of that Òworm-brained mentalityÓ Sanders said that Òat the
end we still donÕtreally understand it, but then no one from the civilised
world ever canÓ.If he was still talking about terrorists, and he said that
no civilised personcould understand them, I would have been right there
with him. Apart from anything else, killing people indiscriminately to
achieve a political goal is just rude. Civilised people donÕtdo that Ñ they
write pointed letters to the newspaper. But there are civilised people in
every country in the world who share eachotherÕsbafflement at the hor-
rors inflicted by their more brutal cousins.

If you say that there is a Òcivilised worldÓ it makes your belief in an
Òuncivilised worldÓ quite clear, and thereÕsno doubt here which part of
SandersÕ world is full of the worm-brained, mendacious sheetheads.

Ironically, Luke posted the email completely unaware of how people
would respond to it, and has now becomeone of the editorÕsprime apo-
logists in the matter Ñ two things that say quite a lot about him. So he
seems to be something of a blunderer, but if a more principled writer
had done the same thing with the intention of blowing the whistle on
something similar I would have supported them outright.

Unsurprisingly, lots of other writers and editors have had something
to say about all of this, although a lot of the initial discussion was fo-
cused on the idea of whether rejection letters should be posted online at
all, regardless of content. Gardner Dozois, for example, was critical of
Luke Jacksonfor making the email public, but later said, ÒIlike to think
IÕmnot seething with racial hatreds, but even if I were, I wouldnÕt put
any expression of them into a rejection letter; thatÕsacting unprofession-
ally as well.Ó

Tobias Buckell, on the other hand, said that he wouldnÕt usually post
rejection letters, but he would Òmake an exception if a rejection con-
tained a racial epithet É becauseit would just blow my flipping mind if
one ever didÓ.

Jeff VanderMeer wondered Òwhy there wasnÕtan instant, complete,
and sincere apology from all involved from the very first moments of
this coming to lightÓ.

Few people accusedof racism ever seem to say, ÒYeah,youÕreright. I
just donÕtlike brown people.ÓOr even, ÒI went a bit too far and said
more than I mean. IÕmsorry.ÓThereÕsalways an excuse.TheyÕvealways
been quoted out of context. Racism is always redefined on their terms to
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mean precisely nothing. The reaction is never to look in at oneself, but
instead to complain about the complainers.

In short, itÕseasy to spot a racist: theyÕrethe ones who say they arenÕt
racist, not even one bitÉ Everyone else knows that we all come pre-
loaded with a thousand prejudices that we have to acknowledge and
work against. Everyone says off-colour things from time to time Ñ
whether itÕsabout race, gender (which is where I tend to go wrong, des-
pite my best feminist intentions), the disabled, or people with ginger
hair, or whatever Ñ and we all get a bit blustery and embarrassedwhen
itÕs pointed out. You shouldnÕt apologise for saying it in front of
someone it offended, or get angry that it leaked out: you shouldnÕthave
said it in the first place. You should either stand by what you said or
apologise for it.

Like Jimmy Carr says, if you have to look around before telling a joke,
you shouldnÕt be telling it at all.

***
I donÕtthink I would get too angry if anyone posted my rejections on-

line, as long as they were posted in full. It would be a bit rude of
someone to do it without asking, or at least letting me know, and I
would certainly be more guarded with them in future, but I donÕtsay
anything in email that I donÕt mean (though I can be terribly gossipy).

On the other hand, if it was posted with a comment from the author
saying, ÒLookat these comments Ñ what a jerk this editor isÓ,it would
be a different matter. IÕvesent a couple of rejections out which have
made me think, ÒHmm, I can see this ending up on a forum under a
Political Correctness Gone Mad! heading.ÓBut as long as the criticism
was posted in full anyone reading it might be as likely to take my side as
the other.

For example, someone who posts a response from an editor which
says Òthis gives the impression of an author full of hatred of women,
which IÕmsure is inaccurateÓ(to paraphrase and conflate a couple of re-
jections IÕvegiven in the past) would be unlikely to get many supporters
Ñ or at least not onesabout whose opinions I would care (although it al-
ways hurts when people are unkind).

***
That brings me back to my rejections, and whether I need to change

my ways. Do I let my anti-religion/ pseudoscience/new age bigotry
show through in my editing?
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It canÕthelp but come through, I think. If I think angels, souls, rein-
carnation, heaven, hell, ghosts, and what have you are daft in real life, I
canÕt help but think them daft in stories.

But I hope that when presented with a story that makes something
good out of them, I can see through my prejudices to recognise how
good it is. A good story can be built on any premise. IÕllnever be a Chris-
tian, but I love The Omen II and The Exorcist III. My dislike of all that
soul business is as stated above, but Buffy the Vampire Slayer is one of
my all-time favourite programmes, and thatÕsfull to the brim of people
turning evil once their souls are missing. So are a hundred other fantasy
films, tv shows, comics and books.

On the flipside, Uncanny X-Men is the worldÕsmost misleading guide
to evolution, but is still fab. (You and I might know that the sudden evol-
ution of mutants in the Marvel universe results largely from the tinker-
ing of cosmic beings, and vibranium, and whatnot, but anyone watching
the movies or the cartoons would deduce that evolution means going to
bed a fish, and waking up an amphibianÉ)

What I have to look out for is saying, ÒThisstory is rubbish because
the idea that we have a soul is rubbish.Ó That is missing the point, and
taking the time to push my own views when I should be talking about
the story Ñ a story, of course, that like The X-Files, doesnÕtnecessarily
take place in our world, or in our universe, or in our dimension. In the
next dimension along, maybe humans do have souls. (IÕdimagine them
as little Mr Mind type creatures who live inside our heads,and when we
die they move on to the next host.)

Whether the concept of a soul or a vampire or a ghost holds water or
not isnÕtalways what matters in a fantasy story: itÕshow they allow for
good fiction, whether they lead to drama, whether they are dealt with
consistently within that story. ItÕsthe integrity of the story that matters,
not the integrity of the idea.

And IÕlltry to remind myself of that as I deal with the next batch of
submissionsÉ

***
As a postscript to last issueÕseditorial, RalanÕsSpecficWebstravaganza

has now listed Horror Literature Quarterly as a dead market (though on
Duotrope itÕs just said to be closed to submissions). I hope itÕs the latter.

And sadly, ApexDigest, which I used last time as an example of a new
magazine making a real effort to one day be commercial, has stopped
publishing Ñ on paper, at least.
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TheyÕrenow going to pay pro rates and publish online for people to
read for free. Good luck to them; presumably theyÕveworked out that
itÕllcost less overall than it does to pay semi-pro rates plus printers plus
distribution. I hope itÕllthrive online. I imagine theyÕveworked out how
much theyÕrewilling to spend on the first year or so and theyÕllkeep
their fingers crossed re advertising and referrals.

Apex (in print) was a very well put together magazine Ñ Jasonwas
kind enough to send me review copies, and I was very impressed. I
really admired his ambition. The covers were exceptional (apologies to
P.S. Gifford and his TQF-submission-guidelines-plagiarising Gluten-
lumpÕsChilling Tales, but Apexwas shamefully robbed in that category of
the Preditors & Editors awards) and what I got around to reading of the
fiction was of a very high quality. I feel rather bad for not having done
my part by reviewing the issues properlyÉ

Launching a commercial fiction magazine is clearly a very difficult
proposition. Launching an uncommercial one, on the other hand, has
never been easier. The question is just how uncommercial you want to
make it!

***
Anyway, so here we go again: another issue of TheakerÕsQuarterly Fic-

tionÉ DonÕtthink for a moment that my enthusiasm for this marvellous
magazine has waned at all. Oh no, far from it. But upon this issue a
heavy obligation falls. IÕvetried to put it off for as long as I could, but the
time is up, the bill is due, and the debt must be paid. I speak of course of
the publication of the latest novel by Howard Phillips, our long-term
contributor, erstwhile marketer and sometime editorialist.

Why continue to publish his asinine rubbish, you might ask, when
TQF gets so many other wonderful contributions nowadays?

Well, the novels of HowardÕsSaturation Point Saga were one of the
foundations of this magazine in its early years, and if thereÕsone thing I
know about construction, itÕsthat if you take away the foundations the
building falls down. Plus, I know for a fact that Howard will be here,
year after year, plugging away with his novels, long after all the other
writers we publish have moved on to greener pastures. HeÕsmy cow. I
can keep on milking him as long as I want. The milk might be sour, but
once itÕsin the bottle who will know? One day, if he keeps on trying,
perhaps heÕllmake some milk worth drinking, but Òit hasnÕthappened
yetÓ, as wonderful William Shatner would say.
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ItÕsa shame that this issueÕsother contributors have to share the space
with Howard Ñ letÕshope that the stink of his shed does not attach itself
to them.

In ÒTheBrass MenagerieÓ,Aaron Polson asks how much our happi-
ness depends upon our ability to ignore the unhappiness of others.

In ÒTheHungry ApplesÓ Lyon and Offutt describe a terrible duel be-
neath deadly apples! ItÕsa story with an exceptional senseof place, and
deadly apples! What more do stories need?

John Greenwood brings more Newton Braddell. By this point you
probably know what to expect, and, yes, itÕsmore of the same.That is to
say: twists, turns, surprises, character development, hilarity and death!

Lest readers be amazed by the sudden improvement in my art, I
should admit that IÕvebeen helped in the production of this issue by my
four-year-old daughter, Lorelei. I didnÕthave time to do my own illustra-
tions, so she has stepped in on my behalf. IÕmsure youÕllagree that she
has done a bang-up job! IÕlloffer a few notes to help you enjoy them to
their fullest extent.

In the picture on this page she shows me being assaulted by two mon-
sters. One of them is hitting me with a bat, while the other is hitting me
with scrambled eggs.That, of course, is why I am bleeding. The most ter-
rifying thing is the way they smile while hitting me. For page fifty-one I
asked her to draw a moon with blood on it, and she obliged, before go-
ing on to add a Òscaryman from the shadowsÓ.The picture on page
fifty-eight is not as abstract as you might think: Lorelei has drawn a city
(complete with inhabitant) and the mountain beneath which it sits. If you
are having trouble connecting the picture on page sixty-six to the story it
accompanies,itÕsbecausemy little sweetie decided to draw some camels
and eggs, rather than the lovestruck robot for which I asked. Perhaps I
should have gone back to Aaron and asked him to work more camels
and eggs into his storyÉ My favourite illustration is that on page sixty-
two, showing the protagonists in combat beneath the threat of the titular
hungry apples.
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Contributors

Aaron A. Polsonis a high school English teacherand freelancewriter who
dreams in black and white with Rod Serling narration. He currently
resides in Lawrence, Kansaswith his wife, two sons,and a rather sturdy
Ñ almost supernatural Ñ tropical fish. His short fiction has appeared in
various places, including ReflectionÕsEdge, GlassFireMagazine, Big Pulp,
JohnnyAmerica and Permuted PressÕsupcoming Giant CreaturesAntho-
logy. You can visit him on the web at www.frozenrobot.com. To this is-
sue of TQF he contributes ÒThe Brass MenagerieÓ.

JohnGreenwoodhas made contributions to most issues of TQF follow-
ing his return from a round-the-world trip, and was ultimately made co-
editor in recognition of his efforts. To this issue he contributes a further
episode in the life of the universeÕsleast favourite peripathetic astronaut,
Newton Braddell.

RichardK Lyon is a semi-retired researchscientist/ inventor whose hob-
bies include collecting pulp SFmagazines and writing. He has also pub-
lished numerous short stories and novelettes. A collection of the latter,
TalesFrom TheLyonheart, is available from Barnesand Noble, etc. In col-
laboration with Andrew J Offutt , famed author of My Lord Barbarian, he
wrote the Tiana trilogy (Demonin theMirror , TheEyesof Sarsisand Webof
the Spider), and Rails Acrossthe Galaxyfor Analog.To our magazine they
have contributed ÒTheIron MercenaryÓ(TQF#19),ÒArachnisÓ(TQF#22),
ÒDevil on My StomachÓ(TQF#23),and, this issue,ÒTheHungry ApplesÓ.
This story previously appeared in Flashing Swords1.4.

StephenTheakeris the eponymous editor of TheakerÕsQuarterly Fiction,
and this issueÕscover artist. (This issueÕsillustrations are by his four-
year-old daughter, Lorelei.) He wrote most of this issueÕsreviews. He is
also the editor of Dark Horizons, the journal of the British Fantasy Society.

Some of his current favourite musicians are Foals, Sebastien Tellier
(ever since his appearance on the Eurovision Song Contest) and Los
Campesinos. He likes to dance to the current single by N*E*R*D, Every-
body Nose, and to Lose Control by Missy Elliott. He has recently read
excellent books by Brian Aldiss and Frederik Pohl & C.M. Kornbluth.
Some of his favourite movies are The Voyage Home: Star Trek IV, The
Wedding Singer, The Matrix Reloaded and The Darjeeling Limited.

HowardPhillips was once a promising sciencefiction poet, but unfortu-
nately he fell into a downward spiral of drink and self-hatred, the horrid
fate of all too many versifiers. Being given the job of marketing manager
with Silver Age Books in the late nineties did much to put him back on
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an even keel. He still had good days and bad days, but he achieved
some level of stability in his personal life.

His efforts at writing poetry and fiction during this period proved un-
successful (a successionof novels were announced; none were written),
but he achieved a level of musical successwith his band, The Sound of
Howard Phillips. In 2005, having left the band to fend for themselves,
and in the midst of a second nervous crisis, everything changed forever:
a vision set him off on a quest to assemblethe worldÕsgreatest band. He
has chronicled that quest in a series of novels, all of which have been
serialised in TheakerÕsQuarterly Fiction. ÒMy Rise and FallÓ,the first part
of the as yet incomplete first novel, The Ghastly Mountain, appeared in
TQF#8.His NervesExtruded(2006)appeared in TQF#9 thru 11. TheDoom
That Cameto SeaBaseDelta (2007)appeared in TQF#16and 17. In this is-
sue we present in its entirety the fourth novel in the sequence,TheDay
the Moon Wept Blood.

RafeMcGregoris a crime fiction author who spends far too much of his
time rereading the work of H.P. Lovecraft and M.R. James. He lives with
his wife in a village near York. More details can be found on his website
(www.rafemcgregor.co.uk).

To this issue he contributes several book reviews.
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News & Comment
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New from Telos Publishing

Telos Publishing have announced several new titles likely to be of in-
terest to our theoretical readers of TQF:

¥ Something in the Darkness: the Unofficial and Unauthorised Guide
to Torchwood Series Two,by Stephen James Walker;

¥ Taboo Breakers: 18 Independent Films that Courted Controversy and
Created a Legend, by Calum Waddell;

¥ It Lives Again! Horror Movies in the New Millennium, by Axelle
Carolyn; and

¥ Monsters Within: the Unofficial and Unauthorised Guide to Doctor
Who 2008, by Stephen James Walker.

StephenJamesWalker has had a hand in some of the very best Doctor
Who reference books over the years, so those will be worth looking out
for. Telos (named after the location of the tombs of the cybermen) are
also, for a limited time, offering setsof the Time Hunter sciencefiction/
horror series (a spin-off from their sadly curtailed but rather expensive
range of Doctor Who novellas) at a discounted rate.
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Riveting Reads of Fantasy

The School Library Association has published a guide to fantasy literat-
ure for readers in the 11Ñ16 age range. It reviews over 200current titles
in thirteen sections. Riveting ReadsPlus: FantasyFiction by Frances Sin-
clair and SLA in Scotland is £12.00(to SLA members £9.00),112pp, and
its ISBN is 978-1-903446-46-1.For more details seewww.sla.org.uk. Our
review copy has been handed over to a real live librarian Ñ we eagerly
await her judgment!
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Raw Edge Ð Final Issue

Most writers from the Midlands will be familiar with RawEdge, a wel-
come staple of local libraries. Unfortunately, following a funding cut by
Arts Council England, the magazine is no more Ñ the current #26will be
its last, though there are signs that an online version might turn up at
some point. In the meantime, anyone looking to get the word out on
their literary events in Birmingham and the West Midlands is welcome
to send a note to us here at TQF Ñ especially now that we have a news
page again!
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Sad News from Ralan and Rimbaud

Tough times lately in the fiction listing world! RalanÕsMarket Report
will now be online only, due to the email often being branded spam by
various filters, which is a shame Ñ seeing how many rival magazines
had tumbled to their doom each month gave me a delightfully heady
whiff of Schadenfreude! However, the website is still going, so IÕll be
sure to look on there and giggle with evil glee at othersÕ failures!

On the other hand, Dee Rimbaud sent out a warning that he may have
to shut down the AA Independent PressGuide altogether, due to a lack
of time and funds, unless he receives enough donations to make it
worthwhile. Again, itÕsa shame: itÕsa good website, and submissions to
TQF got a nice boost after we appeared on there. I havenÕtdonated any
money, though, I have to admit. Enthusiasms change, and people should
move on to new things.

As an editor my favourite of thesesites is www.duotrope.com, just be-
cause I donÕt have to do any work to keep it up-to-date!
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Shatner in the Royal Institution

No, the great Kirk has not been committed! The Royal Institution of
Great Britain, rather than a home for the royally disordered, is a scientific
charity that, for over 200 years, has been committed to scientific discov-
ery and communication. ItÕsthe kind of place at which a gentleman ad-
venturer like our own Howard Phillips might well present his findings
and discoveries at the end of a intercontinental trek!

The Royal Institution has been teaming with SFXmagazine to present
some classic films on the big screen, and on Thursday, August 7, at
8.00pm, they will be showing my second favourite Star Trek film: Star
Trek II: The Wrath of Khan.

Given my misleading headline, I should make it clear that Shatner
himself will not be in attendance. But does anyone remember his hilari-
ous appearance on Channel 4Õssci-fi panel show? Tom Baker was fant-
astic on that too. What a shame it only lasted for one series. If only
someone could put William Shatner and Tom Baker into a programme
together. It would be a sitcom, and I would call it The Oddest Couple.
Each of them would alternate between periods of mania and depression,
with hilarious consequences.While on the subject of If Onlys, if only
Tom Baker had recorded a couple of albums. Both of ShatnerÕsare unre-
mittingly brilliant, in their own ways. As far as I know, apart from an LP
of Genesisof the Daleks, Tom BakerÕsrecording career was limited to a
haunting track with Mansun, on the underrated Six.

For more information and to book tickets visit the RI website at
www.rigb.org, or or call them on 020 7409 2992.Tickets cost £5 (£4 for
concessions, £3 for RI members).
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Part 3
The Day the Moon Wept Blood, by

Howard Phillips
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Chapter1
The Way It All Began

It all began the day I met my dead friend.
You can seefrom that very first line that this is going to be a difficult

novel for me to write. In previous volumes in this series you have seen
me face danger after danger with only the merest hint of cowardice. In
this one things will be different, because I had to face this adventure
without my most important ability Ñ my poetry! And I had to face my
greatest fear Ñ death!

But weÕll get to that.
LetÕsgo back to Christmas, 2006.Howard Phillips and the Saturation

Point were playing our first gig: the Silver Age Books Christmas party.
The publisher, Stephen Theaker, had reserved a chunk of Down Under,
the Australasian bar on Broad Street,and we had been doing our best to
distract the SAB employees from the sports showing on the televisions
splashed everywhere.

There were four of us in the band now, as anyone who has read the
previous books in this series will know.

I performed vocals, and engaged with whichever instruments took my
fancy.

On drums we had the aptly named Mountain Drummer, who I had
met in the course of my adventure upon TheGhastlyMountain. He was
human, but a giant. He was the last of a tribe that had lived upon Mount
Ban-Mossow, a mountain upon which I had nearly died so many times. I
had found him banging out his grief upon a hundred animal skins
stretched over a crevasse,creating a thunder that rolled acrossthe entire
country of Banet, casting every living thing that heard it into the depths
of despair. We had no crevasseupon the stage, but his drumming still
had much the same effect upon the audience.

On guitar was Prince Vann of Envia, who had joined us after I dis-
covered that His NervesExtruded. In the course of freeing him (and his
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entire world) from the clutches of his father, the dread Zuvanos, I had
wrapped his extruded steel and nylon-coated nerves around a block of
wood, to createa fearsome weapon. When he decided to return with me
to Earth, I realised that his nerves could be tethered to a more shapely
piece of wood. Now he didnÕt just play guitar Ñ he was the guitar!

Finally (for now), on bass was J,J,T,L.M,a crystalline entity from the
far future. I had introduced him to the joy of making music using instru-
ments during a lull in TheDoomThat Cameto SeaBaseDelta. When I re-
turned to our time, I had been surprised to find him waiting with the
other members of the band, jamming away. To his people, music was
speech Ñ their names were notes, their bodies instruments! To all of
them I had beena curiosity, and a subject of admiration, as they watched
me gamely plugging away at something they found so simple. Imagine
meeting a fish whose hobby was breathing out of the water!

Anyone who has read TheDoomThat Cameto SeaBaseDelta will know
that when I wrote Òwhen I returned to our timeÓ,above, I was fudging
the truth a bit. To be exact, I had found myself in the far future, the last
living human in a galaxy that barely remembered our species.All of you
were dead, long dead. As I grew old among the Parang, they saw my un-
happiness and worked to remedy it, and at the moment of my death they
transferred my consciousnessto this, this universe in which you find
yourself. But donÕtworry Ñ your life isnÕta lie. This isnÕta virtual real-
ity, or a wind-up toy Ñ this is an actual, real universe, as real asany oth-
er, but one created by my friends the Parang as an exact replica of the
one I had left behind. It boggles the mind, I know. ThatÕsHoward Phil-
lips through and through Ñ IÕma mind-boggler. But hard as the idea
may be to stomach, bear in mind every day that this is your second
chance.Do you think you made the right decisions the first time around?
ItÕsimpossible to know. Just make sure you make the right ones this
time!

The band wasnÕtfinished. I didnÕt know what more it needed, but I
knew that I had yet to fulfil the majesty of the vision that had initially in-
spired my trek acrossthe world to find my drummer. After that adven-
ture I had come to realise that I was in fateÕshands. Something, I knew
not what, was guiding me towards thesepeople. I couldnÕtknow who or
why Ñ though my money was on Athena. Shewas always my favourite
of the Greek gods, being both sexy and smart, and it was my fondest
dream that I would know when we were done, becauseshe would turn
up at the gig.
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She wasnÕtthere that night! Neither were many people, it had to be
said. It was about an hour into the party, and so most of the Silver Age
Books staff had already drifted out into the night in searchof better com-
pany. A select few had latched onto our playing, and listened intently,
but with puzzled looks on their faces. I could understand why Ñ we
were trying something new, trying to incorporate some of the new mu-
sical notes I had brought back from the future, and it didnÕtalways make
for easy listening! I could tell from my publisherÕsexpression ashe stood
at the bar drinking diet Coca Cola Ñ no ice, no lemon! as he was always
so quick to say! Ñ that he wasnÕttotally pleased with our performance.
We finished the track, put down our instruments, and I went over to
speak to him.

At that time he was in his mid-thirties, and had unfortunately put
something like half a stone of weight for each of the previous fifteen
years. He blamed it on discovering pizza and pasta in his first year of
university.

ÒHi Stephen,Ó I said with a smile.
ÒHi Howard,Ó he replied. ÒGreat stuff.Ó
I smiled again. ÒWeÕregetting there. Thanks for letting us play. Sorry

if we scared the troops away.Ó
He shook his head. ÒDonÕtworry about it. ItÕsme that theyÕrerunning

from. By the end of the working day theyÕvehad enough of me. I
wouldnÕt expect them to stay any longer than they have to.Ó

Theaker looked unusually glum. It came as a bit of a surprise to me.
Gilligan had once called him the most positive person he knew, and
though personally I often found him to be quite negative, I could see
where the comment camefrom. His arrogance and lack of regard for oth-
ers meant he was often able to swan impermeably and happily through
situations that would have caused upset to nicer people.

I tried to cheer him up a bit. ÒHey, come on, you arenÕt that bad.Ó
ÒMaybe.But IÕvebeen in a bad mood this week, even more than usual.

Things arenÕtgoing well for the SAB.ÓHe took another sip of his Diet
Coke. ÒYour books have been great for us, you know that. They sell all
over the world. People love to hear about your adventures. But we need
a new one, Howard, and IÕmworried that your focus is now going to
shift back to the band. You barely wrote anything for us when you were
with The Sound of Howard Phillips, and IÕm worried itÕll happen again.Ó

I put a friendly hand on his shoulder, partly to offer him my strength,
such as it was, but also becauseI knew that the invasion of his personal
spacewould make him intensely uncomfortable. ÒYouknow as well as I
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do that these arenÕtreally novels, they are memoirs. I canÕtwrite a new
one until I have a new adventure!Ó

ÒBut will you have any more adventures? You have the band now.Ó
I shook my head. ÒFirst up, Stephen, I know I owe you a lot Ñ you

gave me a job when I was down on my luck, you fished me up from the
canal when I was weighed down with booze, and youÕvealways been
there for me, albeit in a fairly distant and somewhat confrontational way.
YouÕrequite right, writing is a sideline for me now, but you should
know too that I never take more than a month to write a novel. If I canÕt
find a month to jot down my adventures, then they arenÕtworth the ef-
fort it takes for you to publish them. Secondly, the band isnÕtfinished
yet. WeÕretrying some things out, but I know that thereÕsmore to come.
And so there will be more adventures, and more novels. Trust in
Athena!Ó

He raised an eyebrow. ÒOkay,Howard.Ó He went off to the toilet. He
was constantly scoffing food, which meant there were far too frequent
emissions from the other end.

I felt sorry for him. He had not begun life asa publisher. He had fallen
into it. Originally he had been a writer himself, writing and ultimately
self-publishing two poorly-received novels, ProfessorChallengerin Space
and Quiet, the Tin Can Brains Are Hunting! After a gap of many years he
had written a third, TheFearMan, but since then there had been nothing.
In the course of self-publishing his books he had drawn other, better
writers into his orbit, something that acceleratedonce he began publica-
tion of his half-way decent magazine, TheakerÕsQuarterly Fiction. Why he
wrote nothing now, I did not know Ñ perhaps it was a matter of time,
perhaps it was an acknowledgment that he was better off playing (to use
one of his own phrases) Òthehandmaiden to geniusÓthan wasting any-
oneÕs time with his own work.

I saw another old friend coming in from the street Ñ Cornelius Gil-
ligan. He had been a school friend of TheakerÕs,and had moved to Birm-
ingham from Brighton a few years before. Cornelius wasnÕthis real
name, of course, though he had often mused on correcting that particular
imperfection in the universe by deed poll. But long-time readers of my
work may be aware of a previous occasion on which this friend ap-
peared in my work Ñ a fictionalised version of him, one strongly in-
spired by John Constantine, Hellblazer, played a part in my unproduced
film script, ThePowerof Death. IÕmgoing to use the same name for him
here, becauseto write his actual name however many times the narrative
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makes it necessarywould be excruciatingly painful for me, as the rest of
this book will make clear.

ÒHey,Cornelius,Ó I called, happily. I was always glad to seehim. As
well as being a good and loyal friend, he was also very funny, but, best
of all, I could always count on him to challenge me, to pressmy ideas,ar-
gue against them Ñ often out of sheer bloody-mindedness! Ñ and I al-
ways left a conversation with him having a much better idea of the
strengths and weaknessesof my most fondly-held positions. For many
people that meant he was too much hard work, and it was hard work for
me too, but you need to give your brain a workout every now and again,
or itÕllget flabby, as flabby as TheakerÕsunpleasantly overweight body
had become over the last ten years.

ÒHi!Ó He flashed a wry grin. ÒYouÕre not surprised to see me?Ó
I shrugged. ÒYoudo live around here, and youÕvebeen published by

Silver Age Books Ñ I was just surprised you werenÕt here sooner.Ó
ÒOkay,Óhe said, pushing his hand through his hair, which, now I

looked, was looking a bit greasy. He had once told me that he didnÕt
need to shower very often, or to changehis socks,becausehe didnÕtstart
to smell for a long time. Once or twice I had had to disabuse him of that
notion, and this looked like it might be one of them, if he was sticking
around. As it turned out, it wasnÕt.ÒWell, that means I canÕttalk to you
yet. IÕll see you later, okay?Ó

ÒWell, sure Ñ donÕtyou want to speak to Theaker? HeÕsaround here
somewhere.Ó

ÒNah, itÕs okay. IÕll catch you later, alright?Ó
ÒHmm Ñ okay.Ó
And he left. If I was rather baffled by the encounter, I soon put it out of

my head. I bought myself a Britvic orange juice and went back to the
band. We still had a long way to go before weÕdbe ready for a bigger
stage.
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Chapter2
The Worst Day of My Life

Soon after that came the worst day of my life, or at least one of them.
IÕvehad quite a lot of bad days over the years, as my readers will testify.
Remember when I woke up in the clutches of the Master of Mongoose?
Or when I had to spend the day strapped to a pole, burning in the Envi-
an sun? Those were pretty bad days. But this day wasnÕta physical trial
Ñ it was a trial of my emotions, my spirit and my heart.

I was in my room at the Novotel Ñ we had ended up taking a room
there for eachof the band, seeing as it was convenient for all of our pur-
poses (drinking, womanising, rehearsing and the Birmingham Museum
& Art Gallery) and money wasnÕt an issue.

The rest of the band had headed out to Nostalgia & Comics, where I
had no doubt they would be treated as celebrities, rather than shoppers
Ñ though I hoped that among the adulation they would still find time to
pick up the DC ShowcasesI had asked them to buy for me. I really fan-
cied reading the Challengers of the Unknown volume, for one thing.
ThereÕsnothing like watching Jack Kirby on the loose to unlock your
own creativity.

I was just having a half-snooze in front of an episode of Diagnosis
Murder when the phone rang.

I picked it up and announced myself, somewhat drowsily. ÒHi,
Howard here.Ó

ÒIs that Howard Phillips?Ó
The voice that spoke was unfamiliar and female, usually something

that makes me wonder if IÕveforgotten someoneimportant. Shesounded
upset.

ÒHi,Ó I said. ÒYes, this is Howard Phillips.Ó
She paused a moment before replying. ÒHi, my nameÕsJan. I work at

Winterstones. I donÕtwant to worry you, but IÕma bit worried myself.
Cornelius Gilligan had you down as his emergency contact.Ó
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ÒIs he alright?Ó I interrupted, full of sudden panic.
ÒIÕmsure he is,Óshe replied, Òbut he was due back into work yester-

day, and he didnÕtcome in. We thought heÕdjust forgotten when he was
due back, but he didnÕtcome in today either, and he hasnÕtbeenanswer-
ing his phone. IÕve texted him as well with no reply.Ó

ÒHmm, I see.ÓI relaxed a bit. ÒHeÕsalways running out of money, so
that might explain why thereÕs no reply to the text messages.Ó

ÒButhe doesnÕtnormally just miss work like this Ñ weÕreused to him
running in an hour late or so after sleeping in, but this is unusual. I was
going to go over to his flat to see if everythingÕs alright.Ó

I didnÕtwant to mention my thoughts as to the likely situation Ñ that
he was probably sleeping off a stupendous hangover after drinking far
too much, as usual Ñ given that she was probably his boss.Still, it was
worrying.

ÒOkay,ÓI said to her. ÒIÕmon Broad Street already, so I can meet you
there.Ó

ShewasnÕtthere when I arrived. Cornelius lived on the first floor of a
block of flats, in a corner flat. His kitchen window, as always, was wide
open, but the living room blinds were pulled down. I typed his door
number into the intercom system, and listened to it ring, one time, two
times, three times. With each ring I expected to hear the crackle of his
reply, or for him to lean out of the window behind me. He would prob-
ably be annoyed and amused that I had turned up at his flat in such a
panic over a lack of credit on his mobile phone. But there was no crackle,
there was no call from the window. I dialled the number again, but my
stomach already felt painfully hollow. Again, there was no reply.

I turned and looked around. What should I do now? Half of me said it
was nothing, that I should just head back to my room at the Novotel and
wait for Gilligan to show up. Then I began to remember our last conver-
sation Ñ no, not last, I berated myself, thatÕsthe wrong choice of words
Ñ our previous conversation, which had seemed so mysterious at the
time. Had I failed some kind of test?Had I unknowingly said the wrong
thing? I put the thoughts out of my head. There was no need to think the
worst. Cornelius was after all a diabetic Ñ it had dominated his thoughts
and affected his worldview ever since he had been a teenager. Perhaps
he had fallen into a diabetic coma? Immediately a voice that I did not
want to hear chirped up again Ñ was that any better? Left in such a state
for any length of time, he would not be in a good condition.
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I turned slowly, looking around, wondering what to do. I had to go in-
side, really. My consciencewouldnÕt let me do anything else. I pressed
the button that would call the concierge, and was buzzed inside.

A black woman with an unhappy expression was sitting behind a
desk. I tried to explain the situation, but in my panic spoke too quickly
and sputteringly, and she was unable to understand a word. I began
again, more carefully, and she shook her head.

ÒIÕmsorry, youÕllneed to go to the building supervisor Ñ heÕsthe only
one with a key.Ó

Then a colleague realised what we were talking about. ÒSomeoneelse
has just gone to see him about that. A girl from Winterstones.Ó

Jan must have got a taxi, or run all the way, to get there before me. I
thanked the concierges and went out to find her.

I got through the entrance doors and stopped short. My knees felt like
they had been kicked with studs showing. Janwas approaching, two po-
lice officers in tow.

ÒHi, are you Howard?Ó she asked. Her eyes were rimmed with red.
ÒYes. Are you Jan?Ó
Shenodded. The police officers went past us and into the building. We

followed them into the lobby. The worst lobby of my life!
ÒIwent up to the flat,Ó she said, taking a tissue from her handbag. ÒI

looked through the letterbox, to see if I could see anything, and to call
Cornelius. There was a chair that looked as if it had been kicked over.Ó

I put my hand to my head and closed my eyes. ÒOh noÉÓ
ÒIÕm very worried for him. Had he seemed unhappy to you?Ó
I had to admit that he had seemedunhappy for quite a long time. For

someone like me, relationships are something to treasure Ñ as long as
they last! Ñ at which I continue to treasure them Ñ as memories! Cor-
nelius, though he affected a similar attitude to love, and seemedat times
to despise the domesticated lives of those of our friends who had found
apparently permanent happiness with their wives, had less successwith
women than I did, not being a famous rock star. I had recently begun to
feel that he wanted a relationship, though he hated the idea of the com-
promises that would be involved. I had often felt that he would have
been better off gay Ñ indeed, he had once announced himself to be gay
as a teenager, though he had gone rather quiet about it after meeting his
first girlfriend! But if he had been gay, I think he would have found it
easier to build a longer-lasting relationship. He would just have had to
find a man with similar attitudes, and they could have lived in some-
what tense happiness. How much easier it would be to find a man to
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share night-long sessionson Silent Hill than to find a similar woman.
Though IÕmsure it would be possible to find such a woman, she would
be in such great demand that it would be very hard to be the one to win
her heart, showered as she would be with geeky gifts from every corner.

Not that Cornelius would have called himself a geek. I remembered
well the night I attended a screening of an Alex Cox movie, The
Revengers Tragedy, with him, as part of the much missed Birmingham
Film Festival, and he had said loudly upon entering the room, ÒLookat
all these geeks!ÓIt had made my toes curl all the way up to my nose. If
anything, he would have regarded himself as an otaku, as he was at that
time deeply interested in Japaneseculture, in particular in J-Pop. He
would have made a great gay salaryman.

I didnÕt say any of that to Jan, though it passed through my mind.
ÒHeÕs been unhappy for a while,Ó I said. ÒHeÕs been quite lonely.Ó

She nodded.
There then followed a long, long wait. We made small talk while we

waited to find out what had happened. As the time went by, my hopes
slowly faded. They were almost completely gone once I had seenthe lack
of haste with which a paramedic arrived. He dismounted from his bike
with the look of a man who is on his way to see a dead body, not the
look of a man on his way to save a life.

More police arrived soon, but none were able to tell me anything. Soon
my worst fears were confirmed.

A member of the staff, perhaps a cleaner by her clothes, called across
the lobby, ÒHave you heard? Someone on the first floor has killed
themselves!Ó

Ironically, she said it with the same emotionally detached but inter-
ested tone with which Cornelius had told us one day of the death of the
Queen Mother, travelling back from Blackpool in a car. As I remembered
it, he had learnt of her death while experimenting with the internet func-
tions of his (at that time) brand new mobile phone, the same phone that
had led to the discovery of his death today.

I had to laugh. If he could have chosenhow I would learn of his death,
he would surely have chosen this way. His death had been announced
with all the sensitivity he would have shown in the same situation.

Once I stopped laughing, I began to cry.
There was still a faint chance,of course, that the cleaner had come to

the wrong conclusion upon seeing the police gathered around the door
to my friendÕsflat, but that chancewas flattened immediately by the ar-
rival in the lobby of the building supervisor.
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ÒIcanÕttell you what has happened,Óhe said, sadly, Òbecausethe po-
lice are going to come and talk to you in a minute. I think from that you
can guess it isnÕt going to be good news.Ó

The manager of the Winterstones at which Cornelius worked had ar-
rived a while before, and he comforted Jan as she burst into tears.

Moments later a police officer arrived, and confirmed the bad news.
Cornelius was dead. It had been suicide, and he had been drinking. The
building records showed that he had not used his keycard to enter or exit
the building for three days. The policeman was so tall, and I was so up-
set. I wondered what he would think if I threw myself into his arms for
comfort. But I held myself back, and tried to keep a stiff upper lip, even
as my weeping eyesbetrayed my purpose. I answered a few of his ques-
tions about CorneliusÕsstate of mind, and asked a few of my own. He
said that an officer would come to seeme later at home for a statement. I
thanked him for his sensitivity, and then, as the hubbub of interested on-
lookers in the lobby reached a crescendo,I asked if I could leave, and he
said I could. I thanked Janfor having been so quick and capable in deal-
ing with the situation, and then left.

I got a few steps out of the building before bursting into floods of
tears. I sat upon a bollard and let them out for at least a hundred
seconds, before heading back to the Novotel.

As I walked, I looked angrily up at the sunlit sky. DidnÕtit know that
my friend had died? Why hadnÕta thunderstorm begun? As it turned
out, there was one by the end of the day, but up until then I was frus-
trated by the worldÕs maddening indifference to the tragedy that had
taken place.

I told the rest of the band, who had got back from their shopping trip
and were sitting in the bar. Their attempts to show me their haul of free
comics were deflated by the news, and though they had not known Cor-
nelius very well, they knew how much he had meant to me. Each of
them gave me a hug, and I went back to my room.

I felt that I should let people know, but the policeman had asked me to
wait until they had had a chance to speak to the family, who lived in
Yorkshire. (At midnight that night, I would receive a call from his father
to tell me the news. It hurt so much to tell him that I had known since the
morning.)

I called Theaker, though. He had to know right away. So did Green-
wood, who had known Gilligan since childhood. I said as little as I could
get away with, then left each of them to their own torments. Then I
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stared at the phone. Just that very morning I had sent my first text mes-
sage on it Ñ to Cornelius. I had texted a dead man.

I wondered whether to call Harriet. She probably wouldnÕt be awake
yet, though, becauseof the time difference. Shehad been my companion
through the course of my adventure on Sea Base Delta, and we had
formed a strong bond, though it had not gone further than friendship so
far. While I had returned to my life in England, she had returned, as far
as I knew, to her work on David LettermanÕsshow. (We had met when I
had been a guest, talking about the lessonsI had learnt from my adven-
ture on Envia.)

I decided not to call her. This was too heavy a load to dump on such
an unformed relationship.

I put the phone down, opened the minibar and began to drink.
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Chapter3
Things Start to Go Wrong for Everyone Else Too

I am going to skim over the next three months and pick up the narrat-
ive in May. I drank a lot, and wrote little. I became distant from the
band, and encouraged them to find their own entertainment while I
struggled to find my feet once again. Given the amount of booze I was
putting away, that took a while.

In May I started to try living onceagain. It wasnÕteasy,but then it nev-
er had been.From the day I was born I found living hard. Every time my
eyes opened in the morning I had to hunt for reasonsnot to close them
again permanently. To some extent, I had tried to keep such thoughts to
myself, becauseI know that once they are expressed,they can becomein-
fectious. Life is utterly meaningless,as any saneperson can immediately
apprehend, other than the meaning we ourselves attribute to it. Many
people find that incredibly hard to face, and so they are predisposed to
believe the ridiculous answers offered by religions and other such
sourcesof flimflammery. ItÕsnot hard to understand why Ñ most people
arenÕtquite intelligent enough to see through centuriesÕworth of cun-
ningly constructed deceptions, and in the face of a thousand year old
piece of doubletalk in response to a naive but sensible question assume
that the resulting bafflement must result from their own stupidity. And
even the most intelligent of humans are prey to a hundred urges which
will override the brain without a momentÕsnotice. Lust, of course, and
love, I suppose, will make almost any man or woman ignore their own
brainÕscareful analysis, but of course the most potent of the emotions in
this regard is fear. Fear of death, fear of the unknown, fear of not being. I
felt that fear, too, but not to the extent that I was willing to debasemyself
by pretending the universe is other than it is. There might be gods out
there in the universe, but IÕvebeen out there a bit, and I havenÕtmet
them yet, although, I would often remind myself with a laugh, were the
Parang not our true gods? They did, after all, create this universe Ñ the
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one in which I now lived, and the one in which you read this book! As to
invisible gentlemen, they would have to make themselves known to me
in some way if they wanted my attention.

So things were hard, and I would not find comfort in pretending oth-
erwise. Yet my friend could have used that comfort. I thought of the
times we had discussed various religious and cults, and the way we had
joked about them, and I wondered sometimes if he might still be alive if
we had not been so stringent in our requirements. Should I have encour-
aged him to give them a chance?Even if they were patent nonsense,they
made people happy. They created communities, and that was what my
friend had lacked.

But, as I said, in May I started to try living again. I put such thoughts
out of my head. I tried not to think about my friend at all if I could help
it. Whenever my thoughts began to stray in his direction, alarm bells
began to ring in my head. Red lights flashed. Sirens wailed. And I
thought about something else.It made things easier.After all, there were
a lot of other things to think about.

Because that was when things started to go wrong. By chance I
happened to be there. ItÕsonly in retrospect that we can make the con-
nections. At the time no one thought anything of the first thing that
happened Ñ it was a literary puzzle, the ÒAnd finallyÉ Óitem on the
news, a subject for jokes on Have I Got News For You. Now, of course,
we know that it was something much more serious than that.

I had travelled down to London with Prince Vann, who had expressed
an interest in seeing a performance by the Royal ShakespeareCompany
at the rebuilt Globe Theatre, which he had becomeaware of while watch-
ing the third seriesof Doctor Who, which had recently been showing on
BBC1.The adventures of Martha and the Doctor, and their meeting with
William Shakespeare,had intrigued him, and upon learning that the
Globe Theatre had been rebuilt and was playing host to new perform-
anceshe begged me to take him down there. Perhaps he wasnÕtsincere,
perhaps he was just trying to get me out of my room at the Novotel, but I
had to respond as if he was sincere. He wasnÕthuman, after all, and I
didnÕtwant to offend him. Not all cultures have the concept of the white
lie, and I didnÕtwant to get myself into a duel with a man who could
slice me like an egg with a flick of his fingers!

London was lovely at that time of year. Not too cold, and not too
warm Ñ I could wear my favourite hat and scarf without looking like a
poseur. It was evening when we arrived, and the light was dim, just dim

31



enough for the street lamps to come on, creating a senseof magic waiting
to happen on every street.

ÒDo you think we should pay a visit to the Queen?Óasked Prince
Vann as we left the tube station.

ÒItÕsa bit out of our way,Ó I replied with a smile. ÒWeÕdmiss the be-
ginning of the play. And the playÕsthe thing, I think they say around
here!Ó

ÒI donÕt mean right now,Ó he said, rather sullenly.
I realised he had beenserious, and was now a bit hurt. I was still learn-

ing to gauge his moods. He had only been on Earth for about a year and
a half, and IÕdspent quite a bit of that time adventuring in searchof new
band members, so we hadnÕthad much of a chanceto get to know each
other.

ÒSorry,ÓI said, patting his shoulder. ÒI didnÕt mean to joke. I forget
sometimes that you really are a Prince. Away from your own world, see-
ing you eat croissants at the Novotel each morning, itÕseasy to take you
for granted. Why wouldnÕt you expect to meet the Queen while you are
here?Ó

He shrugged, begrudgingly.
ÒIÕllseewhat I can do. IÕvenever tried to talk to the Queen before, and

I donÕtknow what the routines are, but IÕlldrop her a line and seewhere
we go from there. It might not be this weekend, though. Does that sound
okay?Ó

ÒIsuppose so,Óhe replied. ÒIspent a lot of time wired into my fatherÕs
security network, so I didnÕtget to live the life of a royal. I worked, non-
stop, for year after year, to bring tyranny to my people. It would be a
genuine pleasure to meet a ruler like yours, one who lives precisely the
opposite life. Where my job was to bring misery, hers is essentially to
smile benignly upon her subjects.Ó

I smiled, and nodded. ÒIsuppose it is! I had never looked at it like that
before. Up until this moment I was an unabashed republican, but I am
now converted. What a brilliant thing it is, for our society to be able to
pay someone to do that. How symbolic it is of our aspirations and
freedoms! We could remove her from her position at any time, but in-
stead she remains, smiling without end, waving without end, wishing
for nothing but our happiness.Ó

ÒIÕd like to see you doing that job, Howard.Ó
I laughed, for the first time in months. ÒIwouldnÕt make a good mon-

arch, itÕstrue. Not unless the people wanted someoneto drink too much
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and lust inappropriately after women. Hey, maybe I would make a good
monarch at that! In the fifteenth century at least!Ó

We headed into the theatre. We were both dressed up to the nines,
which had drawn a few unashamedly amused glanceson the tube, but it
hadnÕtbothered us. There are times when a man has to look the best that
he can look, and one of those times is at the theatre. He was a prince and
I was a rock star Ñ why shouldnÕtwe wear a sequin here and there on
our suits?

The play that night was Romeo and Juliet. A romantic tragedy, I had
thought it would appeal to the prince, who had suffered as much on be-
half of his family as either of the protagonists, but had yet to experience
any of their happinesses.If he was going to play the fullest part possible
in Howard Phillips and the Saturation Point, he would have to learn to
understand love.

ItÕsfunny that I write that, as if I have ever truly understood it myself!
Or as if I even thought it understandable! Far from it Ñ the essenceof
love is that which beguiles and confuses. As I mentioned before, it
numbs the brain and confounds reason. I remember one of my earliest
adult amours, a girl I fell in love with shortly before the close of my first
year at university. I spent the following summer at home (in my parentsÕ
house Ñ and I realise that this is the first time I have mentioned them, in
the course of four novels: there is a reasonfor that, which I may someday
disclose) doing nothing but drowse on the sofa, letting my head fall back
in reverie, my eyes twittering as if I was in REM sleep. ItÕsstrange now
to think of it, but at the time it felt like I was experiencing the most beau-
tiful moments of my life. I was lucky, perhaps, to be separated from my
new love, in that it extended my state of heightened emotion over a
number of weeks. Of course, it ended badly. I failed her, as I have so
many of my lovers and friends, and she found happiness with another,
an exchangestudent from Africa. Disappointing as the experienceturned
out to be, I can take consolation from the fact that I still have the poetry I
wrote during those happy dazes, and it remains a source of inspiration
to me. ItÕshard to write about love, for so many reasons,but one has to
do it to write popular music, and so I count myself lucky to have a store
of undiluted, giddy adoration, to which I can turn whenever my aging
heart runs dry.

We took our seatsÑ front and centre, a few rows back, the best seats
in the house. The benefit of international celebrity and exceptional
wealth! On either side of us were equally famous and wealthy people,
though I didnÕt recognise any of them. The prince and I spent a few
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minutes making small talk over the programme, and then the perform-
ance began.

It was as wonderful as you would expect. Romeo and Juliet in the
Globe, sitting with my alien friend! What could be better? Every scene
was more delectable than those that preceded it, and the hearts of the
audience swelled with eachexchange.From time to time I would glance
over at my companion, to seehow he found it, and although he clearly
found the particulars of the dialogue hard to follow at times, he lost none
of the meaning, so mellifluous were the tones and so elegant were the
performances, each line being delivered as if it were the sweep of a dan-
cerÕsleg through the air in Swan Lake. His expression was one of rap-
ture, of a man taken beyond himself, beyond his own life, beyond his
own feelings, into a region utterly new and utterly ecstatic.

Then it happened.
Juliet stepped out onto her balcony. ÒRomeo,Romeo, where you are

standing there Romeo?Ó
There was no reaction from the audience Ñ there was a non-reaction.

It was as if the audience ceasedto be, for a moment, as if everyone in the
audience had died, for an instant, and hence could not react.

Then the audience rushed back into being, and began to laugh. At first
it was a titter, at the back, but before long the laughter was composed of
full-blooded guffaws, and even a portion of raucous braying. Prince
Vann looked at me in unhappy puzzlement, unsure whether this was
part of the performance, but a momentÕsglance at the poor actresswould
have answered his question. The poor girl was in floods of tears.

Something was not right. Behind the laughter, we could all feel it.
Romeo stepped from the shadows, and gave her an encouraging nod.

But she shook her head sadly.
ÒWhat should it be? I donÕtremember.ÓRomeo stared at her, then

shrugged. She looked at the audience pleadingly. ÒWhat should it be?Ó
Abruptly the laughter stopped, and the members of the audience

began to furrow their brows, looking at each other in consternation.
ÒWhatÕshappening?Ówhispered Prince Vann. ÒHasshe forgotten her

lines?Ó
My own brow was as furrowed asanyone elseÕs.ÒNo,ÓI told him. ÒItÕs

not that.Ó
Whenever I tried to remember the line, all I could think of was

ÒRomeo, Romeo, where are you standing there Romeo?Ó
And I knew that was not right.
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ÒSomethingstrange is happening,Ó I said to the Prince. ÒPerhapsitÕs
just some form of group hysteria. But it might be something worse, like a
mind control drug of some kind, or hypnosis. That is the wrong line Ñ
the actressknew it the moment she said it, we all did, but no one can re-
member what it should be.Ó

Everyone soon came to the same realisation, and then the amusement
and bemusement began to turn to anger. Men got to their feet and began
to shake their fists at the stage, convinced they had been the victim of
some hypnotistÕs trick. It was threatening to turn into a riot.

A man came on stage, even as Romeo was helping Juliet to leave it
safely. I recognised him asTrevor None, the director of the play. He held
a copy of the play in his hand Ñ it was a familiar Penguin edition. He
held up his hand to beg the audienceÕs attention.

ÒIÕmsorry everyone,Óhe began. He had to repeat the words a few
times before he managed to get the amount of shouting down to a man-
ageable level. ÒIÕmsorry, I donÕtknow what has happened. I know as
well as you do that those are not the correct words, but IÕllbe damned if
I know what they should be. If any one of you knows, pleasewill you get
to your feet and tell us.ÓNo one stood up, and quite a few people sat
back down, the wind knocked out of their sails. ÒI have a copy of the
play right here.ÓHe waved the paperback in the air like a flag of truce.
He began to flick through it to the right page. ÒAnd right here it says:
ÔRomeo,Romeo, where are you standing there Romeo.ÕYou know itÕs
wrong, I know itÕswrong, but thatÕswhat it says in the book. I have no
answers. Perhapsthis is all some elaborate joke being played upon me Ñ
upon all of us Ñ but for now let us keep our dignity, and let the play go
on from the next scene,after a short interval. I hope that will meet with
your approval. Thank you.Ó

There were a few isolated claps, and he left the stage as the curtains
came down.

I looked at Prince Vann and raised an eyebrow. ÒHow queer.Ó
The rest of the performance took place without incident, and the lead

actors took an extra bow at the end in recognition of their determination
to continue.

We returned to Birmingham that night, and watched the reports of the
incident as they appeared on BBC News 24. No answers were forthcom-
ing, though the best bet seemedto be the involvement of a prankster of
some stripe, perhaps SachaBaron Cohen in some new guise. I was un-
convinced. My own rarely-thumbed copy of ShakespeareÕscollected
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works had the sameversion of the line, and I knew that it was not right.
Something had happened: reality had changed in some way!
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Chapter4
Time for a Holiday

The weeks after that incident offered no answers either, and soon it
was all but forgotten by the media, and left to the attentions of excited
academics, who were thrilled to have something new to study.

But other things began to go wrong. For some reason I was finding it
increasingly difficult to write new lyrics for the band. The words didnÕt
seem to tie together, however I arranged them. More and more, I found
myself poring through my old notebooks, searching for old words I
could arrange into new forms. Even that, though, was less than success-
ful, and I began to grow frustrated with myself, as did the rest of the
band.

ÒIs the drinking finally taking its toll on you?Óasked the Mountain
Drummer. ÒYouput away more than me, most nights weÕreout, and I
am three times your weight.Ó

I wanted to say no, but how could I? It did seemas if my brain was fal-
tering in some way. What had once been easier for me than breathing
seemednow more difficult than living. Where words had once been my
willing tools, leaping into place more quickly than I might bid them to
do so, they were now recalcitrant, obstinate and obdurate, resisting my
entreaties as if they were unionised and militant.

ÒI donÕt know. Maybe I just need a break.Ó
ÒItÕsbeenquite a hard few years for you,Ósaid J,J,T,L.M,using the dia-

loguing crystal he had grown after arriving on Earth. ÒYour quest to
form this band has led you into a lot of tough situations. It wouldnÕt be
any surprise if you started to feel the strain. You have already endured
much that would have crushed any other human.Ó He referred, of
course, to the way in which I had awoken in his far future times to find
myself the last living human.

Prince Vann wasnÕt so sure. ÒCould this be connected to what
happened in London?Ó he asked. The others groaned, but he was
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unperturbed. ÒI know IÕvetalked about it at length, my friends, but it
was exceedingly strange.Ó

ÒIdonÕtthink so,ÓI said. ÒButI suppose itÕspossible, if it was hypnot-
ism or gas that caused it, that IÕmsuffering after-affects of some kind.
Maybe I should have a break. Where do you think I should go, and do
you think I can justify hiring palanquinettes again?Ó

The adventure of His NervesExtrudedhad begun with me being carried
to the Channel Ferry by a group of beautiful hired actresses on a
palanquin.

ÒIf thatÕswhat you need,Ósaid the Mountain Drummer. ÒForme, itÕs
simple. I bang the drums. If I feel happy, I bang them happy. If I feel sad,
I bang them sad. My muscles know what to do, and I donÕtneed to tell
them.Ó

ÒThatÕsit,Ó I replied. ÒWhenI type, I donÕtthink out each individual
letter, and tell my fingers to type them one by one. I just think of the
word, as if IÕmdictating it, and the words magically appear on screen.
Until now, thatÕsall I had to do to write poetry. I would think of a mood,
or a rhyme, and the words would magically form themselves into po-
etry. But not now. ItÕs as if I had forgotten how to walk.Ó

ÒDefinitely sounds like tiredness to me,Ósaid J,J,T,L.M.ÒThebusiness
with Cornelius came on top of a lot of other stuff. You need to holiday. I
donÕtrecommend palanquinettes, though. Organisationally, it would be
difficult, not least becauseeveryone knows what happened to your last
batch.ÓMany of them had died, some on Prince VannÕshome planet,
others on our own, killed by his fatherÕssoldiers, testing our defences.
ÒWhere would you like to go?Ó

I thought for a moment. Even considering the break made me feel a bit
better. I could feel something beginning to unwind, something hard and
cold that had been coiled around my spine. ÒI think IÕdlike to go to
Cardiff. To see where they make Doctor Who and Torchwood. Would
any of you like to come?Ó

ÒI would love to come,Ó said Prince Vann. ÒThat would be most
thrilling!Ó

J,J,T,L.Mshook some of his crystalline appendages in a negatory tink-
ling. ÒIam in the middle of developing my skills on the bass. I have to
work hard to justify my place within this illustrious band of musicians,
but I would applaud your decision to visit Cardiff. From all I have seen,
it is a very pleasant place for a stay.Ó

The Mountain Drummer clapped his hands. ÒIt is decided, then! I will
visit thetrainline.com and order our tickets Ñ we will collect them from
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the station tomorrow and be on our way before we have a chance to
change our minds!Ó

ÒRememberto buy two tickets for yourself,Ósaid Prince Vann dryly. ÒI
do not want to find myself sitting upon your lap.Ó

We all laughed. It felt good.
The next day found Prince Vann, the Mountain Drummer and I col-

lecting our tickets from a machine in New Street station. We bought a
good selection of magazines,drinks and snacksand headed for the train.
We drew a lot of attention, of course.For one thing, the Mountain Drum-
mer was eight feet tall with hands like pork joints! But it was also be-
cause word was starting to get around about our band. My previous
band, The Sound of Howard Phillips, had been extremely successful
(and was still, though I had moved on), and I was well known among
the public as a result of my previous adventures, so there was a lot of in-
terest in what I would do next. Our website was popular, and fans (or at
least those who planned to becomeour fans, once we had releasedsome
music!) traded information across a hundred forums devoted to our
activities. (Our recent gig at the Australasian Bar had given rise to an ex-
plosion of activity, not least because so few people had actually been
there.) Having spent many an unproductive day browsing those forums,
I was aware that lots of people, perhaps most of them, thought the story
of my vision a smokescreen,that in truth I suffered from writerÕsblock,
and had ceasedto createmusic. Others held true, and believed that I was
preparing something spectacular. I hoped that they were right.

Whatever they believed, everyone was interested in seeing the band
members out and about.

We got onto the train. It would only take about two hours to get to
Cardiff, but we were keen to have the proper holiday experience, so as
the train pulled out of the station we began a game of Travel Scrabble.It
was good practice for the Mountain Drummer, who had only learnt Eng-
lish a couple of years before, when he had first returned with me to Eng-
land. Prince Vann had no need to practice Ñ the aristocracy of Envia,
and a large proportion of the people, had learnt English in their youth, in
preparation for their invasion, an invasion which I had happily foiled.
Now our shared language, rather than aiding their aggression,helped to
promote a friendship between our peoples.

Travel Scrabbleover, we opened our magazines and shared out some
sweets. I was reading the latest issue of SFX, hoping for a review of my
latest novel, but of course there was none, Theaker, in his usual
cheapskate way, presumably having failed to send out any review
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copies. The Mountain Drummer was enjoying the latest issue of Total
Film, and Prince Vann was reading Uncut.

The hours passed like minutes, and we were in Cardiff.
Stepping out of the station we gave each other high-fives (something

to be done with care with those two gentlemen!) Ñ here we were in the
city where so much of the new Doctor Who was filmed. What better
reason could there be for choosing a holiday destination?

Our first order of businesswas to find a hotel. I was a bit annoyed that
the Mountain Drummer hadnÕtsorted it out while he was on the internet
the night before, but he explained how much of a strain it was to use the
tiny keyboard on my laptop, and I berated myself out loud. ItÕseasy for
the person who doesnÕtorganise things to criticise the person who does.
ItÕshard to be the person who takes on the responsibility of getting
things done. I gave him a hug and we walked into the city centre, book-
ing into the first hotel we encountered. Luckily it was a good one, a bit
fancier than our Novotel at home, as it happened, and we spent about an
hour in the bar, enjoying the decor, before heading out. It was about
lunchtime at that point, and our dual mission was to visit the Doctor
Who exhibition and the Millennium Centre, under which the Torchwood
Institute, one likes to believe, is based. We decided to head first for the
Doctor Who exhibition, it being within walking distance.

Thus we found ourselves on a long and apparently unending road.
At first we trudged along quite happily. The view was nice, and the

walking was simple, but after passing a second bus stop we began to
wonder whether we should have waited to catch one. Justhow far away
was the magical Doctor Who exhibition? Would we ever actually get
there, or would we trudge on forever along an endless road to eternity?

We would not Ñ life had bigger surprises in stall for us than that!
I heard something far behind us, a low rumble. I turned to seewhat it

was, but by that point it had already become a huge roar! Charging
down the road towards us were three red cars, each of them trying to
outdo the others for speed. It was irrational to think that they were com-
ing for us, but I couldnÕt bat that irrationality away.

ÒGet over the wall!Ó I shouted, leading the way.
The Mountain Drummer and Prince Vann leapt after me, and we

turned to seeif my suspicions were well-founded. Apparently they were
not, as the three cars rushed past us like wind through a turbine. They
were not so fast, though, that I could not make out the men within Ñ
there were four in each, wearing suits of black and red Ñ or the jeers
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they threw our way. They were out of our sight long before their catcalls
stopped ringing in my ears.

ÒWhat did you make of that, Howard?Ó asked Prince Vann.
I shrugged. ÒLocal yahoos? I donÕtknow. I havenÕtseen outfits like

that before.ÓWe climbed back over the wall. ÒThisroad comesto a dead
end, so I guess weÕll probably get a chance to take a better look at them.Ó

We carried on walking, and soon came to the shopping centre within
which the Doctor Who exhibition was housed. None of us could contain
our excitement, so we headed straight inside. There was no sign of the
yahoos, or of their vehicles, and so we gave them no further thought for
the time being. We queued for our tickets and then entered the
exhibition.

It was as good as we had expected. Full-size figures of cybermen, sea
devils and judoon threatened at every corner, and there was a superb se-
lection of artefacts from the series, as well as lots of intriguing text to
read, some of it from the hand of Russell T Davies himself.

I was particularly fascinated by the dalek, and by the way its eyestalk
swung around to stare at me. I couldnÕtlook away, and so fell behind my
two friends, who were keen to seeK9 in the next chamber. As I looked
into that blank eye, so redolent of evil, so reminiscent of the other evils I
had encountered during my adventures, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

I spun around, ready to fight.
It was Cornelius Gilligan.
ÒHi Howard,Ó he said.

41



Chapter5
A Chat with an Old Friend

Cornelius Gilligan. My dead friend. Standing in front of me in the
dalek chamber of the Doctor Who exhibition in Cardiff. Much of my life
has been surprising, but that surpassed it all.

ÒHi Howard,Ó he laughed. He leaned forward to speak into my ear, to
be heard over the squawking of the dalek. ÒAre you going to say hello,
you rude bastard?Ó

ÒErmÉ Ó I was struggling. ÒHi Cornelius.Ó
ÒNow, are you surprised to see me this time?Ó
That was easy for me to answer. ÒYes, IÕm surprised,Ó I shouted back.
ÒGood. LetÕs get out of here and have a chat.Ó
He took me by the arm and led me back the way we had come in. It

looked like I wasnÕtgoing to get to seeK9, I thought sadly. Seeing my
dead friend again was some consolation, though.

We walked over to a cafe on the opposite side of the shopping mall,
and he ordered coffee for both of us.

ÒIfyou remember,Óhe began,Òlasttime we met you werenÕtsurprised
to seeme. Well, thatÕsbecauseI hadnÕtdied yet. I didnÕtwant to talk to
you until you knew I was dead.Ó

I didnÕtknow what to say to that. I looked around the mall Ñ had this
entire year been some appalling practical joke? Was I being PrankÕd?I
was famous enough, after all. Much more famous, in fact, than many
other people who had been on the programme. In the end I just
shrugged and said, ÒNaturally.Ó

ÒIknow what youÕrethinking,Ó he said. ÒYouÕrethinking itÕsall some
huge joke, or that youÕre dreaming, or that youÕre on drugs, or
something like that.Ó

I nodded.
ÒWell,youÕrenot. I am dead Ñ I did die in that flat. I was desperately

unhappy, and I thought it would last forever, and I took my own life.Ó
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ÒSo are you a ghost now or something?Ó
He shook his head, laughing. ÒYouknob! Of course IÕmnot. IÕma time

traveller.Ó
ÒI see,Ó I said, but I didnÕt.
ÒIknow, itÕshard to credit. But you have to give me credit for making

contact with you here.Ó
ÒEh?Ó
He laughed again. He always seemedto be laughing at me, as if there

was some essential part of me that was somehow pitiably funny. I
waited for him to get it out of his system. ÒHere,at the Doctor Who ex-
hibition. I thought youÕd like that.Ó

I took a deep breath. I had handled more difficult things than this in
the past, I told myself. Maybe it was a dream, despite what he had said,
and if it was I should just seewhere it was going anyway. Many of my
most important ideas had come to me in dreams, trances and hallucina-
tions, not least among them being Howard Phillips and the Saturation
Point. I trusted my subconscious. Its goals might not be the same as my
own, but at least it generally meant well.

ÒOkay,Ó I said. ÒYouÕre a time traveller.Ó
ÒTooright,Ó he smiled. ÒOkay. IÕllexplain as much as I can. I donÕt

have long. Did you see my body?Ó
I shook my head. ÒApolice officer brought up the subject of identifica-

tion at one point, but I wasnÕtkeen, and they had plenty of photographs
of you anyway.Ó

ÒOkay.Well, I know that one day IÕllbe in that room. One day IÕllbe
that person, but I donÕtknow when. Perhaps they found a sixty year old
body in there, perhaps IÕllbe there tomorrow. But till then, I have a plan-
et to save.Ó

It was my turn to smile.
He shrugged. ÒIwas all set to do it. IÕdbeen on a bender for a week.

IÕdhad a week off work and IÕdspent every penny I had Ñ and some I
didnÕtÑ on booze, and IÕddrunk it all. IÕdfinished Final Fantasy XII,
and I didnÕthave anything elseto look forward to, except my eyesgoing
bad and my extremities being amputated.Ó

ÒYour diabetes wasnÕt that bad yet,Ó I said.
ÒItwas only a matter of time,Óhe replied. He looked down at his cof-

fee. ÒIt is only a matter of time.ÓHe shook his head. ÒItÕsstrange. Before,
this all seemed too painful to talk about, but now IÕmdead it comes so
much easier.And yet IÕmnot dead. Funny how the human brain works,
isnÕtit? Fucking hilarious, in fact. Anyway, so IÕmabout to do the final
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deed, when thereÕsa knock on the door. I go to answer it, becauseI donÕt
want to be disturbed halfway through, and itÕsa pretty lady. She said
she was a friend of yours Ñ Harriet, her name was.Ó

I frowned. Why was a production assistant on David LettermanÕs
show knocking on his door? Why had she come to England without
coming to see me?

ÒShetold me that I had work to do before I died. Shetold me that they
would make sure I still died, they wouldnÕt interfere with that, but only
after I was done. Any other time, IÕdhave told her to fuck off, but I was
pissed, so I went with her. She locked the door after me, I got into her
car, and they drove me down to London. There I learnt a bit more about
why theyÕdcome for me. They knew about things I was supposed to
have done, things in the past, things I hadnÕtdone. They knew I had to
live a bit longer, so that IÕdget those things done. They also knew when I
was due to die. DonÕtask me how, when none of you knew, but I think
thatÕs one of the perks of being a secret organisation.Ó

ÒIbis.ÓSoHarriet had beena member of Ibis all along. Or had shebeen
recruited after our adventure? There was no way of knowing. If she had
been a member all along, she had played me well.

ÒThatÕs the one. I didnÕt know you knew about them.Ó
I nodded. ÒWell, first of all they were mentioned in TheakerÕsbook,

Professor Challenger in Space.Ó
ÒOh yes. Hm. IÕd forgotten about that.Ó
ÒAnd then they recruited me to work for them last year, when I went

down to Sea Base Delta. Did you read that one?Ó
ÒNo, I havenÕt,and thereÕsa reason for that.Ó I didnÕtask him what

that reasonwas, something I would always regret. I was afraid to. ÒWell,
I think that explains why they were keeping an eye on me. After they
took me to London, they gave me a gun and set me loose.Ó

ÒThey gave you a gun?Ó
He pulled his jacket open enough for me to see it. ÒDonÕtsay it too

loudly. I donÕtwant to get fucking arrested!ÓAs always, he raised his
voice to say fucking, and I looked around apologetically to seeif anyone
had been offended. It was a routine that always seemed to amuse him.
He closed his jacket again. ÒTheytold me to watch you, and to make con-
tact when I thought it was best.Ó

ÒThey seem to be pretty laissez-faire for a secret organisation, donÕt
they?Ó

He nodded in agreement. ÒThenI came to the gig, but it was too soon.
I wasnÕtdead yet. I thought I was. Or elseI was dead, and you just didnÕt
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know it.ÓHe took his glassesoff and wiped them with his handkerchief.
ÒTobe honest, Howard, since they let me loose time has been a bit weird
for me. I donÕtseemto be quite in control of it. As far as I know I havenÕt
travelled in time yet, other than in the usual way, but my senseof time
seems to be gone. ItÕsas if the travelling in time IÕmgoing to do is
already affecting me.Ó

ÒOkay,ÓI said. ÒLetÕssay IÕmbuying all of this. Why have you fol-
lowed me down here? Do you need my help?Ó

ÒThisis the hard part, Howard. IÕmnot here to help you. IÕmjust here
to give you a headÕs up.Ó

I took another drink of my coffee. I hated the stuff, but since he was
dead I felt I owed him the courtesy of giving it a proper try. ÒGo on.Ó

ÒAlright. ThereÕsa guy by the name of Peter Navaroni. Have you
heard of him?Ó

I shook my head.
ÒWell,heÕsprobably the worst writer the world has ever seen.He self-

publishes on Lulu, and puts together endless anthologies which he edits
with all the ability of a lump of mud.Ó

ÒSounds like Theaker,Ó I said.
He laughed. ÒWorse,if you can imagine it. Anyway, Ibis have learnt

that he recently came into a very large sum of money. So far, they told
me, Ibis has been able to block his activities in the US. However much
money youÕvegot in America, itÕsstill only a drop in the ocean of a
country so large. Their worry now is that heÕscoming to the UK. He
thinks he can put his plans into action here. Be a big fish in a smaller
pond.Ó

ÒWhat can I do about it? Ever since the Ghastly Mountain IÕvehad
enough money to live comfortably, but this sounds a bit out of my
league.Ó

He shook his head. ÒThiswonÕtbe about money.ÓSuddenly he looked
away from me and glanced around the mall. ÒCanyou hear that?ÓOther
than the sounds made by the excited children queuing up outside the
Doctor Who exhibition, all I could hear was the tuneless burbling of a
Postman Pat ride for toddlers, plonked in the middle of the mall like
flypaper for tiny humans. The mall was otherwise empty. ÒItmust be my
imagination. Anyway, yes, it wonÕt be about money. ItÕsgoing to be
much bigger than that. But you have to be ready, Howard. You have to
make sure youÕllbe safe.ÓHe broke off again. ÒAre you sure you canÕt
hear that?Ó
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Three sets of doors led into the mall. Only two of them were visible
from where we sat, but we heard all three explosions. For a terrible,
beautiful second the mall becamea glittering hall of a million mirrors, as
shards of glass flew in every direction.

Then the screaming began. The queuing children seemedto be mostly
unhurt, and their parents quickly hurried them inside the exhibition. To
safety? Who knew? But they could not have walked out acrossso much
glass.

Even as we tried to make senseof what we were seeing and hearing,
there was more: three red cars roared into the mall, their occupants
screaming at the top of their voices and waving guns through the
windows.

They saw Cornelius and me, and they began to fire.
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Chapter6
Death in the Mall

ÒHit the ground!Ó shouted Cornelius, pushing me out of my chair and
pulling the gun from the holster in his jacket.

Did he think IÕd never been shot at before?
At first my irritation threatened to overwhelm my fear of the bullets,

but soon I had to concedethat he was right to push me over. At the mo-
ment there were three pistols firing away at us through the car windows,
without much care. But once they were confident that we were pinned
down, they would all emerge from the cars, and then weÕdbe facing
twelve guns (unless they had more than one each!)and they would take
the time to make sure we were done for. I needed a plan.

We were given slight protection by a fence that marked off the territ-
ory of the cafe we were in, but it was already showing signs of damage.
We had to get into the cafe, and drop down its shutters. I nudged Gil-
ligan, who was busily but ineffectively trying to pick off our assailants,
and motioned towards the interior. He nodded, and once he had let off a
volley to get their heads down, we ran inside, crouching to minimise the
targets we offered.

The cafewas wide open, with no walls or windows to offer protection,
other than the pillar of brick at the front corner, so we had to move fast.
For the moment they still seemedhappy to blast away, causing random
destruction, but that wouldnÕt last long. We found the barista hiding be-
hind the bar. He hadnÕtbeen as lucky as us Ñ flying glass had sliced his
shoulder right through, and blood poured from the wound like tears
from a clown. I leapt over the bar and tried to get his attention. Weeping
into his hands, he barely noticed me, so I had to take drastic action. I
squeezed his shoulder. The sudden pain made him scream, though I
could barely hear it over the racket the bullets were making, and his
head jerked up, his eyes wide in astonished agony.
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ÒSorry!ÓI yelled. ÒHow do we get the shutters down?Ó I pointed to
them in case he hadnÕt heard me.

He pointed at a big red button under the counter. It looked like a po-
lice alarm.

ÒNo, not the police. ThereÕsno time Ñ we have to deal with this
ourselves. Shutters Ñ how do I get the shutters down?Ó

He shook his head and tried to shrug. I gave his shoulder an extra
squeezeto convey how important my question was, seeing as the bullets
whizzing past our heads didnÕtseem to be getting it across to him. But
he gave me nothing. His eyes widened, then closed, and he slumped to
the ground.

There was a thump as Cornelius landed beside me. Miraculously, he
was still uninjured.

He leant over to shout in my ear. ÒIthink itÕsover there.ÓHe pointed
to a panel on the wall, next to the staff entrance.

I nodded, very slowly. They would have a clear shot at me if I went for
it. Still, theyÕdhave an equally clear shot if they jumped out of their cars
and came to get us. I wondered if I had time to strip the barista and put
on his uniform. Perhaps the gunmenÕsdesire for coffee and tea would
get the better of their violent impulses. That made me realise Ñ so accus-
tomed was I to being thrown into such situations, I hadnÕtgiven a mo-
mentÕsconsideration to their motives. Were theseNavaroniÕsmen? Were
they after me already? I began to long for the days when I would get into
adventures more gradually, perhaps after a romantic chapter or two of
palanquinading! Then again, I considered, when had this adventure be-
gun? A lot of strange things had beenhappening lately. Perhaps this was
the sixth chapter, not the first.

Anyway, there was no time to strip him. It had been a stupid and des-
perate plan, but when you are indeed desperate,if stupidÕsall youÕvegot
to work with, itÕll have to do. On that note, my eye fell upon a pile of
trays Ñ steel trays. I nudged Cornelius and pointed to them. He nodded
in responseÑ he knows how my mind works! I rooted around under the
bar, hoping against hope that I would find what I was looking for. And
what do you know, I did Ñ a roll of brown tape! I would have thanked
the fates, if it hadnÕtbeen for them putting me in this situation to begin
with!

With one hand I held a tray to my chest and with the other I held one
against my back while Cornelius wrapped the tape around me, six times
at least. He grinned with satisfaction. I grabbed another tray and held it
up to protect my head.
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ÒTally ho!Ó I yelled.
I didnÕt jump over the bar. I thought theyÕdbe expecting that, so I

sneaked around to the edge and then ran for it like a madman Ñ and
they must have thought that was what I was, using tea trays as body ar-
mour. Luckily (I do seemto have more than my fair sharenowadays) the
trays had the double effect for which I had hoped: at first surprising the
attackers enough to stop them firing for a few seconds,and then block-
ing a bullet or two that the no-goodniks managed to get off, even as they
laughed.

As the shutters came down, I heard shouts from the cars: the shooting
stopped, and the villains quickly flung open the doors. It seemed that
they were here for me, or at least for Cornelius, otherwise they would
just have gone after someone else once we were inaccessible.I flattened
myself against the alcove of the staff door, watching the shutters take
their agonisingly slow journey to the ground. It had only reached waist-
height when the attackers arrived, and I thought all was lost. I saw the
knees bend as the men crouched to come in, but then there was a pop-
pop-pop from behind me, and I turned to seeCornelius picking off their
kneecaps,one by one. I had no idea when he had learnt to shoot like that,
but by gum it was coming in handy! The men fell to the ground, and just
before the shutters hit the ground there were three more pops Ñ pop-
pop-pop Ñ and three heads burst with blood, like shaken and spiked
beer cans.

ÒNice work,Ó I called to Cornelius.
He nodded. ÒIÕve had a bit of training, these last couple of months.Ó
ÒLooks like it. What now? That wonÕt keep them out for long.Ó
He came out from behind the bar, a sandwich in hand. He tossed it to

me. ÒEatsomething. WeÕregoing to need energy. You canÕtfight on an
empty stomach.Ó

ÒThanks.ÓI bit a huge chunk from the sandwich. It was ham and to-
mato, which was nice, but with far too much mayonnaise (the curse of
store-bought sandwiches). I didnÕtlet that stop me eating it, though. He
was right Ñ I would need some energy.

He waved in the direction of the Doctor Who exhibition, invisible be-
hind the steel shutters. ÒWill your band members be any help?Ó

I spoke through my sandwich. Rude, I know, but there was no time to
swallow first. ÒWecanÕtrely on them. There are civilians in that exhibi-
tion, and they will know to protect them first.Ó I brushed the crumbs
from my shirt and tie.
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ÒOkay,Ósaid Cornelius. ÒThisis my first mission, you know. At least I
think it is. Like I said, timeÉ Ó

ÒTimeÉ Ó I repeated, sadly.
ÒTimeÉ ItÕsmessed up for me. But even if this is my twentieth mis-

sion, IÕmshit out of ideas.ÓHe began to look despondent, far from the
confident figure who had so swiftly despatched three of our enemies
mere seconds before.

I swallowed the last of my sandwich and slapped him on the back.
ÒDonÕtworry, buddy. YouÕrewith Howard Phillips now. This is how I
roll.Ó I gave him my most serious look, and he laughed. ÒFirstwe need to
get out of here, and get off the defensive. We have to put ourselves in
control of the situation, and quickly. If weÕrenot careful theyÕllstart to
grab hostages and then weÕllbe sunk by our own senseof humanity.Ó
For the moment they were banging on the shutters, even taking the occa-
sional shot at them, but despite their obvious amateurishnessthey would
quickly abandon such ineffective efforts.

We made for the staff door, but it was locked. I gave it a kick. It held,
but Cornelius was already there with the keycard. HeÕdalso picked up a
chefÕs knife from the food preparation area.

He handed the knife to me. ÒHopeyouÕrenot too squeamish.ÓHe slid
the keycard through the electronic lock.

ÒHey,ÓI replied with forced jauntiness, Òif IÕmcovered in blood youÕll
be the one who has to look at it.Ó

We laughed, and ran through the door into the staff area.Five minutes
later we were outside the mall, and ready to plan our re-entry.

The best thing, we decided, was to split up. I headed for one of the
blasted entrances,and Cornelius went to the opposite one. We had syn-
chronised watches Ñ his was a large and expensive diverÕswatch that
told the time in the UK and Japan simultaneously to a depth of 500ft,
while mine was a fob watch which had long lost its cover and chain,
leaving it a streamlined timepiece that barely made a dent in my pocket.
IÕvenever been able to wear a watch. My skin revolts at the idea of any
jewellery clinging to it. In fact, it barely tolerates clothesÉ

At the appointed time I heard Cornelius begin his attack, yelling like
an idiot and firing his gun to grab their attention. One minute later he
stopped firing (for my sake) but continued shouting, and I swiftly
dashed into the mall. My life was once again in the hands of fate, while
in my own hands I held the fate of many others. I reached them un-
noticed and one, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight they dropped,
like the incompetents they were. Whoever had sent them here Ñ
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Navaroni? Ñ must not have realised the quality of the man they were
being sent against. Either that, or his schemewas not as well funded as
Cornelius feared!

The last I kept alive, though I sliced through the fingers of his right
hand to send his gun falling safely to the ground. I swept his legs from
under him and smiled grimly as he hit the ground. The look he gave me
almost made me forget that they had been the aggressors,that they had
been recklessof the collateral damage, that they had laughed while they
had shot at me. Sometimes, in the heat of battle, I find myself doing ter-
rible things. When you seeyour hated enemy looking at you as if you are
monster, itÕs time to take a minute to breathe.

But it was possible that I would have to do more terrible things before
the day was out, so I did not take a minute to breathe. I took one second,
and then said, ÒMy friend, itÕs time to talk.Ó

* * *
Cornelius ran up to join me. He seemedto be in shock at the destruc-

tion I had wrought.
ÒFucking hell, Howard. You couldÕvesaved a few for the police!ÓHe

crouched down and took a few deep breaths.
I looked at the man I had caught. ÒI saved one,ÓI told Cornelius.

ÒWhether he makes it to the police remains to be seen.Ó
The man swallowed, but I think he saw our eyes note as much, and

from somewhere he dredged up a smidgen of additional courage. ÒYou
can do what you want to me, I wonÕtgive you anything,Ó he said, punc-
tuating his words with a scowl. He had an English accent.I think he was
a Londoner, but IÕvealways been terrible at identifying accentsÑ and
cars. They are my two weak spots!

I smiled, grimly. ÒIf I did what I want to you, you wouldnÕthave any-
thing to give.ÓHe looked blank. I sighed. ÒBythat I mean, IÕminclined to
cut off your penis, given your recent behaviour.ÓHis facewent grey. ÒTo
fire a gun at me is one thing. To put children in danger is another. But to
do those things at the Doctor Who exhibition, to spoil what would have
been one of the greatest memories of those childrenÕsyoung lives, thatÕs
another thing altogether, and a thing that makes me very angry. And
when I think about the damage youÕvedone to this mall, about the likeli-
hood that itÕll probably have to be shut down for a while for repairs,
with the result that hundreds more children who have been looking for-
ward to visiting this place will probably miss out, I get even angrier.
And when I get that angry, I want to, as Limp Bizkit so aptly put it,
break stuff.Ó
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I tried not to catch GilliganÕseye, because I knew heÕdbe trying to
repressa smile. I gave the man a few secondsto take it all in. Then I held
the knife up for him to see,and let the blood of his friends drip from it
onto his lap.

ÒSowhat do you say?ÓI asked him at last. ÒDoyou want me to break
your stuff today?Ó

He held his nerve for a few moments more, but I could seethat each
drop of blood carved a huge chunk of it out. Five drops of blood and he
was done.

ÒOkay,Óhe said, closing his eyes with the relief of giving in, ÒIÕlltell
you what you want to know. It wonÕtmake a bit of difference anyway.
You canÕt stop whatÕs going to happen.Ó

ÒWell, that sounds like a good place to start,Ósaid Gilligan, coming
over to facehim, now that the risk of breaking into laughter had receded.
ÒWhatÕs going to happen?Ó

ÒOh,it all is,Ólaughed the man. ÒNavaroni is coming, and you bitches
are fucked. All you literary bitches are going to be fucked.Ó

ÒSo youÕre working for Navaroni?Ó I said. ÒWhy did you come here?Ó
He showed a bit of reluctance to answer, so I gave his testicles a

friendly prod.
ÒOkay,chillax,Óhe said swiftly. ÒLook,he wants to make the takeover

a bit easier. He knows that the Silver Age Books gang will be trouble,
and he wants you out of the way before he gets here. We were sent after
you. Some of the others were sent after Theaker. And if that fails, weÕre
striking at the heart.Ó

ÒButTheaker is the heart of Silver Age Books,ÓI said. ÒHeÕsthe pub-
lisher. Who do you mean? Greenwood? Wyndham Thomas?Ó

ÒOh,theyÕllget their turns, they all will, but no. NavaroniÕsgoing after
someone he calls the English Hemingway. HeÕsgoing to do it himself.
He reckons thatÕlldestroy Silver Age Books forever. And heÕsdoing it
tonight.Ó

I was aghast. I very nearly dropped the knife, in my shock. Things
could have gone badly at that point, but luckily the Mountain Drummer
and Prince Vann arrived to take custody of my captive. I let myself fall
back onto the ground and closed my eyes. I began to weep. I sobbed
huge salty tears that poured down the sides of my head like miniature
Niagaras.

Cornelius rushed to my side. ÒHoward, dude, whatÕsup? ThereÕsstill
time to warn Theaker. But who the fuck is the English Hemingway?Ó
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I pulled myself together. There wasnÕtenough time for me to do any-
thing else. No doubt in the course of my adventures I was racking up
enough accumulated PTSD-inducing events that one day I would simply
stop functioning and curl into a ball for the rest of my life Ñ it was only
a matter of time. But until that day of blessed freedom arrived, I had to
keep on doing the things that only Howard Phillips can do.

ÒTerrance Dicks. TheyÕre going after Terrance Dicks.Ó
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Chapter7
The Attack on Theaker

I have no direct experienceof the events I will now relate, but I believe
the accounts that I had of them to be true and accurate. I will narrate
them as if I were omniscient, just to make it all a bit easier to read.

StephenWilliam Theaker had had a tough day in the Silver Age Books
offices. The proofs of the latest TheakerÕsQuarterly Fiction were beginning
to seem an insuperable obstacle to his ever going home. It was his own
fault, for being so keen to acceptstories right up to the last minute before
publication was due. This latest issue was getting far too long, but he
couldnÕthelp himself. He was amazed to find that so many otherwise
reasonable people were so keen to allow him to publish their work
without expecting payment, but had not imagined that exploiting them
would be such hard work!

Finally, though, he got to the last page of the proofs, stuffed them all
into the photocopier and set off for home. Walking through the city
centre of Birmingham in the late evening is not the undesirable experi-
ence it would be in some cities, but he wanted to get home to his family
as quickly as possible, so he hurried, to the extent his portliness would
allow.

He was heading for Colmore Row, where he would catch the 101,
which would carry him up through Winson Green, past the prison,
across Soho Road and then to his home. It took longer to get to
Handsworth than the 74 or the 79, which took a direct route up Soho
Road, but he found the queuing to be much more civilised. The stop for
the 74 and 79,on Bull Street,had no obvious place in which people could
queue, and so they did not, leading to much tension and pushing and
shoving whenever a bus arrived. In contrast, the queue for the 101curled
naturally around a wall, and so people were generally much happier
there. On the downside, it was less frequent, but on the upside, it saved
him a five minute walk at the other end.
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He took £30from the cashpoint outside Marks & Spencers,keeping an
eye out for an approaching bus, and then crossed the road to join the
queue. There were already a dozen people waiting, usually a good sign
that a bus was imminent.

Unfortunately it wasnÕtas imminent as he might have liked, and after
another ten minutesÕwaiting people were starting to get a bit restless.He
looked around, whistling to himself silently (he had never really
mastered whistling, having a fairly large gap between his two front
teeth) and then wished he hadnÕt.

A large fellow stuck his head out of a telephone box over which over
TheakerÕsgaze had passed.He wore the clothes of a fifteen-year-old, but
looked to be in his late twenties. He called a woman over. She was
attractive, dark-skinned, well-dressed. At first Theaker assumed she
must be the manÕs girlfriend, but they seemed something of a mismatch.

ÒWhatÕshe laughing about?Óhe asked the woman, waving a fist in
TheakerÕs direction.

She looked at him and shrugged. ÒI didnÕt hear him laughing.Ó
ÒHe better not be joking about me.Ó
Theaker looked away, very determinedly and pointedly.
ÒI donÕt think he was,Ó said the woman.
The man loudly sucked air through his teeth and went back into the

telephone box.
Theaker raised an eyebrow and continued to work hard at waiting for

the bus. He willed it to come, becausehe really didnÕtwant to have any
trouble. He wasnÕta physically brave person Ñ he had a great fear of
any damage to his bodily integrity, and found it difficult even to think
about the various separateorgans within his body, much less to put any
of them in the way of danger.

Eventually the bus did arrive, and he sighed with relief. The sigh was
interrupted midway through.

ÒWereyou laughing at me?Ósaid an angry voice at his elbow. ÒWere
you making jokes about me?Ó

Theaker prepared to answer, but the manÕsfriend, acquaintance or ac-
costee chipped in to defend him.

ÒYouÕre paranoid,Ó she said, with a laugh.
The man grunted, and walked off to the head of the queue.
ÒThanks,Ó said Theaker. ÒAre you with him?Ó
ÒNo,IÕvenever met that psycho before in my life,Óshe said. ÒIÕmhere

for you.Ó
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Theaker took a couple of steps away from her, though he was careful
to maintain his place in the queue. ÒWell, IÕmflattered, of course. YouÕre
very beautiful. But IÕm very happily married.Ó

She smiled at him. Her bright teeth glistened in the gathering dark-
ness.Suddenly Theaker becameaware of how few people remained on
the street. ÒIÕmnot here to seduce you, Mr Theaker!ÓShe laughed, and
though the sound was pretty, it was also sharp, cutting through the night
air like a spotlight. ÒIÕm here to kill you.Ó

She made no sudden move, which on one level made it hard for
Theaker to take her too seriously. Something in her attitude made him
think she meant it, not least the fact that she knew his name. But for
some reasonhe wasnÕtmaking a move to evade her. It was as if his brain
was aware of the danger but it couldnÕt convince his body.

ÒIÕdbe grateful if you didnÕt,Óhe replied. ÒI donÕtwant to miss my
bus.Ó

She laughed again, and reached into her handbag. She withdrew a
long silver blade.

That was enough to convince his body that there was a problem, and it
leapt (somewhat sluggishly) into action. He shoved his bag at her (he
had ordered it from an advertisement in the RadioTimes, and would miss
it very much, even though the strap was being held together by three
heavy duty staples and a triple wrap of sticky tape), knocking the knife
out of her hands, then he ran for it.

He was slightly taller than her, and had a good few stones on her in
weight, so she needed the weapon to be sure, even if she was in much
better condition. She bent to retrieve it before pursuing him. She knew
his breath would give out quickly (if not his heart!) so there was no great
hurry.

Theaker too knew that he didnÕthave long to get away. He ran across
the road and headed for the cathedral grounds. The gangs of skinny
emo-clad teens who had unaccountably made that area their hangout
pointed and laughed to seesuch a fat old fellow wobbling along. There
were plenty of people around here, but he knew there was no chanceof
mixing in with them Ñ he would stick out like the sore and aging indie
kid he was. Plus, even if he did have a My Chemical Romancealbum or
two, he had been listening to a lot of (currently) lesscredible acts of late,
such as Ride and The Wedding Present, and good though he believed
those bands to be, hand on his heart, he could not risk being drawn into
a discussion of their merits with an assassin on his tail!
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So on past the cathedral, and off towards Maplins. He had no real
plan, but he knew that down there could be found various odd alleys
and doorways, and occasionally he had seenrear doors left open for the
unloading of trucks. Maybe somewhere in that area he could find some-
where to hide. Failing that, he had a vague idea that the various bits of
electronics on sale in Maplins could be fashioned into some kind of
weapon. I donÕtknow what he had in mind, precisely Ñ cracking open a
DVD-drive to reveal the laser within? Ñ but as I say the idea was vague.
Possibly heÕdheard too many tales of my adventures, and that had given
him some crazy notion that he could copy my efforts! But as they say in
the United States(and if they donÕt,they should start), not everyone can
be MacGyver.

ReachingMaplins, he saw it was already closed,and even ashe kicked
himself for not realising it would be, he saw that there was no other way
out. He could have headed into one of the many pubs on the street, but
that would have put other people in danger, and in any casehe disliked
the loss of control that camefrom joining a crowd. He could have contin-
ued to run, but he could already hear the click clack of heels striding
down the street towards him. There was nothing to do but turn and face
his destiny.

ÒYoucanÕtescapeme,Óthe assassincalled out. ÒNavaroni wants you
out of the way. Silver Age Books will be nothing without you, and
Howard Phillips will be nothing without Silver Age Books to publish his
mindless witterings.Ó

ÒSoyouÕrenot just a killer for hire?Óasked Theaker, keeping eye con-
tact and trying to back away. ÒYouÕrereally committed to the cause?
Well, at least IÕmnot dying by a disinterested hand. I would have hated
to have died a random death. At least when youÕllstab me itÕll be be-
cause youÕvethought it through.Ó He had spotted an opportunity. He
knew, being one himself about so many things, how glad enthusiasts al-
ways were to find someone willing to listen to them for a few minutes.
His poor wife had suffered through so many of his enthusiasms Ñ TiVo,
Xbox Media Center, Elder Scrolls, the internet, Lulu, and so on through
an endless list Ñ that he now thought of her as cringing with fear and
embarrassment whenever he opened his mouth to speak about them in
public. Here was his chance. ÒBut who is Navaroni, and why does he
matter so much?Ó

She didnÕtstop advancing, and she didnÕt lower her dagger, but she
did start talking. ÒHeÕsthe greatest writer who ever lived. He changes
the paradigm of what writing should be. HeÕsthe Jackson Pollock of
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writing Ñ he flings words at the page and watches the patterns reveal
themselves to him. He is Lovecraft and Poe and King and Laymon and
he never wrote a word about a gay vampire in his life. Do you get me
now?Ó

Theaker frowned apologetically. ÒNot really Ñ heÕsa writer? SowhyÕs
he sending people to kill me.Ó

ÒItold you Ñ your links with Phillips. If we take you down, he stands
alone.Ó

She had reached him now. He silently berated himself for walking
backwards Ñ he had always been going to lose a race with someone
walking forwards.

The street was empty, and his life was going to end.
Shebrought the dagger up above her head, and prepared to plunge it

into his chest.
ÒYou donÕt have to do this,Ó he said, pleadingly.
He wished he had gone to the toilet before leaving the office. He

hoped he would be dead and gone before his bladder let go. That had al-
ways been the thing he dreaded most about death: urinating in his
trousers. He feared the end of his life, becausehe enjoyed living, and he
wanted to be there for his family, and he feared death, in case it was
painful, but he didnÕt fear being dead. He was one of these peculiar
people who believe that you canÕtactually carry on thinking once your
brain shuts down. You canÕtthink without a brain when youÕrealive, so
how would you be able to do it when youÕredead?ItÕsan obstacledeplus!
So he had no fear of continuing on after death in some kind of ghostly
sub-existence,or of being sent down to some fire-drenched pit. No. But
he did fear wetting himself in those final moments before the lights went
out.

ÒIÕmsorry,Ó she said, Òbut I do. Apart from anything else, this is my
job within the organisation. If I donÕtdo this, what do I do? Ask for a
typing job? Sorry, dear, but I donÕt type.Ó

Her arm came down and Theaker closed his eyes.
Death didnÕtfeel as he had expected. Rather than a sharp pain in his

chest followed by the flooding away of his consciousness,there was a
high-pitched whine and a spatter of dust against his face.

He opened his eyes to seehis beautiful assassinstaring in dismay at
her empty hand. Then her eyes widened at something over his shoulder.

He thumped her in the face,three times in fact, until she finally fell un-
conscious to the ground, then turned to seewhat she had been looking
at. At first he thought somebody must have left a Christmas decoration
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up too long, but then his eyessnapped into focus and he realised it was
J,J,T,L.M,shining with the light of every star in the sky, and gently tink-
ling with the strain of having vibrated the assassinÕsknife into
nothingness.

ÒThanks,man,Ósaid Theaker, with as much sincerity as he had ever
gathered together at one time. ÒI thought I was a goner.Ó

ÒNot tonight,Ó said J,J,T,L.M. ÒHoward told me you might be in
trouble, and I tracked you to the bus-stop just in time to seeyou chased
off. IÕmglad to have saved you. But it looks like there are tough times
ahead. You might want to sit down.Ó He twisted one of his crystals to
point at the bench.

ÒIs it my family?Ó asked Theaker.
ÒNo,or at least I hope not,Ósaid J,J,T,L.M.ÒTheyare going after Ter-

rance Dicks.Ó
Theaker simply stared in horror, speechless, and dropped to the

ground, despondent. J,J,T,L.M rattled with repressed emotion. It was
true, then. Howard had not been exaggerating. If Terrance Dicks fell that
night, it would be as bad as if they had succeededin striking directly at
Theaker himself.
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Chapter8
The Battle of Hampstead

ÒI still donÕt understand,Ó said Prince Vann as we emerged from
Hampstead tube station. A quick Google had helped us to find where
Terrance Dicks was now living. I hoped the information was up to date.
ÒWhy is this writer so important?Ó

I quickly looked around. We had no way to know which house Dicks
lived in, and for all we knew the three hours it had taken us to reach
London had been more than enough time for Dicks to meet his fate. Our
plan was to hit the pubs and newsagents, tell them what was going on,
and hope one of them could help us. We had tried to alert the police, of
course. They had taken down the information, and said that they would
act on it, but there was no way we could know if they were sincere.And
of course they could not releaseany information to us about his location.
For all they knew, we were the assassinsourselves. Sowe had to assume
the worst, that they would think we were kooks, and accordingly do
nothing at all.

ÒItÕsall about Theaker,ÓI said. ÒNavaroni wants our gang neutralised
before he makes his move, and he thinks knocking Theaker out is the
best way to do it. HeÕswrong, of course. He doesnÕtrealise that my nov-
els are the least of my creative works. But still, we have a duty to protect
Dicks himself. They may be killing him for stupid reasons,but that wonÕt
be any comfort to his family.Ó

ÒButwhy?Ó said the Mountain Drummer, as we dashed towards the
first newsagent we spotted, a black and white printout of DicksÕphoto in
hand. The Drummer and Prince Vann were my only two companions Ñ
Cornelius Gilligan had headed for the loo on the train and not returned. I
had gone to look for him, but without luck Ñ he seemedto have simply
faded away. ÒWhy does Theaker care about Dicks so much?Ó

We paused outside the newsagents to catch our breath.
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ÒThereis a television series called Doctor Who. When Theaker was a
boy Ñ from when he was done with Enid Blyton all the way up to when
he got started on Tolkien Ñ he read little elsebut adaptations of the Doc-
tor Who stories. Most of them were written by Terrance Dicks. Theaker
has always regarded them as perfect examples of direct, exciting and
tensewriting. In the limited spaceavailable, writing them over just a few
weeks, Dicks made each set of episodes into a haiku of death and de-
struction, glittering pearls of galactic woe. They are all heÕsever aspired
to in his own writing, and all he looks for in other peopleÕs writing.Ó

I should have spent longer getting my breath back, but we had to go
inside now.

We were unlucky with that first newsagent, and with the second, and
the third, but the fourth at least recognised Dicks (not to mention me Ñ
that wasnÕtparticularly helpful but it was at least flattering). Unfortu-
nately that turned out to be becausehe was a fan of Doctor Who himself,
rather than because Dicks was a customer. But he had a clue for us.

ÒYouwant to head over closer to the Heath,Óhe said. ÒIhave a mate
who says heÕsseen Terrance Dicks on the street near there a couple of
times. I never really believed him, but if you havenÕtgot anything elseto
go on it might be worth a try.Ó

He was right, we didnÕthave anything else to go on, so we headed in
that direction. Supposedly, there are more millionaires in Hampstead per
square kilometre than in any other place in Britain. I donÕtknow if that is
true, but the homes and buildings looked pretty secure, and that gave
me some hope that Dicks would be safe. A silly hope, since a burglar
alarm wouldnÕt have a great deal of effect against a pistol, but at least it
was something to go on, to keep our legs pounding away.

We reachedHampstead Heath, and began to skirt it, on the lookout for
any pubs or newsagents,or indeed anywhere else you might expect Bri-
tainÕs(second) greatest living novelist to visit. (I tried not to write
ÒsecondÓ,but I just couldnÕtput my vanity away, even for a moment.
Not when I know that that momentÕsfalse modesty would be immortal-
ised in my writing!)

We came first to a pub, the Spanish Arms, and went inside. It wasnÕt
all that busy Ñ it was still early evening. I went up to the bar, photo in
hand.

ÒHi,ÓI said to the barman, a gruff-looking man in his mid-fifties with a
remarkable moustache. ÒCould we have four pints of Fosters, please?Ó

ÒOf course, squire,Óhe replied, before setting his hand to the pump.
ÒWaiting for your mate to catch up, are you?Ó
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I pointed to the Mountain Drummer. ÒTwo are for him.Ó
He smiled. ÒHe is a big one.Ó
I decided that we needed to have a proper break before going on, else

weÕdbe in no condition to get into any trouble we found, so I also
ordered four plates of burgers and fries to top up our energy levels. Fin-
ally, I showed the barman the photograph.

ÒIdonÕtknow if you happen to know Terrance Dicks?ÓI said, phras-
ing the question as gently as I could.

His posture changed, but not subtly. It was an overt display of aggres-
sion. ÒNo,never heard of him, mate.ÓHe turned his back on us to ring
up the bill.

My eyes met those of Prince Vann. This was promising. The barman
turned back to us.

ÒIthink you should eat up your food and get out of here as quickly as
you can,Ó he said, passing us the first two of our pints.

ÒThatÕsnot too friendly,Ó said Prince Vann. ÒWeÕrehere to help, you
know.Ó

ÒThatÕswhat your friends over there said,Ósaid the barman. ÒI gave
them the same answer. I donÕtknow Terrance Dicks, and if I did I
wouldnÕt be sending thugs like you in his direction.Ó

ÒFriends of ours?Ó I said, surprised.
I followed his pointing finger. The door to a function room had swung

open, and within sat seven men and two women, all wearing the ridicu-
lous red and black outfits of NavaroniÕsorganisation. They were staring
right back at us.

I took a deep breath.
ÒBarman,ÓI said to him in a low voice that I hoped would not carry.

ÒWe really are here to help Dicks. Are the police with him now?Ó
He nodded. ÒIt canÕt hurt for you to know that.Ó
ÒGood,ÓI replied. ÒIwant you to pull the fire alarm. Get everyone out.

Those people have guns. We have guns. This could be very dangerous.
The only reasonthey havenÕtbegun to shoot is that they donÕtknow who
I am. They donÕtrealise that all but one of the colleaguesthey sent to kill
me are now dead.Ó

That one survivor was now, presumably, in the custody of the Cardiff
police, trying to explain the circumstances in which he had come to be
lying in a pool of eleven menÕsblood. We had made our escapein one of
their cars, making it to the city centre before the police arrived on the
scene,and catching the train before anyone began to look for us. On the
train I had texted the police to explain what had happened, and why we
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could not stick around to explain it in person. I had given them our room
numbers at the Novotel. I was not na•ve enough to think that they would
be satisfied with what little information I had given them Ñ there might
well be a manhunt on for us, for all I knew Ñ but at least it would stop
them chasing up false leads. A bunch of terrorists had attacked the mall,
and we had killed them. For more than that they would have to wait un-
til the threat was over.

The landlord was ashen-faced.Clearly he had just thought us a group
of dangerously obsessedDoctor Who fans. He had had no idea of the
seriousness of the situation.

ÒCanyou set off that fire alarm for me? I really wanted to eat that bur-
ger I ordered, but there isnÕt time.Ó

He nodded, and a few seconds later the alarm rang out. The regulars
turned to look at him with bemused smiles.

ÒDonÕtjust sit there,Óhe shouted at them. ÒThis is a real fire, get off
your arses and get out of here!Ó

They quickly left, as if there really was an actual fire beneath them,
rather than a metaphorical one.

We did not leave, though, nor did our foes. It must have been clear to
them now that we were antagonists of some sort.

ÒYou should go too,Ó I said to the landlord.
He nodded, and ducked out into the back.
ÒHey there,Óshouted the Mountain Drummer. ÒYou having a good

time in that little room? Why donÕtyou come out here where thereÕs
room to party?ÓHe began to walk towards them, and they began to shift
in their seats.They made the mistake of trying to play it cool. If they had
just gone for their guns we would have had a very difficult time of it, but
they were young and they wanted us to think they werenÕtfrightened.
They should have been!

ÒFuckoff,Ósaid one of them, the most brave, or the most foolish. ÒYou
donÕt know who youÕre messing with.Ó

They had clearly been taking a more lackadaisical approach to their
mission than we had, simply hanging around in what might be Terrance
DicksÕlocal pub until he arrived, or perhaps they had simply given up
after hearing he was in police custody. Lucky for us, lucky for Dicks, un-
lucky for them.

As the Mountain Drummer approached them, he came close to a long
trestle table, and without breaking stride he scooped it up with one
mighty hand and flung it their way, right at their heads. It smashed
through the doorway and its surrounding glass windows like aÉ well,
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like a trestle table through a window. As most of them fell to the floor he
picked up a chair and set about those that were still conscious.

Prince Vann and I looked at each other and smiled. We had not even
had to take out our guns. We did not like to kill, and most of these men
were after all simply misguided Ñ or poor, and in need of the work. Soit
felt good to get through an encounter without adding to the copious
blood already on our hands.

ÒLookslike Terrance Dicks is safe,ÓI said with relief as the Mountain
DrummerÕschair connected with the last hooliganÕshead. ÒEveryoneÕs
safe for now.Ó

We called the police and let them know where to find the failed assas-
sins. Then we were back on a train to Birmingham, and midnight found
me lying on my own bed, freshly showered, and watching BBCNews 24.
I had phoned Theaker to make sure he was safe, and let him know the
good news about Terrance Dicks.

ÒAnd now,Ósaid the newsreader, Òmoreabout the astonishing theft of
ShakespeareÕsfolios from the British Library. The Metropolitan Police
say they have little to go on, while, due to the rarity of the items, literary
experts warn that they run the risk of never being recovered. No one
could hope to sell them, so they must have been stolen for a private
collector.Ó

I had a hunch that the theft of ShakespeareÕsfolios was not unrelated
to my dayÕs adventures.
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Chapter9
The Death of Winterstones

For a few days life went on as usual. I talked to the police, and ex-
plained what had happened. I expected it to have beenmore work, given
the number of people I had killed, and in the brevity of my interviews I
detected the hand of Ibis. The organisation was not particularly strong
on this side of the pond, but they had connections in high places. There
were no more attacks by NavaroniÕsmen, and I had no real urge to go
after them until I had to. I rehearsed with the band, relaxed, and waited
for something bad to happen. It wasnÕt long before it did.

I did spend a bit of time reading up on Navaroni. It was something
like stepping in a puddle, then realising it was a pond, which then be-
came a lake, until I found myself drowning in an ocean, an ocean of
thick, glutinous treacle. I had never done anything that was so simultan-
eously entertaining and depressing.

He claimed to be a writer, but every piece of writing by him which ap-
peared on the internet was so bad as to make the reader doubt his own
sanity. The texts were riddled with spelling mistakes, naturally, but that
was the least of it. His word use was poor, but the malapropisms were
almost the easiestpart to read. No, the badnessof his writing was much
more fundamental, no mere surface errors that would have been correc-
ted in minutes by any half-competent editor. He seemedto lack entirely
the ability to construct a sentence. Beginnings of sentenceswould not
match up with the endings. Tenses,genders and numbers would change
from one word to the next. Authorial interpolation (of which of course
you know I am very fond myself) was taken to new, dizzying extremes
Ñ he would describe his own writing in terms of the authors he was try-
ing to mimic, out of context and in entirely nonsensical ways. Characters
would enter and exit sceneswith no reason, act and react in ways that
bore no relation to reality, and seem utterly unaware of the
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circumstancesin which they found themselves.He was, without a doubt,
the worst writer in the world.

But that, on its own, would not have beenenough to earn the notoriety
he had gained, even before beginning this war upon Silver Age Books.
His appalling lack of writing ability was coupled to an incandescent be-
lief in the shining brilliance of his own work. He was a relentless self-
promoter. WhatÕsmore, his primary means of self-promotion seemedto
be to harass, insult and abuse as many other people as he had en-
countered online. It was clear from the pattern of his harassmentsthat he
paid very careful attention to the results of his vanity Googling
(something I noted for future reference). His attacks on people online
were as bizarre as they were offensive. A frequent rejoinder to any
doubter of his writing talents was that he would put their photograph in
the toilet, defecate upon it, and take a photograph of the results. ÒIwill
literally take a shit on you,Ó he would declare with glee.

It was all fascinating, and I could seethat I was not the only one fas-
cinated by his behaviour. There were websites, forums and blogs de-
voted to tracking his activities, cataloguing his indiscretions and record-
ing his offenses.None of them seemedto be aware that he had employed
an armed militia, so perhaps that was a new development. In fact, from
what I could glean from all those sources, he was not a well-off (or in-
deed a well) man and how he cameto acquire theseresourceswas at first
a mystery.

Then, on one site I noticed a reference to his grandparents. It seemed
that Navaroni had still been living with them in their house in New Jer-
sey, despite being in his mid to late thirties, and at some point he had
published their phone number and address upon the internet, at which
point his many enemies had begun to contact the house to make their
feelings felt. This had prompted a plea from Navaroni to leave his eld-
erly relatives alone.

With that address in hand, I was able to find the names of his
grandparents.

Googling their names, I found the key I had been looking for Ñ three
months ago Grandma Navaroni had won the lottery, becoming, as a res-
ult of a number of rollovers, a millionaire several thousand times over.

Two months ago she had died, and Navaroni had inherited
everything.

I told the police everything, but of course I had no evidence to contact
Navaroni to any of the crimes his men had committed. He was not on
the radar of the British police (though his local police had visited him for
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a chat a number of times in responseto complaints about his online and
offline behaviour). None of the men we had captured would admit to his
involvement, and so the investigation would progress slowly. They
would have to track the payments made to the men, and examine the
purchases of the vehicles, guns and uniforms, all of which would take
time.

And while that went on, Navaroni, unknown to us, slowly and surely
drew, as HG Wells would say, his plans against us. This man, who so
many had regarded as little better than microbial life, now regarded Eng-
land as his Petri dish, and he was beginning to stir bacteria into it with a
long spatula.

On June 1 I turned on the television to find that the business world
had been somewhat surprised that morning. An American buyer had
purchased Winterstones, lock, stock and barrel over the weekend, and
the shops had that morning remained closed. My radar for evil Ñ my
evildar, you might call it Ñ bleeped powerfully. An American buyer?

Prince Vann was with Theaker, on bodyguard duty, keeping him as
safe as was practical, so I took the Mountain Drummer with me.

We left the Novotel and strolled down Broad Street, through the Cent-
ral Library and down New Street to Winterstones.

Sure enough, it was closed,but there was activity within. I couldnÕtget
close enough to listen at the door Ñ the iron gates were locked shut Ñ
but even from a distance I could hear the banging and yelling of men at
work.

ÒTheredoesnÕtseemto be much we can do, short of breaking in,Ósaid
the Mountain Drummer.

ÒYou canÕt see anything?Ó I asked.
He stood on the tips of his toes. ÒSorry, no.Ó
A girl approached us. She was pretty with a handful of brightly-col-

oured clips in her hair. Her cheekswere streaked with the tracks of her
tears.

ÒAreyou trying to get in?Óshe asked. ÒDoyou know whatÕsgoing on
in there?Ó

I had to admit that I didnÕt.ÒButI have my suspicions. Do you know
anything?Ó

ÒIwork here,Óshe said, struggling to put on a brave face.ÒOrat least I
did. They fired us all on Sunday, every one of us. ItÕson the news. DidnÕt
you see?Ó
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ÒNo,I left too quickly. I should have known that the man on the spot
often has the least idea what is going on. Do you know anything about
this mysterious buyer?Ó

She knew nothing more, and so, after offering her a hug, which she
gratefully accepted,we made to leave. Just before we did, one thing oc-
curred to me.

ÒLook,ÓI said to her, ÒweÕrejournalists and we want to get in there
and investigate all of this. Do you have a key we could use?Ó

ÒIÕmnot sureÉÓ Shethought about it for a few seconds.ÒAreyou go-
ing to get us our jobs back?Ó

ÒWhatwould any of us do without Winterstones? You must have seen
me in there before Ñ I must spend fifty pounds in there every month.Ó

That seemedto decide it for her. ShecouldnÕtget us through the iron
gate or into the building, but she had a keycard that would get us into
the staff area, if that was any help.

I didnÕtknow if it would be, but it made senseto be prepared, and so I
put the card into my wallet.

***
The days continued to pass. What was going on at Winterstones re-

mained a mystery. I kept surveillance on the building when I had a
chance,becausewhatever was going on in there was tickling my evildar
like crazy, but a week passedwithout my seeing anything incriminating.
Trucks pulled up outside, and boxes were unloaded, just as they had
been for years and years,ever since the building had first beenconverted
for use as a Dillons bookshop. After some time it had then become a
Winterstones, with minimal alterations. But what would it becomenow?
I had a feeling that this time the alterations would be more than minimal.

Enquiries with my friends around the country indicated that the story
was the same in all the major cities of England, while the stores in Scot-
land and Wales were unaffected, and carried on their business as usual.
Whatever was happening, it seemedNavaroni was limiting his efforts to
our patch. That might be a choice of territory he would come to regret.

Then, on June 10, England was changed forever. News was hard to
come by, and information was sketchy, but word got around: Winter-
stones had declared war on every other bookshop in England. In Birm-
ingham, first to go had been WH Smiths. Armed militia men in their
dozens had issued from the two Winterstones stores and had closed on
Smiths in a pincer movement. The staff had been forced out of the build-
ing and the books destroyed with flamethrowers. Their work done, the
militia men had left as quickly as they had come, and retreated to

68



Winterstones. Stunned WH Smith employees tried to explain to disbe-
lieving police and fire crews what had happened. The story was the
same the nation over, and over the day the attacks were repeated. They
all fell Ñ Ottakers, the independents, even the comic shops, the libraries
and the CLC. News didnÕtget out at first, but in the days to come we
heard that AmazonÕsmain warehouse had been blown up by a van
loaded with semtex, the staff given mere minutes to evacuatebefore see-
ing their jobs go up in smoke. In a single day, Navaroni took complete
control of the sale of literature in England.
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Chapter10
EnglandÕs Darkest Day

The attacks might have been sudden, but it wasnÕtlong before the po-
lice responded. They should probably have stayed in their stations and
watched the news, for all the good it did. On BBC News 24 I saw the
samepattern repeated all over the country: armed police surrounded the
branch of Winterstones, tried to gain entry, and failed. The doors seemed
impervious to their battering rams, the windows equally resilient to
rounds of tear gas grenades. Men dropped from helicopters to find
themselves sliding off the buildings and landing on the pavement in-
stead, the ropes on which they had descended the only things saving
their necks.

By lunchtime the army had been called in, and by teatime Britain was
treated to the sight of a tank firing point blank at the door of a Somerset
branch of Winterstones, with absolutely no effect.

Before the sun had set, an air strike had been called on our own New
Street branch. The missile had absolutely no effect on its target, though
the windows of H&M on the other side of the road were blown to bits.
Everyone other than the emergency services had long been evacuated
from the city centre, of course.

But it is not quite accurate to say that they were firing upon Winter-
stones. A new sign had replaced the old one shortly after the attack on
WH Smiths. It said, simply: Literary Enforcement.

ÒWhat do you make of it, Howard?Ó asked the Mountain Drummer.
Prince Vann and I were sitting on the bed of my room at the Novotel
(fortunately it was just beyond the edge of the evacuation zone) while
our big friend sat on the floor beside us, kneespulled up to his chest.He
was making his way through a bowl of fruit. J,J,T,L.M was currently
keeping one of his optical crystals on Theaker.

ÒThemedia donÕtseemto know who is behind this yet, but I think we
can be pretty sure that our friend Mr Navaroni has made his move,ÓI
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said. ÒClearlyheÕsthe American who bought out Winterstones, and heÕs
now made eachstore into a basefor his militia. He wants control, and he
seemsto have it. I donÕtknow why no one can get in there, but itÕsgood
for him that they canÕt.Even with so many soldiers on active duty in Iraq
and Afghanistan right now, however many disaffected hooligans and
mercenaries heÕshired, the British Army would still be able to over-
whelm them.Ó

Prince Vann nodded. ÒIt looks to me like some kind of force field Ñ
IÕmsure you have come to the same sort of vague conclusion. The ques-
tion is where he got it, and how long it will last.Ó

ÒYou think it might be alien technology?ÓI frowned. Not even the
most rudimentary of plans was suggesting itself to me at the moment.

ÒI think it must be,Ó he replied.
ÒEnvian?Ó
He shook his head. ÒIdonÕtthink so. We might have had the odd thing

along those lines in development, but nothing on this scale. If we had, I
would have known. Perhaps itÕssomething the US military derived from
that alien ship you were trapped in near Sea Base Delta.Ó

ÒNo, it canÕtbe that. They didnÕthave a chance to get into it before it
was destroyed. The only men who went there before me were there to
blow it up.Ó

ÒI see.On the other hand, you donÕtknow whose ship it was. There
could be more of them around.Ó

The Mountain Drummer grunted to get our attention. ÒWhatabout the
Chaste?We know nothing about them, but what we saw in their base
was beyond anything humans could make.Ó

I raised an eyebrow in his direction. ÒAre you feeling paranoid?Ó
ÒTheydo seem to crop up in a lot of our adventures,Óhe responded,

throwing me an apple to eat. ÒI think youÕd better eat something,
Howard.Ó

ÒWhyÕs that?Ó I asked.
He pointed at the television, which I had neglected during our discus-

sion. NavaroniÕs militia had emerged from the Literary Enforcement
building on New Street, and seemed to be on their way to do some
enforcing.

The attending soldiers thought it was their chanceto strike, but any at-
tacks met with utter failure, bullets being bounced off into the air, into
the ground, into the everything. Within seconds they were ordered to
cease fire, for fear of hurting themselves.
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ÒTheyseem to have some kind of portable shields with them,Ó said
Prince Vann. ÒThat technology is definitely not human.Ó

ÒItÕsprobably limited,Ó I theorised, Òin some way. Else they would
have been out and about before now. And look at how theyÕrerunning
Ñ they seemto be on a deadline. I expect itÕlllast long enough for them
to get out, perform a mission, and get back to base again.Ó

ÒWe might be able to exploit that, later,Ó said Prince Vann.
ÒIfwe get a chance,Ósaid the Mountain Drummer. ÒHow are you get-

ting on with that apple, Howard?Ó
I gave it a theatrical bite. ÒHappy now?ÓI said sarcastically through

the chewed-up apple chunks.
He smiled indulgently. ÒLook at where they are heading.Ó
Their expedition was being followed by a spy-in-the-sky camera in a

helicopter. After leaving the erstwhile Winterstones, they had headed up
towards Victoria Square, and were now temporarily invisible as they
rushed through the Central Library.

ÒI see. TheyÕre heading for us. I should eat this apple.Ó
ÒYou got it,Ó said the Mountain Drummer. ÒTherearenÕtany book-

shops here, unless they are on their way up to Harborne.Ó
ÒThereis a brilliant Oxfam there,ÓI said. ÒOneof the best little book-

shops in the city. Maybe they missed it.Ó
ÒIÕmjoking,Ó said the Mountain Drummer. ÒTheyknocked out Har-

borne this morning. They are definitely coming here, and we have about
three minutes now before they start shooting. LetÕs get going.Ó

ÒThatÕsmy line,Ó I said with annoyance, but getting to my feet and
grabbing my coat and things.

For those interested about my things, this is probably a good time to
discuss my adventuring pack. I get involved in so many adventures that
over time I have learned to keep a pack of useful adventuring tools with
me.

First among them is of course a PDA and foldaway keyboard. (I had
experimented with an Alphasmart 3000,but although it was useful, es-
pecially in terms of battery life, it had taken up too much room in my
bag.) No one can predict when inspiration will strike, and some of my
best poetry and lyrics have been written in the direst situations. Others,
needlessto say, cameto me during the longeurs inevitable in any adven-
ture. I have to be able to write at any time, or my inspiration will be lost.
The PDA is also useful for more mundane things, such as keeping track
of my outstanding tasks, timing the duration of events, when necessary,
and even functioning as a remote control at times.
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The next item in my pack is not the towel you might have expected,
but a flannel. As a child I was washed with little else but little square
flannels, and learned to dread their clammy touch. So through my teens
and twenties I used sponges, loofahs and even experimented with a
scrubbing brush before finally realising the utility of my original
bathtime companion. A flannel can be used to wash, of course, but can
also double as a cleaning rag for dirty glasses,or as a blindfold to help
you sleep during the day, or, in especially dangerous and desperate cir-
cumstances, as a tiny wet whip to whack upon the noses of wild animals.

The third most important item in my adventuring kit is a pack of
Handy Andies, although often it will be a store brand rather than real
ones.Either way, thereÕsnothing better for a runny nose. ItÕsadmittedly
hard to keep this item in stock upon alien worlds, ghastly mountains and
the like, but I like at least to have it in there when IÕmsetting off on an
adventure.

Fourth on the list was now my spare pair of glasses.I had learned my
lesson as to this on Envia, when the loss of my glasseshad made hard
work of my final confrontation with the evil Emperor Zuvanos. Never
again would the future of Earth be put in jeopardy by my reluctance to
take Boots up on their offer of a free second pair. Ironically, I seemedto
find it harder to keep my second pair intact than I did the main pair! I
had been through three second pairs in the lifetime of my current main
pair. Perhaps they had each taken offence at my preference for their
rival, and had chosento spontaneously crack in anger and angst. Or per-
haps my adventure pack was just no place for something as gentle as a
pair of glasses.It had never occurred to me to look into buying a proper
pair of adventuring glasses,but as I write this it does occur. Perhaps,by
the time of my next adventure, I will have had time to find out what
other ocularly-impaired adventurers wear. There must be others.

Fifth on my list, and finally for now (there were and are other items,
but they tended to rotate according to availability and the perceived
challengesI faced), was my favourite mug. I had bought it at a saleat the
BHS store in Sutton Coldfield. It was mainly black, with TEA written
upon it in big white letters. Mugs are always useful. You can drink from
them, use them to scoop water for washing and rinsing, threaten mon-
sters with them, and speak into them to make your voice more threaten-
ing. And I kept a spare pair of socksstuffed into my mug, to keep it from
breaking, and also to have a spare pair of socks! Nothing can be as de-
pressing as a pair of wet feet in an adventure. I probably forgot to men-
tion it at the time, but after Arelline, Johnny Quondam and I crossedthe
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Deep Blood Seaon Envia, the first thing I did, before being captured by
the EmperorÕs soldiers, was to change out of my wet socks.

ÒYou seemed reluctant to say it,Ó he replied, flinging open the door
and running through it.

Prince Vann raised an eyebrow. ÒHe seems testy today.Ó
I nodded. ÒItÕseasyto stereotype him becauseof his size. And because

heÕsa drummer. If he thinks we donÕttake his ideas seriously heÕsgoing
to get the hump. IÕllmake more of an effort with him. HeÕsthe best rock
drummer IÕveheard perform since Lawrence Colbert of Ride. Both of
them bring the thunder like no one else. Tenacious D would quest after
three picks of destiny to get a drummer like him, and I would do no less
to keep him.Ó

ÒItÕstime to get going, Howard,Ó said the prince, and he dashed after
the Mountain Drummer.

I had wanted to discourse a bit more on the subject Ñ I had much
more to say about the similarities I perceived between the styles of Col-
bert and the Mountain Drummer, the ways in which their pounding
seemed simultaneously as unpredictable as dust motes in the light and
as metronomic as a ticking clock Ñ but I could not argue with the sound
of breaking glass as NavaroniÕsmilitia men smashed their way inside
(why they didnÕt just open the doors wherever they went, I donÕt know).

I ran after them. We were going underground. NavaroniÕsmen were
hunting me, and I had to get away. I didnÕt really know how I would
fight him Ñ what could I do against force fields and machine guns? Ñ
but for some reason he was afraid of me, and so I had to keep myself
safe, sound, and ready to strike back. I would be a cobra in the night, a
rat in the sewer, and a hawk at dawn. Howard Phillips would return Ñ
but I did not know when.
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Chapter11
Escape to the Country

I wonÕtbore you with the details of how we effectuated our escape
from the Novotel, but it wasnÕtpretty. There was blood, guts and a
whole lot of pain Ñ luckily, none of it ours. Given the quality of our op-
ponents, I donÕtthink the world lost any potential Einsteins from the
next generation. The portable force shield had protected them during
their approach to the Novotel, but once inside, short of moving around
as one big gang, it was uselessto them, other than in establishing a base
camp in the lobby, and we were able to use that to our advantage. As
they hunted through the corridors and kicked open the doors, we hunted
them in turn and kicked open their heads.

But their numbers were great, and we had no option, ultimately, but to
flee. Each one we took down gave them a pointer as to our location, and
before long they would have had us pinned down and overwhelmed.

Sowe got out through the kitchens and headed for the country. One of
the sous-chefswas a fan of the Saturation Point, and had often prepared
convincing simulacrums of Envian and Himalayan cuisine for the fam-
ous guests from the band. It took just a moment to explain our situation,
but that moment wasnÕteven out before he had pressedhis car keys into
my hand and told us where to find his vehicle.

Once on the road it was hard for NavaroniÕsmen to follow Ñ they had
come to the Novotel on foot, and they didnÕt have time to acquire
vehicles for pursuit. On the other hand, none of our party had learnt to
drive, so our escapewas not assured. The Mountain Drummer was do-
ing his best, using the skills he had acquired from various driving games
on our Xbox 360. His gamertag, for those of you who are interested in
looking him up, is MountainDrummer. If you do look him up, youÕllsee
that he hasnÕtearned many achievements. Our escapewas most defin-
itely not assured.
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We headed up to Five Ways, past the Cineworld cinema (or was it still
a UGC at that time?) and then on towards Edgbaston.

At first I was frustrated to see the TV copter following our escape.I
asked Prince Vann to give me his mobile phone, and he passedit over. I
dialled 192 for directory enquiries and asked for a number for the BBC.

Soon I was through to the BBC switchboard, and was listening to a
very pretty voice saying, ÒHello, how can I help?Ó

ÒThis is a bit hard to explain, but my name is Howard Phillips, and
thereÕs a helicopter following my car right now.Ó

ÒIsee,sir.ÓShe was quiet for a moment. ÒIÕmnot sure what I can do
about that.Ó

I took a deep breath. ÒDonÕtworry. DonÕtworry at all if you believe
me or if you can do anything to help. I just need you to take my message,
and pass it on to anyone you think might help. Send a group email to
everyone in the BBC if you think thatÕsbest. If you donÕt,IÕmprobably
going to get killed, and, whatÕsworse, Winterstones will never re-open.
Do you understand?Ó

ÒYes,sir,Óshe said, responding to my firm tone. I thanked fate that it
was not someone like me on the other end of the line. Regardlessof the
pros and cons of the situation, I knew that I would have resented being
given such instructions, and probably hung up or become abusive. That
was only one of the reasonsI had never worked in a call centre or asa re-
ceptionist Ñ as well as lacking all necessaryskills, I lacked all necessary
human qualities, such trifling matters aspatience, understanding and the
ability to listen to others instead of regarding the time when they were
speaking as a chance to compose my own thoughts!

ÒOkay.Like I said, my nameÕsHoward Phillips. IÕmin a car in Birm-
ingham on the run from killers, and thereÕsa TV helicopter following
me. I need to make a clean escape,so that I can form a resistance.That
helicopter needsto be called off, elseitÕllgive my location away. It might
not be a BBC helicopter, but someone at the BBC will know who it be-
longs to, and who to ring, and can get it called off. How does that
sound?Ó

ÒFine.Ó She read her note back to me. She had it word perfect.
ÒThanks, BBC!Ó
ÒThanks,Howard. If you pay your license fee, the least we could do is

save your life. You do pay your license fee, donÕt you?Ó
I laughed. ÒYouÕrea sassyone, arenÕtyou? Google me sometime when

this is all over! Yes, I do pay my license fee. Always have, apart from a
couple of years when I lived drunk on the canalside. And when I was a
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student we once bought a black and white license rather than a colour
one. I did have a black and white television, but no one else did.Ó

She laughed in return. ÒSo should I send this email or not?Ó
I noticed that the sound of the helicopter was already fading. ÒIthink

that you already have.Ó
ÒYouÕvecaught me,Óshe said with another laugh. ÒMy nameÕsBar-

bara. If youÕre ever on Jonathan Ross, drop by and see me, Howard.Ó
I promised that I would, hung up, and returned my attention to the

car. You might think I had beenwasting my time in flirting with my new
friend at the BBC,but who knew when I would next find myself in a pos-
ition to flirt? I envisaged months ahead of living in foxholes, creeping
through mud, hiding out in shedsand barns. Even if I met another girl, I
wouldnÕt be in any fit state to romance her!

Prince Vann was looking at a road map of England. He was no longer
attached by his nerves to a world-spanning information network, but he
had lost none of the analytical and tactical skills which had allowed him
to make sense of the information that network had brought to him.
Hence I had no reason to take the map from his hands. ÒWheredo you
think we should head, Howard?Ó

It was a good question. Despite having lived there practically all my
life, occasional sojourns on alien worlds aside, I knew surprisingly little
of England. I knew Birmingham fairly well, and had visited London,
Brighton, and a few other foci of artistic activity, but when it came to
travelling to the places in between, I knew no more than a list of railway
stations.

ÒLetÕsjust get out of the city and into the country. NavaroniÕspower is
centred on the bookshops. If we can get far enough away to make the use
of the force shields impractical, weÕllhave a chance.After a certain point,
they wonÕt bother to search for us.Ó

Prince Vann nodded. Once we were out of Harborne and onto a reas-
onably straight stretch of road he drew the Mountain DrummerÕsatten-
tion to the map. ÒI think we should head here,Óhe said, pointing to a
spot that was precisely in the middle of nowhere. No roads led to it, so
until he went on I wasnÕtsure what he was thinking. ÒFirst we drive
here.ÓHe pointed to another spot on the map. ÒIthink itÕlltake us about
three hours to get there, then we dump the car. Then we grab a lift on a
freight train due to pass by here.ÓHe pointed to another spot, through
which a railway line passed. I had been oblivious to it. The speed with
which he had assimilated the details of the map amazed me, though I
should have expected it from him. ÒAnd then we jump off there, hire a
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boat and make our way down the river. We can make a shelter in this
wood, and from there start to make our plans.Ó

It sounded good. And he knew what he was talking about. He had un-
willingly helped his father to catch many, many fugitives on Envia. If
anyone knew how to foil pursuit, he did.

Unfortunately we ran into a few problems.
The drive out of Birmingham went well, but once we were on the mo-

torway things got a bit crazy. Our escapehad not been as clean as we
might have hoped Ñ three cars full of NavaroniÕsmen roared up behind
us in their souped-up red and black cars, hollering and waving machine
guns.

That might have been a big problem for another driver, but for the
Mountain Drummer such situations accounted for more than two thirds
of his entire driving experience!

As one of the cars tried to get ahead of us, the Mountain Drummer
chose his moment carefully Ñ a quick nudge to the rear added just
enough to its acceleration to send it flying through the motorwayÕsbarri-
er. It plummeted down to the ground below, exploding in a satisfying
fireball.

ÒThat leaves two!Ó I shouted with pleasure.
Those remaining two cars didnÕt make the same mistake. Realising

that they were up against a canny opponent, they trailed behind us at a
distance of ten or twenty metres, while the non-driving occupants leant
out of the windows to fire away at us. Glassshattered around us, and we
ducked as far as possible, unsure what we could possibly do next. Then
our options narrowed further Ñ the tyres beneath us exploded and the
sudden impact of the bare wheels upon the road surface threw the car up
into the air.

The three of us looked at each other. Though this was not a welcome
development, I couldnÕt help but be thrilled.

Then we landed, upside down, and I let out a manly screamasthe roof
of the car buckled to within a centimetre of my head and the car slid on
along the motorway, screaming out its pain.

We had all been wearing our seatbelts,which saved our lives. At least
for a minute or two. As the car came to a stop, NavaroniÕsmen drew up
alongside on the hard shoulder. We were trapped inside an overturned
car in the middle of one of the busiest motorways in England. If the guns
of NavaroniÕs men didnÕt get us, the onrushing cars would.

Things looked desperate for us.
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But then, they almost always did! I remained confident that we would
find a way to survive!
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Chapter12
The Agents of Literary Devastation

ÒComeout, Phillips!Ó came the call from NavaroniÕsmen, after they
ceasedshooting for a moment. Miraculously we had so far avoided seri-
ous injury. ÒGet out of the car and face your final doom!Ó

I looked at my two friends. There wasnÕtreally any other option for us.
It was either that or face certain death by vehicular concatenation. We
unbuckled our seat belts, dropped down to the crumpled underside of
the roof, and crawled out, one by one, through one of the broken win-
dows. It hadnÕtbeen broken enough to allow our egress,but once the
Mountain Drummer had laid his hands upon it the gap was more than
large enough for any of us.

We quickly crossed the lanes to reach the hard shoulder, hands above
our heads.

ÒOkay,Ó I said, ÒweÕre your captives. Take us to your leader.Ó
Their leader laughed. He was a dapper-looking kind of brute, with

black hair slicked back with Brillcream (or a similar product) and a ring
of carefully-cropped hair around his mouth. His skin was pale, his eyes
brown, and his nose pinched. ÒYouÕdlike that, wouldnÕt you, Howard?
You would love us to take you to our leader. But thereÕsa problem with
that, isnÕt there?Ó

I shrugged. ÒI donÕt know. Is there?Ó
ÒNo one knows who our leader is, do they?Ó
ÒOfcourse we do,Ósaid Prince Vann. ÒYourleader is that most detest-

able of men, that most pathetic of writers, Peter Navaroni.Ó
He laughed again, drawing it out with malicious glee. ÒBut no one

knows that for sure, do they? I certainly donÕt.So IÕmnot going to take
you to him. If you could confirm who our leader was, that would only
bring him trouble. So letÕskeep everyone in the dark for now, what do
you say?Ó
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I looked him in the eye. ÒSowhat do you intend to do with us? I sup-
pose we have killed so many of your colleagues that you would like to
see us dead. Most of them whimpered as they died, you know.Ó

His top lip quivered as he tried to maintain his composure. ÒYouare
trying to rattle me, arenÕtyou Howard? Good luck with that.ÓHe paced
back and forth in front of us, tantalisingly within reach of the Mountain
DrummerÕsgigantic hands. I could see those hands twitching to reach
out and crush that head like a grape. I caught his eye and shook my
head. There were too many guns trained upon us. ÒBut itÕsno good.
YouÕre just going to die.Ó

He motioned to his men and suddenly the guns ceasedto be an issue
one way or the other, since they would be firing at us both one way and
the other. The Mountain Drummer did not need to wait for my order.
The head was crushed and the dead body flying at the men before they
had a chanceto fire. Three of them fell to the ground and the other four
took a moment too long to take in what was happening.

ÒLetÕsgo!Ó I shouted as I flung myself at them. ÒSaturation Point
scramble!ÓIt was the latest catchphrase that I had decided to try out. If
they ever made a movie of my life I wanted the lead to have a few good
lines, at least.

Who might play me in a film, the reader might ask at this point? It
isnÕtthe first time that the question has been asked, and I have indeed
given it a bit of thought. Johnny Depp is an obvious choice, having
played his share of amiable eccentricswith English accentsin the past Ñ
and his stock is currently high as a result of the Pirates of the Caribbean
trilogy. But his price might be too high now, and I would prefer the
budget to be allocated to the special effects that my lifeÕsstory would of
course require. Crispin Glover would be right, physically, and I think he
would be able to convey the poetic angst at my heart. Simon Peggwould
be able best to sell the witty banter between me and the rest of the band,
while it might take someonelike JamesMcAvoy to carry off the scenesof
romance, to capture my charm. In fact, McAvoy might be perfect, and
not yet too expensive. LetÕsseehow he performs as a man of action in
Wanted, and keep our fingers crossedthat he is not on the shortlist to re-
place David Tennant as Doctor Who! And David Tennant Ñ thereÕsan-
other good candidate. After playing the Doctor, he would find it a breeze
to portray my dynamism, drive, senseof justice and confidence in my
own genius!

Before they knew it, they were overwhelmed. We did our best not to
kill them, but if one or two fell to the ground permanently, IÕmafraid
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that was their fault for taking the coin of a villain, a megalomaniac. Per-
sonally, if I was going to turn to evil, I would at least be looking to sign
up with an evil genius. Run of the mill evil? Worst writer in the world? I
think I would have waited for the next evil bandwagon to ride into town.
I think that most of them survived, though, hopefully to choosea better
path in life. If they choseto pursue the same path, then we would prob-
ably meet again after all, and the chancesof them surviving a seconden-
counter with the Saturation Point were slim!

We disabled one of their cars, set up warning lights around the wreck
of the sous-chefÕsvehicle, and set off in the remaining car, having
checked it for any kind of GPStracking system (there was none, and so
we could drive in safety for the time being). While the Mountain Drum-
mer drove as if he had taken his driving test in PGR3Ñ appropriately Ñ
I called the police and alerted them to the position of our defeated
enemies.

ÒThanks,Howard,Ó said the despatch officer. ÒAslong as we can keep
their location quiet, thereÕsa chance weÕllbe able to get some informa-
tion out of them.Ó

ÒThatÕscool,Ó I responded. ÒHas there been anything more on the
news about them? Do you know who they are yet, or what they want?Ó

ÒThereÕsbeen nothing more on TV yet, but from the few that have
been captured so far weÕvelearnt that theyÕrecalling themselves the Let-
termen,Ó he answered. ÒAs in Literary Enforcement Team.Ó

ÒI see. Thanks.Ó
ÒYoumight want to turn on the radio, if you have one,Óhe said, just as

I was about to hang up.
I slapped myself on the forehead. ÒHa!Of course!ÓI thanked him be-

ing good enough to suggest the obvious thing to do. We have all found
ourselves in that position from time to time: someoneÕsasking you about
a problem, and thereÕsan obvious answer to it, but you donÕtwant to
suggest it, because, if you do, that would imply that they are stupid
enough to have missed it themselves.ItÕseasyto get angry with someone
who does suggest obvious answers, easier still to thank them when itÕs
something youÕvemissed and then get angry with them the next time
they suggest something obvious! But we should thank those people will-
ing to stick their necks out, willing to risk having their heads bitten off,
whether or not weÕvealready thought of the obvious thing ourselves. It
takes real bravery. Not the kind of bravery I showed in the face of those
guns, or the kind of bravery shown by secondary school teachersevery
day, but bravery nevertheless. I thanked him Ñ I thanked him heartily.
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I put the radio on.
For our first hour of driving, there was nothing new. The Lettermen

were still making occasional forays from their bases to destroy book-
shops they had missed in the initial wave of attacks, and the army, air
force and police continued to make ineffectual attempts to stop them.
There were mentions from time to time of one successful counterattack
Ñ special forces had set a trap at a branch of WH Smith in Smethwick,
and had brought the building down upon the heads of the Lettermen. It
had apparently been a useful test Ñ the force field had kept the militia
men safe under the rubble for about 45 minutes, at which point it had
given out and the weight of a building had fallen upon their heads.After
that it had beenthought best to leave them to their work. The city centres
had been evacuated, after all. Should one kill a man to stop him burning
a book? The government decided that one should not.

Then, just as we prepared to ditch the car, there was a new report. We
listened as we gathered our things and scavenged what we could from
the car Ñ guns, ammunition, a packet of Tracker bars, and a few paper-
backs. (We didnÕtknow how long weÕdbe hiding out Ñ something to
read might save us from going mad. Unfortunately, Prince Vann did not
look at the titles of the books as he was picking them up, else he might
have thought better of it.)

We were listening to Radio 5 Live.
ÒIhave breaking news. We have all heard about the appalling events

taking place in every city and town in the country, and many people
have lost loved ones today. We are now hearing thatÉ Ó

The British Library had fallen. Where, previously, NavaroniÕsmen had
entered in secret, to steal the Folios of Shakespeare, they had now
entered it in force, set up a force field, and were setting up basethere. By
all accounts this was the largest force yet seenof the Lettermen, but that
had not made a difference to the ease of their invasion of the British
Library, which had been well-defended by police and the armed forces.
No, a single man had taken it, had driven away every defender, by walk-
ing up to the front door with a lighter in one hand and ShakespeareÕs
Folios in the other.

It was rumoured that their leader was with them. NavaroniÕsname
was mentioned once in that connection, but quickly dismissed. There
was nothing, they said, to indicate that he had the resourcesor ability to
set up an invasion Ñ becausethat was what most people were now call-
ing it Ñ of this sort. There was some debate about the word invasion.
Some argued that it was more of a coup, or an insurrection, since the
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attackers seemedmostly British, but no one could dispute that the mys-
terious buyer of Winterstones, whether it was Navaroni or not, was an
American. Could it be true, the presenter asked again and again, that in-
vaders had set foot on English soil, for the first time in hundreds of
years?

ÒWeneed to go,Ósaid Prince Vann, looking up from his mobile phone.
ÒIÕvebeen using the internet to check when we should expect a train
along that line, and one is due within the hour. If we miss that one, we
could be facing a long walk.Ó When he said he had been using the inter-
net to find something out, I knew without asking that he meant more
than merely using Google as I would have done, probably in vain. Part
of his work on Envia had involved assessingthe state of our worldÕs
technology, and he had told me how much intelligence they had been
able to glean from our internet. He had almost found it embarrassing to
admit it Ñ embarrassing for us, that is, as if we had left the shower cur-
tain open and he had walked in to find us scrubbing away at our down-
belows. Much of that intelligence remained in his head, as did a thou-
sand ways to crack a computer system. So although you cannot google
goods trains to find out when they will pass, he was able to get the in-
formation as quickly as if he could. You might say he was a
hypergoogler.

ÒDo we have a radio?Óasked the Mountain Drummer. ÒWeneed to
know whatÕs going on.Ó

I shook my head, and made a mental note to add one to my adventure
kit. ÒPerhaps we should stay here a moment or two more?Ó

A second later I slapped my forehead again. Prince Vann had waved
the mobile phone at me. Of course Ñ the internet! We could accessmost
of the BBC radio stations from it, as long as it would run RealMedia. A
quick test later Ñ it did! Ñ and we were on the move, the car hidden un-
der an underpass. Against our emotional inclinations, we decided not to
set it on fire Ñ it would attract more attention that way.

And so we were off!
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Chapter13
Rail and River

The goods train felt like a good place to be when people were looking
for us. It was quickly carrying us away from where they expected to find
us, and with luck theyÕdmiss the abandoned car altogether and chaseup
to Yorkshire after us. Instead, we were on our way back down to War-
wickshire. Michael Wyndham Thomas, who as I mentioned earlier was
another of TheakerÕscaptive writers at that time, lived down there, but
we had no plans to make contact with him, at least in the next few days.
He would be under surveillance, if he had not already been taken into
custody or killed. No, we would hide out and make our plans carefully.
But first we needed information, and so, sitting in the dust in the shadow
of a dozen crates of jam jars, we continued to listen to Radio 5 Live as it
squeaked from Prince VannÕs mobile phone.

Justas before, for a time there was nothing new, merely frenzied spec-
ulation from experts (on terrorism, technology and urban warfare) and
openly baffled statements from government and the armed and emer-
gency services. Ironically, one of the things that puzzled everyone the
most was that the attackers had been relatively restrained in their ac-
tions, if you can believe it. They had turned every Winterstones branch
in the country into military bases,laid waste to the city centres,and dealt
a mortal blow to online shopping, but why had they stopped there?They
could have taken control of the government with half the power they
had so far displayed. Their attacking capabilities, admittedly, were unre-
markable Ñ machine guns, flame-throwers and a few grenades Ñ but
their defensive power more than made up for it. Why set up shop in the
British Library? Why not the Houses of Parliament? Somecommentators
went so far as to wonder if the reason they had not taken control of the
country was becausethey were already in control of the country Ñ could
the government have decided to implement some kind of totalitarian
thought control over the country? Was this the first step towards a fascist
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Britain? Had Tony Blair decided to put a stop to further questions about
the end of his term of office? Or had Gordon Brown grown tired of wait-
ing for his turn? Some even wondered if perhaps a hard left conspiracy
of some kind had taken power, and if we were on the verge of becoming
a Communist state.

As we listened we began to break up some of the cratesÑ if we could
not find a boat to hire or steal we would need the wood for making a
raft.

Then, abruptly, the speculation stopped, because Navaroni made a
statement to the press. A live feed from the steps of the British Library
was being streamed on the BBC website, and so for the first time we
were able to seeour enemy. He was quite short, and scruffy, despite the
uniform. He was wearing a similar red-and-black garb to that of his mili-
tia, but somehow he seemed to have found precisely the right places to
leave it untucked, to crumple its seams, to fray its edges. Each effect
taken alone was small, but in sum they made him quite disappointingly
unimpressive. He had a black moustache and goatee beard combination
which, from its straggliness, he had obviously had to work hard to pro-
duce. Thin dark lines of hair emerged from it on either side and
wandered over to meet with his wiry sideburns. His nosewas florid, pit-
ted with the scars of a thousand spots and bursting with hair. His eyes
had the slightly lost, unfocused look of short-sighted eyesused to hiding
behind glasses,glasseswhich have been taken off in the hope of making
a better impression. His lips were puffy and cracked, and I recognised
the tell-tale streaks of dark red that showed he picked and pulled at
them in his nervous moments.

A lot of detail was visible on that online feed, you might be thinking! I
admit itÕspossible that I have read some of my later observations into
this first time I saw Navaroni. ItÕshard to divide up my memories about
him. Once such a man is in your head, itÕseasyto forget there was ever a
time when you were not aware of him in all his repulsive and compuls-
ive glory. Repulsive, yes, clearly, but why compulsive? Becauseknowing
of a Navaroni is like the day before a cold is over, when you donÕtfeel
quite so poorly any more, and your sore nostrils dry out, leaving little
flappy bits of skin around their edges.You know you should leave them
alone, but somehow you cannot, you have to pick away at them, and end
up doing more damage to your nose than the cold did.

Or maybe you donÕtfollow that simile, and henceyou might wonder if
I have more in common with Navaroni than with you, if I am a nervous
picker and scratcher, a spot-squeezer, a lip-cracker, a scrab-scraper, a
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JosieGrossie in comparison to you and your steel will, confidence and
self-esteem. If you did wonder that, then well done, becausefrom the
very beginning I had more in common with Navaroni than I would have
liked to admit. That was one of the things that made us such natural en-
emies. That was one of the things that made me such a perfect weapon
against him.

Even before he spoke I felt that I knew him, but I made the effort to
listen.

ÒPeopleof England,Óhe began, Òmy name is Peter Navaroni. Lots of
you have read my books and my anthologies. I am just an author trying
to get some royalties. Why wouldnÕtyou let an author get his royalties? I
could not afford to pay authors; that is not my fault; they should stop
asking until my next anthology has been published.Ó

I looked at Prince Vann and the Mountain Drummer. ÒIshe insane?
What the hell is he going on about?Ó

They shrugged.
ÒMy books include TheDarkestSpiderPlace, TheDarkestSpiderPlaceÑ

Web II , The Darkest Spider Place III . My anthologies include Tabulated
Fears, TabulatedFearsII , TabulatedFearsIII , TabulatedFearsIV, and I have
already received submissions for TabulatedFearsV andVI . With the stor-
ies that did not fit into TabulatedFearsII and TabulatedFearsIII I made a
new anthology called TheHammerof Fears, which publicised many new
authors.Ó He paused for effect, though not quite long enough. ÒYou
should buy them on Lulu if you ever want to see ShakespeareÕsFolios
again. I just want to get my royalties and then I can pay my authors.
Why would you want to get in the way of an author earning his
royalties?Ó

Now, I had not expected rationality on the part of a man who had in-
vaded England and turned her finest bookshops into military bases,but,
as they might have said in the olden days, this cat was cooked. What the
hell was he blathering on about? I stopped myself Ñ of course, he was
going on about all the things he had gone on about before he had come
into this money. He was a monomaniac, caring only about his strange
little publications, desirous only of publicising them, but was his only
goal in invading England really to just get people to buy them? It seemed
it was, but I was forced to the conclusion that even if he was the leader
and funder of this terrible expedition to our country, he was not the or-
ganiser of it.

After asking the prince to pause the feed, I said as much to my
bandmates.
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ÒI agree,Ósaid Prince Vann. ÒAnd even if the money behind this or-
ganisation is his, I wonder if he controls the pursestrings. From what I
understand, he wants to be a bestseller. If he cameinto a large amount of
money, my impression is that he would simply buy a hundred thousand
copies of his own book to drive it to the top of the charts. A futile exer-
cise, of course, but one that would appeal to a personality such as his.Ó

He unpaused the video feed.
ÒIn the morning,Ó Navaroni continued, Òthe bookstores formerly

known as Winterstones will re-open for business. Everyone can come
back and shop to their fucking heartÕscontent. If no one causes any
trouble, there wonÕtbe any. There is one fucking rule, though Ñ no one
else can fucking sell books. If you try to sell books in England, my fuck-
ing Lettermen will come and burn them. Do you understand? If you
were selling important books before and now you donÕthave a place to
sell them, please contact my representatives. If you were selling fucking
midlist horror books about gay vampires having gay sex with animals
then forget it Ñ you will not be fucking published and you should thank
me for saving you from the embarrassment of anyone reading your
books and finding out how gay you are. No books will be sold anywhere
but in my stores. Breaking this law will be punishable by death. You
have seenwhat we can do Ñ donÕtmake us do it to you. ThatÕsall I have
to say. Fair enough?Ó

He turned and walked away, and the BBC feed cut out.
ÒTheyknow who he is now,Ó said the Mountain Drummer. ÒAt least

we donÕt have to prove it.Ó
I nodded. ÒThatÕstrue. What a publishing plan, eh?Take over BritainÕs

main chain of bookstores, destroy all the others, and make sure that only
your books are on sale.The government will try to stop him, but as long
ashe doesnÕtgo any further than he already has, itÕllbe hard to summon
the will to stop him. No one is going to approve dropping a nuclear
bomb on London just so that Borders can re-open.Ó

ÒWeÕrealmost there,Ó said Prince Vann, consulting the map. ÒThe
train isnÕt going to stop, but itÕll slow down, so look out for a soft patch.Ó

He pulled open the door, and we threw out the wood we had scav-
enged from the crates,plus four of the crates that we had left whole, but
from which we had removed the jamjars. It was about five in the after-
noon, on a cloudy day, and so it was beginning to get quite dark. It was
hard to distinguish the soft patches from the spiked railings. But there
was nothing else for it: I had to make the leap.
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The ground thumped me like Green LanternÕsboxing glove, but noth-
ing pierced me, and I let myself slump to the ground like a defeated
super-villain safe in the knowledge that the hero would not deliver a
killing blow if I stayed down. A few seconds later I heard the sound of
two more thumps and looked to see Prince Vann and the Mountain
Drummer about fifty metres further along the track, rolling down into a
gulley. They were safe, though, quickly getting back to their feet, which
made me think I should do the same, as their leader. I donÕtknow if it
has beensaid before Ñ perhaps this is the latest bit of original wisdom to
spring whole from my own pen Ñ but the greatest leaders donÕtjust set
an example to the men and women under their command; they let the
men and women under their command set an example to them in return.

We collected our cratesand wood Ñ the Mountain Drummer did most
of the work of carrying them Ñ and then Prince Vann led us to the river.
It took about half an hour to get there, and though I had not had asmuch
to carry as the Mountain Drummer, my arms were ready to fall off.
Slumping to the ground, I suddenly wondered what we would use to
bind our raft together if we needed to make one. Would we find enough
reeds for the job? OrÉ no, that couldnÕtbe it? Was Prince Vann looking
sadly at his extruded nerves, bound up as they were in a pouch on his
wrist?

ÒNo!Ó I shouted. ÒDonÕt do it, Prince Vann!Ó
He looked puzzled. ÒDo what, Howard?Ó
ÒTearout your nerves to make the raft! If we lost your guitar playing it

would be the death of the Saturation Point!ÓWhen we rehearsedor per-
formed he would string those nerves along a specially-made guitar.
Without them he would still be good, but he would no longer be quite as
great.

He laughed. It was a sad little laugh. ÒIÕmnot going to do that,
Howard, any more than you would pull out your own hair to make a
raft. But thank you for your concern.Ó

ÒWhy then,ÓI said, Òdoyou look at your nerves with such sad eyes?I
am a poet, remember. I understand feelings!Ó

ÒBecauseof the blood already upon them, and becauseof the blood
they are still to spill.Ó

I grew sad myself. ÒIÕm sorry for getting you into these situations.Ó
ÒDonÕt be sorry,Ó he replied. ÒIt isnÕt your fault.Ó
ÒBut it is!Ó I shouted, getting to my feet and pacing back and forth

along the riverbank. ÒIt is, Prince Vann! Again and again I get you into
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dangerous situations Ñ you, the Mountain Drummer, Theaker, every-
one. Think how many palanquinettes died from following me!Ó

One tear emerged from the corner of my eye, crawled across my
cheek, and dropped to the ground. As if it were a tiny mountaineer at-
tached by an invisible rope to its fellows, first one, then two and finally a
torrent of tears followed it into the mud.

ÒHoward,Ósaid the Mountain Drummer, getting to his feet. ÒDonÕt
take it so hard. This isnÕt your fault.Ó

He held out his arms to hug me, but I turned away, screwing my fists
into my eyes.

ÒThenwhose fault is it? Perhaps I didnÕtbring Navaroni to England,
but I brought him down upon the two of you. If I hadnÕtbeen so public
about my adventures he wouldnÕt have seen me as a threat. We would
have been left alone. Theaker would be safe at home with his family,
with his pregnant wife. Terrance Dicks wouldnÕt be sleeping in a police
safe house. The Doctor Who Exhibition in Cardiff would still be open!Ó
Then a new thought hit me. I spun around to face them, almost tri-
umphant in my despair. ÒHecalls them the Lettermen! What if I inspired
him? What if he saw my appearanceon David Letterman? We know heÕs
aware of me Ñ maybe thatÕswhy, and thatÕswhat started this whole
thing! I showed America that a writer could save the world. Maybe that
made him realise that in comparison, conquering a country would be
easy! What have I unleashed upon the world? Saddam Hussein was a
novelist. Adolf Hitler wrote Mein Kampf. Every author of fiction createsa
world in their own image, a world which they control utterly. By my ex-
ample, have I unleashed a new wave of despots upon the planet?ÓI
dropped to my knees,and pounded my hands into the mud. ÒWhathave
I done? Why couldnÕt I stop?Ó

This time the Mountain Drummer didnÕtjust offer a hug, he forced it
upon me, wrapping me in his gigantic arms but holding me as gently as
if I were made of paper. ÒIt isnÕtyour fault,Ó he said softly. ÒYouÕrejust
doing what you have to do to survive. And once the band is ready, youÕll
be done with all of this. WeÕllfind ourselves a residency in some base-
ment club and play five nights a week until we are the band you dreamt
of, all those years ago. Then weÕllgo out into the world and show them
what we can do. It will be a new age of music, a new age for humanity,
even. WeÕllinspire new developments in art, fashion, literature and even
the sciences,as they try to analyse the new sounds and shapes weÕre
making. WeÕregoing to do all that, Howard. ItÕswhat you told me up on
the mountain, itÕswhy I followed you to England, itÕswhy I spent a year
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holed up in the Novotel while you went off to Envia!ÓHe gave me the ti-
niest of squeezesand then released me. ÒYou havenÕtruined my life,
Howard. Until I met you I had never slept upon a mattress. I had never
heard poetry. I had never read a comic, seena movie or kissed a woman.
The only music I knew was the banging of my own drums and the only
smiling face I had seen was my own reflected in ice or pools of water.Ó

I tried to smile.
ÒA lot of that goes for me too,Ó said Prince Vann. ÒUntil you came

down to my basement,everything I knew was second-hand. I saw noth-
ing with my own eyes, touched nothing with my own fingers, heard
nothing with my own ears except the imprecations of my father and the
sympathies of my sister. You brought me out of that, you showed me
life, you gave me meaning.Ó

I shook my head sadly. ÒI brought only death.Ó
ÒIknew death before you, Howard,Ó said the prince. ÒNow, though, I

kill only to preserve life, to protect others, to combat evil. Before you
ripped me from my machines, I watched my father kill for sport, for
pleasure, and sometimes just out of boredom. There is no comparison in
the two situations, other than that all death makes me mourn, even the
death of my enemies,because,given time, patience and determination I
know that I could have made each of them my friend.Ó

ÒNo one ever had a better band,Ó I said with a weary smile.
The Mountain Drummer stayed with our little pile of wood while

Prince Vann and I split up and scouted the river for twenty minutes in
eachdirection. I was unsuccessful,but he found a rowing boat tied up on
a rickety platform at the back of a riverside house.

Thankful to leave the planks and cratesbehind we followed him to it. I
decided to steal it, rather than asking for permission.

For all we knew the relative of someoneliving there might be working
for Navaroni Ñ to take control of every Winterstones in England he
must have had thousands of people in his organisation. If we asked per-
mission to take the boat they might bring the Lettermen down upon us.
But if we did not ask, they might report the theft to the police and that
would leave a trail.

After some reflection I left a note upon one of the platformÕsmany
rusty nails, asking them to forbear from calling the police, explaining
that we were being pursued by murderers, and promising to repay them
once we were safe.

It was no guarantee that they wouldnÕt call the police, but it was the
best I could do.
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We got into the boat and headed down the river.
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Chapter14
The Months of My Resistance

We had made our escape,and after a few days of hiding out in a
draughty barn, we moved on and set up permanent camp in an aban-
doned military base Prince Vann found through careful analysis of
Google Earth. Unlike some, it had never been put up for sale Ñ perhaps
to avoid drawing attention to the fact that it had ever been there, hidden
away in sleepiest Warwickshire, or perhaps becausein a different global
climate it might be worth reactivating. It had simply been sealedup and
left to gather dust, nothing to show its location but a manhole set into a
metre-square block of concrete in the middle of a field.

The sealed manhole had been little of a challenge to the Mountain
Drummer and a mallett. The manhole cover safely opened, a ladder was
revealed. We climbed down for eight metres, and made ourselves at
home in the base which we had found. After taking a short nap, we
began by checking for stores of food and sources of water, and found
ourselves amply availed of both. The food wouldnÕthave kept a gourmet
happy, but it would keep us alive, and I had coped with much worse in
the course of previous adventures. We even found that the electricity
was still working, and so we were able to turn on the heating. Most of
the base we left unexplored for the time being.

So we were safe, warm and fed. What were we to do next?
The first thing was to make contact with our friends on the outside,

and make sure that they were safe. We had held off from trying to con-
tact J,J,T,L.Mand Theaker for those few days, since they were in hiding
themselves,and there was thus a doubled risk of giving one or the other
of us away. But on May 31 I borrowed Prince VannÕsmobile and phoned
the Saturation Point answering service. There were a few messagesof
support from fans (fans Ñ before we had released a record!) who had
heard on the news how we had been chased out of Birmingham, but
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nothing from J,J,T,L.M.Slightly concerned, I left a messagefor him, and
hoped for the best.

For the next couple of days we worked on making the basesomewhere
a man could live. When people had been stationed there, it would have
buzzed with life and activity, the desks and walls would have been
covered with their business and their interests, pictures of children, cal-
endars, motivational posters and what have you. But all of that was gone
now, even the machinery and computers with which they had worked,
leaving bare white walls and empty steel desks that threatened to suck
you in when you looked at them. There was a danger, I felt, that if we
ended up hiding out there for any length of time we might begin to lose
our minds.

In a storeroom I found a pile of half-empty paint pots (mainly green,
grey and white), and paper was not in short supply, so we spent some
time painting, and tried to doll the place up a bit. I had no doubt that in a
matter of weeks, if we were there that long, the paintings would become
as overfamiliar and annoying as the blank walls that preceded them, but
at least it was a change for now, and painting them kept our minds off
the likely fate of J,J,T,L.M.

Then, one morning, shortly after I had finished a salty breakfast of
dried, vacuum-packed bacon, there came a knock on the door Ñ or the
manhole cover, I should say. It echoed through the base, all the way
down to the bottom and then back again. Was it the Lettermen, having
tracked us down? Was it the army, alerted to the presenceof squatters?
OrÉ but I hardly dared hope.

If there was a way to seewho was out there, I could not find it. Prob-
ably it had left along with the army. I couldnÕtseeany option but to open
up and seewhat happened. Before taking that risk, though, I told Prince
Vann and the Mountain Drummer to find somewhere safe to hide, a
bulkhead behind which they could lock themselves, but they werenÕt
having any of it. Prince Vann unfurled two of his nerves and tied them
around my waist, protecting me from being sliced with a tea tray in front
and back.

ÒIfwhoever is up there isnÕtfriendly, waggle your toes and weÕlldrag
you back through here before thereÕs time to shoot.Ó

ÒThanksfor the effort,Ó I said, with no little doubt in my voice. ÒBut
thatÕs an eight metre drop. If they donÕt kill me, the fall will!Ó

ÒIÕllbe right beneath you,Ó said the Mountain Drummer. ÒIÕllcatch
you.Ó
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It wasnÕtthe best plan to have been concocted during one of my ad-
ventures (though it was far from the worst!), so when I opened the man-
hole to reveal the shining ocular crystals of J,J,T,L.M I was happy for
more than one reason!Calling down to my friends to give them the good
news, I took extra care to do nothing which might be interpreted as a
waggle of my toes.

I flung the manhole cover fully open, shrugged out of the nerves and
climbed out into the field. I had a surprise in store Ñ my bassist had
brought some friends. Theaker was there, and I quickly shook his hand,
to apologise for the danger that heÕdbeen put through on my account.
He shook his head and said it had been nothing. Clearly the assassina-
tion attempt had not changed him: he was as annoying as ever, refusing
to accept my apology in the same way he would have refused to coun-
tenancemy criticism or ideas in the days when I worked directly for him,
as marketing manager of Silver Age Books.

Standing behind them were a man in his sixties and a woman with
close-cropped hair. I couldnÕtplace either of them, though the female
looked familiar. Theaker turned to introduce them, indicating first the
woman.

ÒThis is Laura Tibbs. I think you met briefly before?Ó
ÒIÕm not sure,Ó I said, apologetically.
ÒIn Birmingham,Ó said Laura, holding out a hand for me to shake. ÒI

gave you my keycard.Ó
Now I knew her, and I shook her hand vigorously. ÒOfcourse, sorry. I

didnÕtrecognise you without your impressive array of hairclips, and the
hair that went with them.Ó

ÒIhavenÕtbeen in a long-hair mood lately,Ó she said sadly. ÒDid you
find any use for it?Ó

ÒFor your hair?Ó
ÒFor the keycard, I mean.ÓShe dropped my hand, obviously rather

unimpressed with my failure to follow her train of thought.
I shook my head. ÒNot so far, but IÕvestill got it. Who knows where

this adventure will take me, and as IÕvelearnt from watching my friend
the Mountain Drummer play on the Xbox 360, if an object looks useful,
and youÕvegot room to carry it, best take it with you, to save on doub-
ling back.Ó

ÒWhata wordy philosophy that is,Ósaid Theaker in a withering tone.
ÒThank goodness the future of English literature lies in the hands of
someone so forward-thinking.Ó
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ÒIdonÕthave to let you in here, you know,Ó I observed. ÒIcould bring
a tent out for you and you could sleep in the field with the cows. We
could call it keeping guard, if you like.Ó

ÒNoneed to get snippy,Ó he replied, and then laughed. He laughed in
an odd way, doing his best to keep his mouth as closed as possible, to
concealthe gap between his wonky front teeth, while his natural disposi-
tion to frivolity forced the laugh out regardless, the whole procedure
turning it into something of a guttural, coughing grunt. He laughed as a
way of asserting his dominance over the group; he chosewhen to laugh,
regardless of whether it was appropriate or not; he laughed to show a
lack of interest; he laughed to disdain; he laughed, largely, becausehe
was a bit of an idiot. But for all that, he had published my writings, and
had interceded little in them, letting me, for all my own flaws, follow my
own muse. As an editor he did little but correct the odd spelling mistake
and add a superfluity of commas, but I needed little more. ÒThat has
been one of my very favourite words since I heard about Al Gore saying
it to George Bush on election night. ItÕsbeen a difficult week or two, so
thanks for giving me the chance to use it.Ó

ÒIÕmso glad,Ó I replied. ÒNow, should I ask Prince Vann to garrotte
you or will you introduce me to your friend?Ó

He laughed again. ÒYou donÕt know him then?Ó
I had to admit that I did not, irritatingly. He was in his sixties, I estim-

ated, and white-haired.
ÒWhy, this is Alec Abernathy!Ó
That set me back on my heels. When I had worked for Silver Age

Books, during their initial burst of book publishing, but before they had
launched their magazine, TheakerÕsQuarterly Fiction, we had announced
the imminent publication of a book by Alec Abernathy, by the name of
Aardvark Attack! It had been due to be published in 2002.A page for the
author had been created on the Silver Age Books website, which had re-
mained there for many years, despite the book having never material-
ised. In fact, there had been plans for two further volumes to complete
the trilogy: Aardvark Attack II: the Return of the Gods, and Aardvark Attack
III: the Aardvark of the Covenant. In the end, only one chapter of the book
had ever been received in the SAB offices, and the book becamea run-
ning joke. It was a bibliographic ghost, in that Theaker had failed to
properly recant its publication, leading to its appearance in various in-
formation sources and bookshop databases,and I knew it still haunted
him.
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ÒAlec Abernathy!Ó I shook his hand firmly. ÒDo you know, I never
really believed you were an actual person! I always assumed you were a
pseudonym of Theaker here, and that he just failed to write the books he
planned to publish under your name.Ó

He smiled. ÒYouknow what, Howard, until I saw you on TV with The
Sound of Howard Phillips, I thought the same about you.Ó He had a
sweet Scottish accent. I have always had a weakness for it, especially in
women. ÒYou never did write any of your books either, did you? Re-
member TheCartesianConundrum? TheSocraticSolution? TheHieronymous
Hideout? We were as bad as each other, werenÕt we?Ó

ÒWecertainly were,ÓI said. ÒButeven if weÕdwritten them, Theaker
didnÕthave the money to publish them!ÓWe both laughed at TheakerÕs
obvious discomfiture. ÒAt least IÕvefound my voice now, though. IÕve
done two novels in the last couple of years. What have you been up to?Ó

ÒOh,this and that. I just ran out of steam on the novels. I worried too
much that people werenÕtgoing to take my memories of my father seri-
ously enough. I know that you got kick-started by taking part in
NaNoWriMo.Ó

I nodded. ÒSodid Theaker. You should give it a try. Especially if you
just want to make a quick record of what happened rather than worrying
too much about the style with which you write it. You can always pretti-
fy it later.Ó

He smiled. ÒImight just do that, Howard. If writing novels is still al-
lowed come November.Ó

I finally stopped shaking his hand and took a step back to bring all
four of them within my line of sight. ÒItÕsgreat that youÕreall here, but
why did you come? Are your lives in danger?Ó

ÒMine is,Ó said Theaker, Òas you know. IÕm here to join your
movement.Ó

I looked at J,J,T,L.M. ÒWe have a movement now?Ó
He jingled around the edges. ÒI think we do. A resistance movement.Ó
ÒWeÕrehiding out for our lives,ÓI said, scanning the horizon as I did.

It occurred to me that standing out here like this for so long might not be
wise.

ÒItÕs a passive resistance,Ó he admitted. ÒBut then so was GandhiÕs.Ó
I thought about it. ÒHehad a nation behind him, though. One of the

most populous nations on Earth.Ó
ÒYoudo too,Óhe replied. ÒAnd itÕsone of the most literate nations on

Earth, which will be more important in this battle. Though it wonÕtstay
that way unless someone fights back.Ó
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I didnÕtsay anything more on the subject. He was right, of course, but
sometimes itÕshard to be told to do something, even if you knew all
along that it had to be done. ÒAnd you, Alec?Ó

ÒTheakerand J,J,T,L.Mwere staying with me when they received your
message.When they said where you were staying, I felt I should come
along. My fatherÕsstories were all about this kind of base.He spent his
life in places like this. I can help you. Who knows what is down there?
Who knows what we could find in similar locations around the country?
I donÕt know yet, but I can help you find out.Ó

He was absolutely right. I shook his hand again. ÒIÕmglad to have you
on board.ÓI turned to the girl. ÒWhat about you, Laura? WouldnÕtyou
have been safer at home?Ó

Sheshook her head, but said nothing, leaving Theaker to speak on her
behalf.

ÒWesaw her on the local news every day, keeping a vigil outside Win-
terstones, lighting a candle every night. She was getting beaten up over
and over again, whether by police trying to keep her out of the city
centre or by the Lettermen on their way out to burn some books. A day
or two after Navaroni made his statement, he must have come to some
arrangement of mutual toleration with the government, and things
began to settle down. At that point I sneaked into the city centre and
brought her to AlecÕsplace. SheÕsmore dedicated to this causethan any
of us, and I wanted to put her energy to good use, rather than seeing it
wasted on useless protest.Ó

ÒProtestisnÕtuseless,ÓI said. ÒShewas making sure people remember
what happened.Ó

ÒMaybe,Óhe said. ÒBut it was going to get her injured or killed.Ó He
shrugged. ÒI think we can use her.Ó

ÒOkay,then,ÓI said. ÒLetÕsget you all inside. It might not be far from
Birmingham to Warwickshire, but youÕve still come a long way.Ó

* * *
Once they had been fed and watered, our visitors brought me up to

date on recent events. Although we had taken the risk of making a
phone call, we had been reluctant to use the mobile to accessthe internet
once we were installed in our base, at least until we could be sure the
connection was secure and untraceable. Prince Vann was working on it,
but it wasnÕt easy.

The day after NavaroniÕsaddress to the nation, the Literary Enforce-
ment buildings had thrown open their doors and allowed shoppers in-
side, each of them having to pass through a security scanner.The police
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might have tried to send people inside, but without weapons there was
little they could do against armed militia men. Theaker had sent his
pregnant wife into the Birmingham branch to gather information. Inside,
she had told him, the ground floor of the shop was largely unchanged.
The staircaseto the basementfloor was blocked. Her guesshad been that
the Lettermen were quartered there. The lifts at the back were inaccess-
ible to the public, a security fence with a locked door closing off the en-
tire back area. The erstwhile coffee shop now provided food and drinks
to the Lettermen. Accessto the two upper floors, including the balcony,
was now blocked by a gate across the staircase,while armed Lettermen
walked the balcony, guns trained on the shoppers below. It was not, she
said, a congenial place to shop.

Winterstones was, however, the only place in England to buy books,
and so people were indeed shopping there, despite the tension. Students
still had to study, chefs still needed recipes, gardeners still needed in-
structions on how to care for their plants. In every walk of life and in
everything we do, people need books. The books that people had bought
in the past were still out there, of course. There was nothing Navaroni
could do about that, short of sending Lettermen into every house in the
country. But no one was selling them on eBay, no one was selling them
in car boot sales,and no one was taking them to Book Crossing stations:
to do any of those things was to invite immediate retribution. So if
people wanted to read, they had to visit Literary Enforcement.

Most sectionswere unaffected, though they were now crammed into a
smaller space.Even most fiction was unaffected, though certain names
were notably absent,such asJeanetteWinterson. For that matter, the Gay
& Lesbian and Black Fiction sectionswere gone entirely. Of those that re-
mained, the ScienceFiction & Fantasy and Horror sections were most
changed. Much reduced in size, they had been combined and moved to
the front of the shop. A few classic authors remained Ñ Isaac Asimov,
Frank Herbert, E.E. ÒDocÓSmith, early Robert Heinlein, Stephen King,
JamesHerbert Ñ but most others were gone, including all those who
had seenfirst publication of their work since the early 1990s.One could
only imagine that Navaroni, in his twisted way, saw them as his rivals.
The resulting gaps on the shelves were filled by his own atrocious out-
put. Customers leaving the shop without having chosen a book from
those shelveswere politely pointed (politely gunpointed, you might say)
in the right direction before being allowed to leave the shop.

Perhaps the government was making secret plans to deal with Nav-
aroni, but for the moment it seemed to be leaving him alone. I had no
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doubt that MI:5 agents were doing their best to infiltrate his
organisation, Spooks-style, but as long as he had the British Library in
his grasp, he had the literary soul of Britain by the throat. If he chose to
burn it down, the country would lose forever thousands and thousands
of its greatest literary relics. Much of its collection was warehoused in
other locations around London, of course, but that would be small con-
solation if the main building was destroyed. Like the burning of Alexan-
dria, such a disaster would leave a permanent scar across the history of
the world.

***
The night after my friends arrived, I was woken in the night by a touch

on my shoulder. I was bunking alone in what had been the base com-
manderÕsquarters. I stirred, hopeful that Laura had chosen to pay me a
midnight visit. She seemed to be in need of comfort, and I could have
used some myself. But it wasnÕt her.

It was Cornelius Gilligan.
ÒWow,ÓI said, grabbing my pyjama top from the floor and putting it

on before sitting up. ÒIwondered what happened to you. You just disap-
peared on the train.Ó

ÒI donÕtreally remember, to be honest.ÓHe raised his eyebrows and
adjusted his glasses.ÒIÕma bit lost in time at the moment. Maybe that
hasnÕthappened to me yet. Maybe it happened and I forgot. I canÕtkeep
track of anything, and I canÕt stay on one track.Ó

ÒSure, no problem. So how did you get here?Ó
ÒNot sure, mate. You know how it is when you survive your own

death. Things get weird. You drift in and out of the world. I think I got a
taxi, but I might have beendropped off by an army helicopter. ItÕsan Ibis
thing.Ó

ÒIbis,ÓI repeated, unhappy to be reminded of the shadowy organisa-
tion that had done so much to put me in deadly situations and relatively
little to get me out of them. ÒOkay.So why are you here? Do you want
something to eat?Ó

ÒNo thanks. Do I still need to eat? I donÕtknow. Guess IÕllsoon find
out if I donÕtdo it. Anyway, IÕmhere with a message.I think itÕsfrom the
future. On Halloween, Navaroni will releasea virus, one that will des-
troy the creative faculties of everyone in England. He calls it the creativ-
ity bomb. But the virus is even more powerful than he realises. The ef-
fects are already being felt Ñ ripples from that cataclysm are washing
through time in both directions.Ó

ÒIs that what happened toRomeo and Juliet? The wrong words?Ó
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ÒThatÕsright.Ó He looked grim. ÒThink about it. Shakespearewas af-
fected, hundreds of years ago. Imagine how itÕsgoing to affect you in
November.Ó

ÒWe have to stop him, then.Ó
He nodded, looking as serious as I had ever seenhim. ÒItÕsgoing to be

harder than you realise. YouÕllsoon start to feel the effects, if you havenÕt
already.Ó

ÒOh,my. HeÕsgoing to take away my most powerful weapon Ñ my
poetry! ItÕsalready affected us Ñ thatÕswhy we went to Cardiff. I was
finding it hard to write new lyrics, but I put it down to fatigue!Ó

ÒHave you tried to write anything since then?Ó
I shook my head.
ÒYou should try. Build up a stock of material. Before itÕs too late.Ó
He tipped his head, gave me a wave, and stepped out of the room.
ÒWait,ÓI called. I jumped out of bed and ran after him, but he was

already gone. I woke the others and we searchedas much of the baseas
we were familiar with, but there was no sign of him. The chained doors
leading further into the base were undisturbed, and the manhole cover
was still bolted from the inside. He had, it seemed, just faded away
again. I wondered if that was the last time I would see him. Was his
work for Ibis now over?

Once everyone else was back to sleep, I talked to J,J,T,L.Mabout Gil-
liganÕsvisit. I had told no one elsewhat he had said. I didnÕtwant them
to panic just yet. At the moment almost everything Navaroni had done
was reversible Ñ other than the murders, that is. The shops could be re-
fitted, the books reprinted. But if the creativity bomb went off, the coun-
try would stagnatewithin years. Everything that made it a great place to
live Ñ the art, the literature, the television, the music Ñ would be gone,
leaving only the things that made it, from time to time, a bad place to
live Ñ the anger, the resentment, the divisions, the weather.

ÒCanÕt we do anything?Ó I asked.
ÒI donÕtknow,Ó he jangled. ÒI suppose we will have to fight back,

somehow. Tell people what heÕsplanning. Spoil his plans. What elsecan
we do?Ó

ÒIdonÕtmean we, as in everyone in this bunker. I mean we, as in me
and you. Your people created this world. Created it for me. If this bomb
goes off, it wonÕtbe a universe worth living in. CanÕtyour people do
anything about it?Ó

My friend from the future (or at least that was the easiestway to think
about it) was apologetic. ÒIwondered when you might ask this question,
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Howard, and I didnÕtlook forward to it at all, becauseI knew that when
it came,it would mean the situation was dire. IÕmsorry, we canÕtdo any-
thing. This universe operates according to the same laws as the one you
began in. It is not a game; there is no resetswitch. And my people are not
gods. They cannot reach into our world to fix the inconveniences we en-
counter. To do that, if it were even possible, would fatally disrupt this
universe.ÓHe shook his main collection of sensory apparatus. ÒNo, we
must live through theseevents and resolve them asmen. If we cannot re-
solve them to our advantage, then they will be resolved to our disad-
vantage. IÕmsorry. It isnÕtwhat you wanted to hear. For that matter, it
isnÕt what I wanted to say.Ó

ÒIt might not be what I wanted to hear,ÓI said in a determined tone,
Òbut itÕswhat I needed to hear. ThereÕsno magic wand to fix this. If I
want it fixed, I need to look to my tools. And now, if youÕllexcuseme,
IÕm going to go and get my keyboard out.Ó

We said goodnight and I returned to my room.
* * *
So I sat down and began to write. This, I now realised, was the way to

resist Navaroni. He wanted to control literary production in England,
and so we had to take that control away. We had to write, and we had to
publish, and then we had to get the books out there to the public. I had
heard about books being published surreptitiously in the Soviet Repub-
lic, photocopied and passed around in secret, kept hidden under floor-
boards. ThatÕswhat we would do Ñ we would publish our own sam-
izdat books, as they called them. (To give credit where itÕsdue, I had ac-
tually first heard of samizdat books when reading Philip K Dick Is Dead,
Alas, an excellent book by Michael Bishop, in which the books in ques-
tion were Philip K Dick novels, being secretly swapped in an alternate
reality where Richard Nixon had become dictator of the USA.)

I would write a novel about Navaroni, a novel which would tell
people what had beenhappening. You might be thinking, is this the nov-
el that I wrote in that bunker? The answer is no: the novel you are read-
ing now was written with the benefit of hindsight, but parts are similar
Ñ parts of that novel acted asa very early draft for this one. A very early
draft: my powers of writing were already being affected by the
anteshocksof the creativity bomb, and every word was a struggle. It had
been weeks since I had tried to write lyrics, months since I had tried to
write prose, and now I began to wonder if subconsciously I had been
shying away from something my brain was progressively going to find
harder and harder.
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There was no shying away from it now. I had to force myself to do it,
to write one word after another, even though the effort, at times, made
me cry. My normal writing speed, editing as I go, and with hourly
breaks for toilet and tea-making, is about one thousand words per hour.
I continued to write until dawn (or at least when the corridor lights of
the bunker returned to full brightness), and in those four hours I wrote
just two thousand words.

When I tried to read what I had written I was reduced to tears. It was
almost unreadable. If you are one of my regular readers you will know
that I am by no means the best of writers. I am somewhat stiff. I find it
difficult to describe actions. I have a limited range of descriptions for the
things people do while they are talking. But I get the job done: I tell the
story, as clearly as I can, and even if the sentencesget a bit long they still
make sense.What I read that morning had all of my flaws and then all Ñ
I could hardly dare to think it Ñ all of NavaroniÕsas well. How could
this have crept up on me? The incoherent sentences,the utterly incorrect
word choices, the meaningless asides and interjections: they were all
there. Was this, then, the true goal of the creativity bomb Ñ to reduce us
all to his level? Had he somehow found a way to infect others with
whatever strange brain chemistry gave rise to the terrible nonsense he
wrote?

I wouldnÕt let it stop me. I couldnÕt.I went back to the beginning of
that two thousand words of dreck and started to work on it. At least I
could still seehow bad it was, something of which Navaroni himself was
clearly incapable Ñ elsehe would never have put any of his work in the
public eye, much less invade a foreign country to force it down peopleÕs
throats!

Sentenceby sentenceI worked away at it, tearing at my hair again and
again in frustration, scratching at my face,grinding my teeth. It was one
of the hardest mornings of my life, and given the amount of drinking I
have been known to do from time to time, and the resultant hangovers I
have endured, that is really saying something. For example, I remember
one hangover so bad (or perhaps I should say one bout of alcohol pois-
oning) that I spent the entire day on the toilet, sleeping when I could, but
more often vomiting into the bath at the same time. (Incidentally, my
cure for hangovers: ice cream lollies, specifically WallsÕTongue Twisters,
aka Tangle Twisters. The combination of ice and ice cream will soothe
even the most tormented stomach, as well as bringing your temperature
down a bit.)
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But I kept at it, for hour after blasted hour, until, by lunchtime, the first
page at least was almost readable. The others had been knocking at my
door, one by one, alarmed at the sweat on my brow, the screaming I
could not help, and the blood upon my cheeks, but I had sent them
away, assuring them that I knew what I was doing, and that it had to be
done.

That one page complete, I took my PDA into what we thought had
been the command centre, where the others were eating, drinking, play-
ing cards, and pretty much waiting for me to say it was time to make a
move.

I held up the PDA for them to look at, then gave it to Prince Vann,
who passed it around the room.

ÒIused to write my novels in a single month, taking barely an hour-
and-a-half a day, and while they werenÕtbrilliant, they at least made
sensefrom one word to the next. ItÕsa lot harder for me now, but itÕs
what we have to do. We have to resist. We have to write a new book, a
book about whatÕshappening in England right now, a manifesto, a gos-
pel. ItÕsgoing to take all of us, working together. ItÕsgoing to get harder
by the day, but weÕregoing to do it. And then weÕllget it out to the pub-
lic, whether Navaroni wants us to or not. WeÕllbreak his dominance,
weÕllwin back the soul of English literature, and show itÕsworth fighting
for, and then weÕll take him down. Are you with me?Ó

They were. But I had a feeling that we would need more writers to get
it finished.

I wondered if weÕd be able to contact Terrance Dicks.
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Chapter15
TheakerÕs Lack of Principles Is Tested

I came up with a rough plan for the novel, covering the events in Lon-
don, Cardiff and Birmingham (though not mentioning my strange en-
counters with Cornelius Gilligan, because their mystery might have
clouded the real issues) and extrapolating the consequencesof those
events five years into the future. I broke the plan down into thirty
chapters, and to begin with assigned one to each person present in the
bunker. There were seven of us there: Howard Phillips, Prince Vann, the
Mountain Drummer, J,J,T,L.M,Theaker, Abernathy and Laura. We only
had the one PDA, so most of us worked on paper, taking turns to type
up our writing. We had found more than enough odds and ends of pa-
per lying around the base to cope with all the rewriting we would un-
doubtedly have to do.

It soon becameapparent that the project would be even more difficult
than I anticipated. J,J,T,L.M,for example, although he was presumably
unaffected by the anteshocksof the creativity bomb, was barely familiar
with the concept of the novel, and peppered me with a thousand ques-
tions a day. Could he write things that werenÕttrue? Could he write
about things he didnÕtexperience himself? What tense should he write
in? Was it okay to use his existing manipulatory appendage to hold a
pen, or should he wait until he had had time to grow a carbon crystal to
make it easier?In the end, it was more trouble than it was worth to have
him working on the project, so that was one down.

Laura, Prince Vann and the Mountain Drummer found it similarly
hard, having never tried to write novels before. Normally that would not
have been a problem Ñ almost anyone can write a short novel if they
just sit down for about fifty hours and get on with it Ñ but the creativity
bomb was affecting all three of them, even Prince Vann, whose Envian
biology, I realised, must not have been as different from our own as I
might have expected. (It shouldnÕthave been a surprise Ñ his sisterÕs
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biology had proved quite compatible with mine during our brief time to-
gether!) Theaker and I had written novels before, however poor they
were in his case, and so we were able, to some extent, to follow our
noses,and let our fingers do the work. We had our tics and tricks, and
could rely on those to carry us part of the way. Those who had never
tried to do it before had nothing to go on. They didnÕtknow where to
start, and made very little progress on their chapters, though they gave it
their every effort.

Alec Abernathy was reluctant to work on the novel for his own reas-
ons. He confronted me one evening in my room.

ÒI have never written a novel, Howard,Ó he said. He was angry and
upset. Angry with himself for failing and upset with me for asking him
to try. ÒItÕsnever happened for me. I couldnÕtfinish one before. I cer-
tainly canÕt do it now.Ó

ÒNonsense,ÓI said firmly. ÒYou can do it. You will do it. I was like
you, Alec. I started a thousand projects and finished not a one. Then I
cleaned up my act, pulled myself together, and set my nose to the grind-
stone. My nose might be worn down to the cartilage right now, but IÕve
never been so happy. Or at least I was happy until all of this Navaroni
business began. I need you to grab yourself by the balls and write that
chapter. DonÕtworry about whether itÕsgood or bad. I can tell you right
now: it will be bad. It will be as bad as the worst thing youÕveever read,
asbad asa childÕsfirst scribble, asbad asa dog wiping its arseon the pa-
per. So donÕtworry about something you canÕtavoid. You just have to
get something on the paper, something we can work with: the raw ma-
terials of the novel.Ó

He shook his head, but said he would give it a try, and he did. For the
rest of the week his screams drowned mine out, as he pummelled his
brain into submission by sheer force of will, dragging the words out as if
they were embedded in his mind like barbed arrows.

We kept at it until June,by which point it becameclear that we were
never going to finish the novel alone by Halloween. We were not even
going to come close Ñ between the six of us still writing we had barely
finished two chapters, and the effects of the creativity bomb were grow-
ing worse by the day. Eventually, on June 4, I called a meeting together.

ÒHi everyone,ÓI began. ÒIthink we all know that this isnÕtgoing well.
WeÕrenot making enough progress, for all the effort that weÕreputting
in. So I think we need to get more novelists working with us. It doesnÕt
matter if they work from home or come here to help us in person, we just
need to get them involved. The question is: whatÕs the best way to do it?Ó
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Theaker spoke first. ÒWhat about setting the novel up online, as a
wikinovel? That way anyone who wants to help would be able to chip in,
even if it was just with one word.Ó

I gave it serious thought before replying. ÒThat isnÕt a bad idea.Ó
Prince Vann shook his head. ÒIt would be too easy for Navaroni to

track down and punish the contributors. And for his sympathisers to
vandalise it and set us back to square one.Ó

We talked for a while about whether there was any way to avoid those
problems, but they seemed insurmountable.

ÒWhatabout an announcement of some kind?Ósaid Laura. ÒWecould
put out a press release,and in it ask authors to send their contributions
somewhereÉ Ó

She trailed off, realising as quickly as we did that the plan was un-
workable. If we publicly told the authors where to send their work, weÕd
be telling Navaroni where to find us.

ÒThismight sound silly,Ó said the Mountain Drummer. ÒButinstead of
putting all this effort into writing a novel, why donÕtwe just find Nav-
aroni and kill him?Ó

They all looked at me in silence, waiting for my answer.
I took a deep breath. ÒItdoesnÕtsound silly at all. It sounds very sens-

ible, in fact. But the issue I have with that plan is this: should we murder
someone for the sake of being able to publish books?Ó

ÒItÕsnot just about that, though,Ó said Theaker. ÒHeÕstried to kill us.
He has killed other people. He needs to be stopped.Ó

ÒIagree,Ósaid Abernathy. ÒWeÕregetting nowhere with this novel. A
quick knife to the guts and this would all be over.Ó

I looked Abernathy in the eye. ÒYousay that like itÕsan easy thing to
kill a man. Have you ever done it?Ó

He shook his head.
ÒWhat about you, Theaker?Ó
He too shook his head.
ÒWell, let me tell you, itÕsnot an easy thing. But the worst thing is that

it gets a little bit easierevery time you do it. Again and again IÕvefound
myself forced into life-or-death situations where I have had to pull the
trigger, and each time I do I feel a part of myself flying away with the
bullet, and the part that flies away is the part weÕretrying to save right
now: the part that createspoetry, music, literature; the part that invents,
discovers and inquires. I wonÕt willingly sacrifice it.Ó

I let it sink it. Nobody had anything more to say on the subject.
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I nodded. ÒIknow itÕshard, and weÕreup against the clock. I suggest
we do two things. On one hand, we go out into the cities and the towns
and track down the authors. We break the novel down into even smaller
parts Ñ pages,or even paragraphs Ñ and we give one to every novelist
in Britain. There were about seven hundred winners of NaNoWriMo in
the UK, last time I looked, so thatÕsone place to start. Then there are the
published, professional novelists. That might be more difficult, because
many of them will be under surveillance, to make sure that they donÕt
cause a fuss, but weÕll do our best.

ÒAnd then, on the other hand, I think we need to get someone on the
inside of NavaroniÕs organisation.Ó

Theaker looked up. ÒThat should be me.Ó
ÒButhe tried to kill you,Ósaid J,J,T,L.M.ÒSavingyou wasnÕteasy,Mr

Theaker. I wouldnÕt want it to have been a waste.Ó
He nodded his head with determination. ÒIt should be me. Listen. He

knows me already, and regards me as a threat, becauseof my connec-
tions to you. But itÕscommon knowledge that you and I donÕtget on par-
ticularly well. It wouldnÕtbe hard to spin a story that I want to be on the
winning side. IÕvealways be open about my pragmatic approach to pub-
lishing, and my exploitative attitude to authors. That last at least is
something that will chime with NavaroniÕsown approach. Plus, I have a
way in. From what IÕveread, before he came into this money, Navaroni
was a relentless self-promoter, though he did it with the skill of a toad
with a jackhammer Ñ he did a deal with another editor to exchangetheir
own stories and conduct an interview. The interview was published, and
both were excoriated for its contents. Well, to my great embarrassment
IÕdearlier published a short story by his partner-in-crime, one Laurent
Ramsten. They fell out shortly after Ñ whether it was for real or not no
one knows Ñ but at least I can use the connection to show that we are
broadly on the same wavelength.Ó

ÒThatsounds convincing to me,ÓI said. ÒDoyou think heÕdwant you
on board?Ó

Theaker smiled. ÒOnething motivates Navaroni more than anything
Ñ the desire for respect.Whether he gains it through fear or writing abil-
ity doesnÕtmatter to him. But more than anything he craves the respect
of other writers, even as he defecates on their photographs. My
magazine, TheakerÕsQuarterly Fiction, might not be Analog or Interzone,
but itÕsa step up from the other placesheÕsbeenpublished Ñ principally
his own anthologies and websites that indiscriminately put up stories by
the dozen. IÕve got a carrot.Ó
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ÒWell, pass it around then,Ósaid Abernathy with a smile. ÒWecould
all do with some fresh food.Ó

I couldnÕtargue with TheakerÕslogic. He understood Navaroni, just as
I did. The three of us shared many goals, many motivations, but we did
not share NavaroniÕslack of self-knowledge. Theaker and I knew that in
literary terms, we were mere hobbyists: though we had the ability to
string together enough words for a short novel, through a lack of dedica-
tion and, more significantly, an absenceof true storytelling genius we
would never compete with StephenKing, Philip Pullman or JK Rowling.
Navaroni, however, saw no reason at all why he should not be men-
tioned in the same breath as them, be stocked on the same shelves, and
given the samerespect.He truly thought his work was that of a genius (I
speak here with some retrospective knowledge, having subsequently
met him and read up on him more thoroughly), and believed that only a
conspiracy of authors could have accounted for his lack of literary
success.

He had beenwrong about that in the past, but perhaps we could make
his paranoid fantasies come true.

* * *
We spent the next day or two making more particular plans for our

missions. Then we left the bunker and hiked to the nearest village. From
there the humans among us took a bus to Warwick, while the non-hu-
mans, who would obviously attract more attention in public, acquired
vehicles appropriate to their needs and headed out on their missions.

After splitting from us in Warwick, Theaker headed straight back to
Birmingham. There was a risk of being shot on sight by any Lettermen
he encountered on the way, but the reports we had read on the internet,
once Prince Vann had made it safe to use his mobile phone, suggested
that the Lettermen had scaled back their activities once their literary
dominance had been established. City centres were open again as usual,
and shoppers went about their usual business, with the one difference
being that books were on sale in just the one store. NavaroniÕsuneasy
truce with the government had made him feel securein his power, so the
Lettermen made fewer sorties from their bases.Also, as time went on,
those sorties put them at more and more risk from army and police re-
taliation. The government might have been forced into tolerating his
presenceon the High Street, but there were still warrants out for the ar-
rest of his men, and there had been plenty of time to develop strategies
to combat their portable force fields Ñ from collapsing sewers to blow-
ing bridges to dropping electricity pylons to putting up road blocks to
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stop them getting back to baseÑ and so the Lettermen kept their excur-
sions to an absolute minimum.

That made Theaker feel confident of reaching his goal without being
accidentally shot. Getting off the bus in Birmingham, he headed for the
Literary Enforcement building, stopping only in Marks & Spencers to
buy himself a selection of fresh fruit and a large white teatowel. He ate
the fruit while he walked and then, feeling nicely refreshed, he ap-
proached the Literary Enforcement building, waving his improvised flag
of surrender from the moment he set foot on New Street, just in casethe
Lettermen had a sniper stationed on the roof, looking out for just such
literary rebels as he.

He reached the gates without his head exploding in blood, for which
he was grateful. The guard standing behind the security scanner, a
bulky, clean-shaven guy with a ground-in frown, looked at the flag
curiously.

ÒWhatÕs that all about, then?Ó he asked.
ÒIÕmhere to surrender,Óreplied Theaker. ÒIÕma publisher. My name is

Stephen William Theaker. IÕmthe publisher of Silver Age Books, and of
TheakerÕsQuarterly Fiction. IÕvebeenon the wrong side, and I want to join
Navaroni. He had your men try to kill me last month. He thought I
would be against him, but heÕswrong. I go where the talent is, and
everyone else has lost it. Can I come in?Ó

ÒIÕllhave to talk to the manager. Could you just wait here for a mo-
ment please?Ó

He was one of the politer murderers you might meet, Theaker
thought. He wondered with a smile if they had had any customer service
training since re-opening the store. ÒNoproblem. IÕvegot nothing elseto
do.Ó

He sat down on the stepsand waited while the Letterman talked into a
walkie-talkie. A response buzzed out from it.

ÒOkay,Ósaid the guard. ÒYouare on our list, but since youÕveturned
yourself in I donÕthave to kill you right away. If you come inside, weÕll
send a message to HQ to let them know we have you in custody.Ó

ÒThatÕsvery good of you,Ósaid Theaker, cringingly over-polite asusu-
al. ÒThank you very much.Ó

The Letterman waved him through the security scanner. ÒOkay,
youÕre clean. Follow me.Ó

Frightened-looking shoppers did their best not to watch Theaker being
led through the ground floor and up the central stairs to the first floor.
He tried to give them a reassuring smile, but any that caught his eye
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looked quickly away in shame.ÒDonÕtworry,Ó he called cheerfully. ÒIÕm
a traitor, not a victim.Ó

The gate was opened to let him through, and the guard returned to his
post at the door. Waiting on the other side of the gate was a smartly-
dressed fellow, wearing a suit rather than the usual red-and-black outfit
Ñ though his shirt was red and his tie and suit were black, so he didnÕt
clash with his colleagues. He wore steel-rimmed glassesand had no fa-
cial hair except a small goatee beard.

ÒMr Theaker,Óhe said, sounding like the cat who found a mouse
swimming in his milk. ÒWhata pleasure to meet you. My name is Simon
Xinon.Ó He then spelt out his name in a plummy accent which Theaker
assumed he had laboured hard to acquire, then looked his guest up and
down. ÒNot quite as impressive as I had expected.Ó

ÒWell, thank you,Ósaid my publisher. ÒIÕvebeen in hiding, you know.
It wasnÕteasy to get dressed up. And IÕvealways preferred a rather
scruffy look.Ó

Xinon shrugged. ÒIÕmsorry. I didnÕtmean to upset you. I meant phys-
ically, though, rather than the way you are turned out. Did you really
take care of Sandra Lowill?Ó

ÒSandraLowill? Did I meet her at a bus-stop, and take her leave out-
side Maplin Electronics?Ó

Xinon nodded.
ÒWell then, yes I did. I had a bit of help from a friend, but IÕdlike to

think I did most of the work.Ó
Theaker was an old hand at taking credit for the ideas of others, and

he thought it would stand him in good stead here. They might resent
him having defeated and killed their fellow Letterman, or Letterwoman,
but the respect it earned him was essential.He needed them to believe he
was someone worth the effort of recruitment.

ÒInteresting,Ósaid Xinon. ÒI think that our great and glorious leader
would like to meet you. The order to kill you came directly from him. It
still stands, in fact, so donÕtbe tempted to give me too much backchat,
Mr Theaker.Ó

ÒI wouldnÕt dream of it.Ó
ÒGood,good. Follow me, then.ÓHe led Theaker away from the stairs

and into the lift. ÒHewanted you dead, as I understand it, to hamper any
attempts your man Howard Phillips might make to spoil our plans, but
thatÕsno longer an issue.ÓHe pressedthe button that would take them to
the basement level.

ÒNo longer an issue? Is Howard dead then?Ó
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ÒHemight be, I donÕtknow. But it doesnÕtmatter any more: he canÕt
block our plans because our plans are complete!Ó

They emerged from the lift. Apart from the positioning of the outer
walls and the pillars that held up the ground floor, the basementwas ut-
terly unrecognisable. Completely stripped of shelving, books and tills,
the walls were lined with weapons and the room dominated by a huge
machine which reached up to the ceiling. Three men tended to it, clip-
boards in hand.

ÒImpressive, isnÕt it?Ó said Xinon.
ÒI donÕtget it,Ó said Theaker. ÒWhereare all the soldiers? IÕveonly

seen about eight of you people in here, plus these three scientists. But
youÕve regularly sent out raiding parties of twenty people.Ó

ÒIsaid it was impressive,Óhe replied. He waved to the three scientists.
ÒWeÕre ready to go.Ó

They bustled around the machine, fiddling with knobs here and there,
while Xinon looked on like a proud father.

ÒAreyou ready to seesomething really special?Óhe asked.ÒItÕsa good
job IÕmcovered either way Ñ if youÕdseen this without joining us I
would have had to kill you; if you donÕtjoin us I was supposed to kill
you anyway.Ó

ÒThatÕsreassuring!ÓTheaker expostulated. ÒI hope itÕll be worth the
threat of death.Ó

ÒOh, it is.Ó
The three men stepped away from the machine and pulled sunglasses

from their pockets.
ÒHaveyou got any?Óasked Xinon, putting on a pair of his own. ÒBest

close your eyes if not.Ó
As a bright light began to emanate from the centre of the machine

Theaker took his advice, closed his eyes and, for good measure, put his
arm in front of his face and turned away. As the noise of the machine
rose in time with the brightness, he moved his hands to cover his ears.
He began to feel as if he were in a train tunnel and so he opened his
mouth to relieve the perceived pressure. In secondsthe light and sound
built to a crescendo, and then cut out entirely.

He put his arms down and opened his eyesto seethe last thing he had
expected Ñ a pair of wooden double doors set into the front of the ma-
chine. Xinon stepped forward and pulled them open to reveal a rather
plain corridor.

ÒShall we go through?Ó he asked, and waved Theaker forward.
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What elsecould Theaker do but go through the doors? He had no idea
where they would take him. He had read my novels of alien planets, far
future times and devastating hallucinatory episodes and so he knew
many of the dangers that might await him through those apparently in-
nocuous doors, if they were even there. But he had to do it: he had to
take the chance.If he didnÕt,he would fail in his mission. If he didnÕt,he
would be dead within seconds. His heart in his mouth, he grasped it
firmly between his crooked teeth and stepped through the doors.

Xinon followed him and then closed the doors. Theaker turned in time
to hear a little fizzle and seea light beside the door turn green. He laid
his hands on the brass handles of the doors to investigate.

ÒDonÕtdo that,Ówarned Xinon, placing his hands upon TheakerÕs,a
gesture that made Theaker very uncomfortable, as Xinon had probably
surmised it would. ÒThereÕs nothing on the other side. Not now.Ó

Theaker released his grip upon the handles and shook off XinonÕs
hands. ÒWhereare we? I take it weÕrenot in Birmingham any more. This
isnÕt human technology. Are we on a space ship or something?Ó

Xinon laughed. ÒOr something. Follow me.Ó
They were in the British Library, in the basement. Xinon led Theaker

up a stairwell and into the main building. Even in the circumstances
Theaker could not help gasping. It was the first time he had ever visited
the august seat of EnglandÕsliterature. Though militia men trained by
the dozen in amongst the shelves and counters, the majesty of centuries
past shone from its shelves.

ÒDo you understand now?Ó asked Xinon.
ÒI think I do,Ó said Theaker. ÒThis explains your apparently ex-

traordinary numbers. You have a relatively small force, perhaps a thou-
sand men and women, with a skeleton staff at each branch. When you
becomeaware of a rival bookseller you send troops through to that par-
ticular city or town. No one realises that there are in fact so few of you.Ó

ÒExactly,ÓXinon replied. ÒUpon taking control of Winterstones, we
had the transportation machinery installed in each branch with the staff
to work it, and then ferried our Lettermen hither and thither as
necessary.Ó

ÒI had wondered how you had recruited such a large army without
anyone knowing about it.Ó

ÒOh, some people knew,Ó he laughed. ÒBut even then we had
ShakespeareÕs Folios. They dared not move against us.Ó
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He led Theaker further into the world of the Letterman, taking him up
and up through the library until they reachedwhat had once been the of-
fice of the head of the British Library.

ÒItÕsnow NavaroniÕsoffice,Ósaid Xinon. ÒHewants to see you now.
IÕll wait out here.Ó He leaned in to TheakerÕsear. ÒGuyÕsa fucking
psycho.Ó

Theaker nodded and went inside.
* * *
It hurts me somewhat to write this scene.For one thing, these are my

memoirs, and itÕsfrustrating to only have a second-hand account of such
important events. And for another, I canÕtbelieve that Theaker got to
meet my archenemy (for this adventure, at least) before I did. But those
were difficult days, and sacrifices had to be made!

Navaroni was sitting behind a large mahogany desk, empty except for
a computer monitor, keyboard and mouse. The computer itself was
tucked under the desk, something guaranteed to drive Theaker mad. It
was exactly the set-up he had at his own desk, for lack of space,and see-
ing it here reminded him of all the times he had banged his toes against
his own baseunit, and the subsequent secondsof worry as he waited to
seeif his improperly mounted secondhard drive had been jolted enough
to make the PC crash.

Navaroni got up with a smile and held his arms out.
ÒStephenTheaker, Stephen Theaker!Óhe said with great excitement.

ÒFucking great to meet you! I think we are going to be friends. Great
friends. All those fuckers donÕtstand a chanceif we team up. WeÕllream
those bastards.Ó

ÒRight,Ósaid Theaker, failing to avoid a hug. The smell from Navaroni
almost knocked him out. This was clearly a man who did not wash
enough, and was quite possibly incontinent. Perhaps the defecating on
authorsÕphotographs wasnÕtactually deliberate, Theaker mused, trying,
as he always did, even at the most inappropriate times, to take some
small pleasure out of an excruciating moment. ÒWeÕllshow Ôemall.ÓThe
thing he hated most about himself Ñ the thing he hated most in other
people Ñ was the forced jocularity he slipped into in social situations.
He liked to think he knew himself, and was surprised to find in such
situations that he didnÕt know himself as well as he had thought.

Navaroni took a step back to have a good look at him. ÒIÕmglad we
didnÕt kill you, my man. You ever publish any books about gay
vampires?Ó
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The question didnÕt catch Theaker by surprise. He had had time
enough during the weeks of writing in the bunker to familiarise himself
with NavaroniÕsstrange passions and obsessions,and had actually gone
so far as to read the books we had taken as reading matter from the car
we had stolen. He hadnÕtknown when reading those books that the in-
formation was going to be particularly or personally useful to him. Like
anyone, once you got a glimpse of NavaroniÕssoul, it was hard to look
away. Anyone old enough to remember The Word will know what I
mean Ñ sometimes the most appalling and atrocious things in the world
can be the most compelling. WhatÕsmore, Theaker couldnÕtstop himself
from reading, so he had had no choice in the matter. He was an informa-
tion junkie who loved teletext with a passion second only to mine, who
had his wife block his internet connection for twenty-two hours and
forty-five minutes a day, who had lunch at McDonalds for three years
just to read the free newspapers.

ÒGayvampires? Who, me?Ósaid Theaker incredulously. ÒNo way. I
hate that gay stuff. IÕminto tough stuff. You know, Conan, Elric, Aubrey
and Maturin. Real men with muscles fighting elementals and the ele-
ments, you know what I mean?Ó It took all his effort not to wink.

Navaroni nodded. ÒThatÕscool man, me too. Lovecraft and Poeare my
main guys. ThatÕswhat I call writing, none of that gay modern shit. I like
straight-up horror in the classic mode. You get me?Ó

ÒIthink I do,Ósaid Theaker. In his entire life there had only ever been
two worse times to crack a joke: at his best friendÕsfuneral and outside
the operating room while his wife went under the knife for a burst ectop-
ic pregnancy. On both occasionshe had failed to avoid the temptation to
make a wisecrack. (At his friendÕscremation he had noted, ÒAt least heÕs
in a better place now. His flat was a craphole.Ó)He felt a joke coming,
but for the sakeof the country he had to bury it. He had to take this mo-
ment seriously. He thought of Joey in Friends, explaining how he made
himself cry when necessary.There was no hole in his pocket through
which he could pluck hair from a sensitive place, but he could at least
imaginesomething horrible being done to that sensitive place. He ima-
gined a miniature train steaming towards him, literally steaming, boiling
hot smoke billowing from its smokestack Ñ he imagined it passing
between his legs, and how it would feel.

He looked Navaroni in the eye and said with the utmost seriousness.
ÒPeter,I want to be on the winning side, and youÕvealready won. You
donÕtneed me, but I can help. Now youÕrein control, itÕstime to get
people used to you, rehabilitate your image. ThatÕswhere I can help. IÕve
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worked in advertisingÓ Ñ to be precise, he had typeset the odd advert
for his own magazine, but it was a lie that cameeasily, since he had used
it so often to easehis way past market researchersin the streets of Birm-
ingham Ñ ÒandI can get you where you want to be.ÓHe pointed to his
chest. ÒAnd thatÕs in the hearts of the British public.Ó

ÒGoodman,Ósaid Navaroni, grinning with the intensity of a chimpan-
zeeon crack cocaine.ÒNow, they tell me you have a magazine. You pub-
lished that traitorous cocksucker Ramsten, but I wonÕthold that against
you. Anyone can make a mistake. LetÕstalk some more about your
magazine. But first, letÕs get them to bring us some tea.Ó

Over tea they did talk about the magazine, and Theaker said he would
truly appreciate the opportunity to publish NavaroniÕs work.

ÒEveryoneelse seemsto be losing it,Óhe said in explanation. ÒItÕslike
writerÕs block is affecting the whole country.Ó

ÒItÕsso true,Ósaid Navaroni, slapping his hand on the table. ÒHorror
fiction is so far up its own arse that no one knows where to take it any
more.Ó

ÒAnd thatÕs where you come in.Ó
They clinked tea cups.
Navaroni adopted a more confidential tone. ÒYou choose to publish

me, and youÕregoing to be on to a winner, Theaker. No one can sell a
book in England without my permission. Well, weÕre working on
something thatÕllmake sure no one in England, maybe even the world,
will even be able to write a book without my permission. What do you
think about that?Ó

ÒSoundspretty cool,Ósaid Theaker. ÒPretty cool, pre-et-ty cool.ÓHe
had made a small joke after all, a nod to Curb Your Enthusiasm. Ment-
ally he kicked himself, but he thought he had got away with it. Anyway,
they were friends now. Navaroni gave his friendship easily: the prob-
lems camewhen one did not care to continue the friendship. Theaker felt
that if he acted as if they were friends, they would remain friends.

ÒItÕsa virus that destroys creativity,Ó said Navaroni. ÒButIÕmimmune.
And I have medication to remove its effects. If people agree to write by
my rules, they can have the medication. If they donÕt,well, theyÕdbetter
find another job.Ó

ÒInteresting,Ósaid Theaker. ÒTheonly problem I foreseeis that creativ-
ity isnÕtlimited to writers, or to artists, or to any particular group of
people. This virus will affect people in every walk of life. Bricklayers
combining bricks to form structurally-sound patterns, cleanerssweeping
floors, mechanics bringing cars back to life. Every person in the country,
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signing their John Hancocks, adding their little flourishes. As Roland
Barthes said, what is love other than the mutual composition of a ro-
mantic mythology? The virus will take all of that away. Love will die.
WonÕt the country collapse?Ó

He shook his head. ÒThe effects wonÕt be as bad as that.Ó
ÒAre you sure?Ósaid Theaker. ÒPeopleare saying itÕsso bad that itÕs

already affecting us.Ó
ÒThatÕs rubbish,Ó said Navaroni. ÒHow could that be possible?Ó
Theaker went over to the computer. ÒDo you mind if I have a go?Ó

Navaroni nodded. Theaker began to grumble. ÒYou donÕt use the
Dvorak keyboard layout? What is this, the 20th century? And your
mouse pointer Ñ youÕllget RSIwith it moving around so slowly. Turn it
up to full speed and youÕllonly need to move your fingertips instead of
your whole arm.Ó

The fate of the country at stake and he still couldnÕtget off his hobby-
horses!

Navaroni looked sad. ÒIÕmactually classedas disabled, my friend. My
fine motor skills arenÕtgreat. If my mouse pointer moved so quickly I
wouldnÕt be able to control it. WhatÕs the Dvorak layout?Ó

ÒItÕsa different layout of keys. The vowels are the home keys for your
left hand and the most important consonants go under your right hand.Ó

ÒSoundsgreat, but I canÕttouch type, so I donÕtknow if it would
help.Ó

Theaker nodded. ÒIÕmsorry to hear about your physical problems.Ó
He said it with asmuch sincerity ashe could muster. This explained why
Navaroni put so much of his creative efforts into producing this silly an-
thologies Ñ he lacked the physical stamina to grind out a novel. In a few
moments Word was launched and ready to go. ÒOkay,then, Nick, look
at this.Ó

Theaker tried to write a few sentences.
If hewent backthereyesterdayin time hewould knowthat tomorrowwasthe

backendof whenhecould arrive in that stateof beinga man of his word, his
word and his power, he was a powerful man of the world and his word.

ÒYousee,Ósaid Theaker. ÒIwas never the best writer in the world, but
I could at least write a sentence.Ó

ÒWhat are you talking about?Ósaid Navaroni with a laugh. ÒThat
looks great! You should carry on Ñ I want to find out what happens
next!Ó

After all his efforts not to laugh, Theaker now had to put his efforts in-
to avoiding tears. Navaroni really couldnÕtseethe problem. That meant
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it would be impossible to reasonhim out of releasing the creativity bomb
Ñ lacking the necessarycritical faculties, he would never truly under-
stand its effects, and so he would never realise its consequences.

Perhaps he would be able to find others in the organisation to whom
he could appeal Ñ Xinon had seemed reasonable enough for a cold-
blooded evildoer Ñ but for the moment things seemed bleak for Eng-
land. Theaker crossed his fingers and thought of Howard.

Then an idea came to him. He got up from the computer and walked
back to the other side of the desk, to show proper deference. Navaroni
sat down in his chair.

ÒListen, Nick. About winning the hearts and minds of the English
people, IÕvehad an idea. Now, weÕveonly just met, so I donÕtwant to be
too pushy.Ó

ÒNo,please,Stephen,go ahead,Ósaid Navaroni, leaning forward with
interest. ÒIÕdrather be loved than feared. IÕdprefer to frighten them with
my stories and anthologies, rather than with my soldiers and guns, if
you know what I mean.Ó

Theaker smiled and nodded. ÒIdo, I do. Okay, this is what IÕmthink-
ing. You know how in some tribes the strongest fighters challenge each
other to see who will be the leader?Ó

ÒYes,ÓNavaroni answered, his face darkening somewhat. ÒJustlike
jackals, or high school.Ó

ÒThatÕsit, yeah. Now why donÕtyou issue a literary challenge: fight
EnglandÕsliterary champion, but not on the field of battle. No, you fight
him or her on the page. With the written word. EnglandÕsliterature is
turgid, dead. I know: look at my magazine. More than half of what I
publish is American, Australian, and so on. You couldnÕthelp but win.
Especially with your immunity to the virus.Ó

Theaker actually had his doubts as to whether Navaroni was immune
to the virus. Having spoken to the man, he had begun to speculate that,
in fact, Navaroni was its most striking victim, that he had been living
with its effects all his life. It made sense:if he was going to release the
virus, he might well be the worst affected Ñ he might be so badly af-
fected that he had had it from birth, and had learnt to live with its effects,
or at least had been blissfully oblivious to them.

Navaroni was doing his best imitation of thinking. Theaker wondered
whether he should take the opportunity to kill him. He had never killed,
and wasnÕtat all sure that he would be able. He had within him a raging,
bubbling deep-rooted lack of empathy for others that would allow him
to murder in the right circumstances, he had no doubt of that. The
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question was whether he would physically be successful in any attempt.
Navaroni was weak, but Theaker was overweight and unarmed. In the
time it would take him to beat Navaroni to death with the computer
monitor the Lettermen would have time to run in and out of the room a
dozen times. WhatÕsmore, if he killed Navaroni, who would that leave
in charge?Would the organisation fall apart? Or would a more proficient
tyrant with less restricted ambitions take control? Theaker dismissed the
idea of killing Navaroni, at least for the moment.

Finally, Navaroni nodded. ÒThatÕsnot a bad idea, not bad at all. Who
did you have in mind? JamesHerbert, maybe? Brian Lumley? Do Neil
Gaiman and Clive BarkerÓÑ he spat after saying the name Ñ Òstill live
in England?Ó

Theaker shrugged. ÒIdonÕtknow. ThereÕsquite a lot of choice. What
about Brian Stableford?Ó

Navaroni shook his head. ÒSorry, I donÕt know who that is.Ó
ÒFunnily enough,Ósaid Theaker, Òwhen I lived in Reading I saw in a

newspaper that the council wanted suggestions for naming a street, and I
suggested they name it Stableford Road after him, since he lived there. I
donÕtknow if they ever did. I loved a series of his sciencefiction novels
called the Daedalus Missions. Anyway, I thought youÕdlike to take him
on, since he wrote the only gay vampire novel I ever read.Ó

Navaroni was both intrigued and inflamed. ÒWhich one?ÓHis cheeks
reddened beneath the scruff of stubble that spotted them.

ÒIt was called TheEmpireof Fear. In that Ñ get this Ñ vampires actu-
ally sire other vampires by having anal sex with humans.Ó

NavaroniÕseyeswent wide. He was speechless.He began to grind his
teeth and screwed his hands into balls.

ÒThereÕsprobably a copy of it in here somewhere,ÓTheaker said casu-
ally, waving at the shelves of the British Library that lay beneath their
feet. ÒYoushould have a look at it. You wonÕtbelieve the shit thatÕsin
there.ÓHe said nothing more, letting the image settle into NavaroniÕs
brain.

ÒSounds,Ó said Navaroni at last, Òlike he really needs a beatdown.Ó
ÒDefinitely,Ó said Theaker. ÒAnd heÕsregarded as one of EnglandÕs

best writers, so he would definitely count as a champion worth defeat-
ing. On the other hand, he is getting on a bit now. It might look a bit un-
fair. Maybe even a bit oedipal.Ó

The man who held literary England by the throat nodded his head in
mock wisdom, afraid to admit that he did not understand what the word
oedipal meant.
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ÒThereis someoneelse you could challenge,Ósaid Theaker, raising an
eyebrow.

ÒWho?Ó
ÒHoward Phillips. HeÕs still out there, you know.Ó
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Chapter16
Perfidious Plans and Charming Challenges

While Theaker infiltrated NavaroniÕsorganisation, the rest of us got on
with our own missions. We travelled by bus, by tram and train. It took a
week for Navaroni to issue his challenge to me, becausehe wanted to
make sure that everything would be perfect, and during that time we
searchedout the writers we knew, and handed them their assignments.
To each we gave a breakdown of the single paragraph we wanted them
to write, together with the email address to which we wanted them to
send the finished sentences.It was an online account that weÕdbe able to
accessfrom anywhere we went, becauseno one knew where we would
end up.

The writers of England were in a bad way. Bereft of their talents, in
many caseshaving lost their only source of income, and often unsure of
whether they were still mentally sound, many were finding it hard to
cope. We found them in bars and in clubs, drinking away their sorrows
and picking fights with the kind of people they really shouldnÕthave
been picking fights with.

Others were just getting on with their gardening and enjoying the
cricket.

But wherever we went we sang a song of hope, of purpose. We gave
them a goal. We made them believe that literary England could still be
saved, if only they helped us.

We were taking a chance,of course. Any one of them could have de-
cided to turn us in, but we tried to minimise the risk. We spent as little
time as we could with each writer, and only approached each one once
our escape routes were planned out.

We had many adventures along the way, but I wonÕtbore you with
them here.

J,J,T,L.Mheaded for London, going by way of Northampton, Reading,
Oxford and Cambridge. The Mountain Drummer headed for Manchester
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and then Liverpool. Prince Vann returned to Birmingham, visiting en
route Coventry and Wolverhampton, before heading down to Notting-
ham and Leicester.

Rather than listing every writer we contacted, I will trust to your profi-
ciency with Google. For one thing, my publisher fears the legal con-
sequencesof revealing which authors refused to help Ñ but you know
who they are!

* * *
Eventually we began to feel that we had reached the point of diminish-

ing returns. We might find more novelists, but things were getting too
dangerous. We had been lucky to survive this long Ñ almost a thousand
novelists had taken up our challenge, or had at least pretended to Ñ and
it was time to regroup and wait for our plans to pan out. We returned
our bunker in Warwickshire. I expected to be the first to get there, hav-
ing had the least distance to travel from my last visit Ñ to my fellow Sil-
ver Age Books writer, Michael Wyndham Thomas in Warwick Ñ but
was surprised to find the entrance locked from the inside.

I rapped on it with my knuckles, which was ineffective and painful,
and then looked around for the rock we had been using. A few bangs on
the cover later and I sat back to wait for an answer. I was sympathetic to
the time it was taking. Climbing the eight metres of that ladder was a
chore at the best of times, and if you were asleep when the clank rang
out and reverberated through the bunker, waking up could be a painful
process.I had arrived at about seven in the morning, after spending the
night cycling acrossthe fields to get here, so whoever was in there might
well be asleep.

I lay back and looked up at the sky. The morning sun was bright and
there wasnÕta cloud in sight. With the smell of grass in my nose and the
dampness of dew wriggling into my back I could almost feel things were
going to be all right, even if we failed to stop Navaroni. I might never be
able to write another poem, or compose another piece of music, but at
least the fields would still be here, and the cities. I would rest from my
lifeÕswork. I could stop fretting about being creative and becomea pure
consumer. As long as the effects of the creativity bomb did not spread
beyond Britain I would be able to read American books, listen to Americ-
an music, watch American TV and films. How much had I ever appreci-
ated what Britain produced anyway, outside of my own work? My fa-
vourite authors were Lovecraft and Kuttner, my favourite bands were
Sonic Youth and the Pixies, my favourite TV shows were The X-Files and
Lost, and my favourite movies were the Chronicles of Riddick and The
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Thing. Though I had read the horror genre from one end to the other
nothing filled me with more fear than the idea of an evening spent
watching EastEnders,Coronation Street and Only Fools and Horses, fol-
lowed by a few pagesof Jeffrey Archer in bed. Maybe it would be a good
thing. Maybe Britain could start over. We would lose a generation of
artists, but then start afresh with new sensibilities, ones that were less
parochial, more ambitious, not rooted in the quagmire of social realism
and everyday dullness.

That was my tiredness speaking, I knew. My body had had enough: it
wanted to do nothing but continue to lie exactly where it was. And my
brain wasnÕthelping: it was telling my body that it was exactly right,
there was nowhere better to be, no purpose in moving, no need to push
on. I could no longer create, and so everything was over.

I gave myself a mental twist of the nipples, and forced myself to think
of all the great and wonderful things being created by British artists. (IÕm
not making the mistake of using England and Britain interchangeably,
by the way Ñ I realise how that can be offensive to the bloodthirsty
neighbours on our borders! No: though Navaroni had conquered only
the literary world of England, leaving Scotland and Wales largely to
their own devices, his virus would affect the whole of our island.) I
thought of Damien Hirst, Brian Lumley, Alan Moore, M John Harrison,
Mark E Smith, Philip Pullman, and of all those who worked on the new
Doctor Who series:Russell T Davies, StevenMoffat, Paul Cornell, and so
many other talented scriptwriters. I thought of Terrance Dicks. He might
be almost 72, but writers keep going longer than anyone. Who knew
what book he would write next year, if we could only stop Navaroni?
What about Alec Abernathy? Would I be happy to die without having fi-
nally read his Aardvark Attack? I thought about Spooks, I thought about
The IT Crowd, I thought about The Mighty Boosh.

We had too much to lose to give up now, my brain finally admitted,
and it quickly passed the messageon to my body. My body acknow-
ledged the force of the argument, but pointed out that as yet no one had
answered my knock on the bunker entrance, and so, really, there was no
need to get up. I see what you mean, replied my brain, and promptly
shut down all systems, sending me off for a blissfully pleasant nap.

I was gently awoken by a hand on the shoulder. I opened my eyes
slowly, hoping that it was ladyÕs hand, but it was not.

ÒAlec!Ó I said with a smile. ÒNice to see you!Ó
He looked apologetic. ÒYouseemdisappointed, despite your apparent

bonhomie.Ó
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I shook my head and got to my feet. ÒIdonÕtmean to brag, Alec, but I
am an internationally-famous rock singer. When I wake up, more often
than not thereÕsa beautiful woman beside me, rather than a field full of
cowpats.Ó

ÒWell, thanks for at least pretending you were glad to seeme, then,Ó
said Alec, brightening up. ÒYou really will be glad it was me soon,
though. IÕve got something very nice to show you.Ó

He climbed back down the ladder and I followed, bolting the manhole
cover behind me. Down in the bunker he made me a cup of hot, sweet,
army tea (and for once in my novels, it really was army tea, found in the
remaining storesof the bunker Ñ normally any hot, sweet tea gets called
hot, sweet army tea in my adventures, asa nod to the beverageregularly
prescribed by the third Doctor for his companions after they had been
through one of their many trials).

ÒIwas done with my assignment fairly quickly,Ó he began.ÒIwas sent
to Sunderland. The first novelist on my list told me that he had already
beenmeeting regularly with other writers in the city to discuss what was
happening, and what they could do about it. He took all the paragraph
assignments I had and said heÕd make sure they got to the right people.Ó

ÒIhope he wasnÕtone of NavaroniÕsagents,ÓI said, trying but failing
to keep a slightly critical tone out of my voice.

If Abernathy was annoyed, he showed it only by squeezing the teabag
a little harder than usual. ÒIf he was, I was lucky to escapewith my life.
Not handing over the assignmentswould just have forced his hand. But I
donÕtthink he was. When I explained to him what we knew about the
creativity bomb, he slapped his head in amazement, and said that it ex-
plained a lot. He was a huge fan of Tolkien, and especially of TheLord of
theRings, and upon his latest re-reading of it had noticed some unbeliev-
able infelicities in the writing.Ó

He passed me my tea. It was too hot to drink, but I was desperate
enough to take a sip anyway. It scalded my tongue, but salved my heart.
ÒThe same thing that happened toRomeo and Juliet,Ó I said.

ÒYes,people have been noticing such things everywhere, more and
more, the closer we get to the releaseof the bomb. Anyway, with the as-
signments in his hands, I had nothing more to do, so I headed back here.
Becausewe had got straight on with the writing after I arrived, I hadnÕt
had a chanceto look around. On the train to Sunderland, thinking about
what IÕdalready seendown here, and remembering the things my father,
Douglas Abernathy, had told me about such places, I had a few ideas
that I was keen to try out.Ó
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He led me out of our communal area and down towards an area I had
not explored. He pointed to a broken chain and its partner padlock upon
the ground beside a heavy iron door. ÒIremembered to pick up a hack-
saw on my way back here.Ó

ÒYouare a surprisingly capableold fellow,Ó I said to him approvingly.
ÒI should have included you in my adventures sooner!Ó

He smiled. ÒIwanted to write a few novels about my fatherÕsadven-
tures before getting on to my own. Maybe there will still be time for that.
WeÕll soon find out.Ó

We went through the door and into a very odd little room. Its floor
area was barely two metres by three, barely large enough to be any use
at all. Even the ceiling was abnormally low.

ÒWhat is it?Ó I asked. ÒA storeroom?Ó
ÒPerhaps,Ó he smiled. ÒThey might have used it for that.Ó
ÒBut why padlock an empty storeroom?Ó
ÒGood question!Ó He laughed. ÒBut it isnÕtquite empty. Look up

here.Ó He reached up to the light fitting and twisted it firmly.
The wall before us slid away to reveal another storeroom.
This one, though, was larger. Much larger. It was the size of a small

aircraft hangar. More interestingly, it was not empty Ñ it was full from
one end to the other of metal shelving. Most interestingly of all, those
shelves were not empty.

ÒWow,ÓI said, stepping into the warehouse Ñ that was the only word
for it Ñ and gazing at the machinery and boxes that lined the shelves.
ÒWhat is all this stuff?Ó

He followed me in. ÒIhavenÕthad a chanceto look at everything,Ó he
said. ÒBut my guess is that itÕsmostly outdated material and old files,
stuff that it wasnÕtworth the effort of moving until they needed to do it.
They know where it is, so for the time being it was fine where it was.Ó

ÒIs any of it useful?Ó
ÒWell, thatÕsthe very nice bit!Ó He winked at me. ÒComeover here.Ó

He led me over to a desk on which heÕdlaid out a few bits and piecesÑ
a backpack, something that looked very much like a remote control, and
a hunk of metal that looked like it might have come out of the Iron Gi-
antÕs ear on a giant cotton-bud.

ÒThis does look interesting.Ó
ÒIhavenÕtbeen able to test it,Ósaid Abernathy. ÒButI think that this is

an EMP device. Remotely or directly detonated, itÕll release an electro-
magnetic pulse that I think might take down NavaroniÕs shields.Ó
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ÒNow,ÓI said with a raised eyebrow, ÒI am definitely intrigued!Ó A
thought occurred to me. ÒWouldnÕt the army have tried these already?Ó

He shook his head. ÒThey might have tried, but I donÕtthink they
would have succeeded.From outside the shield itÕllbe as uselessas any
other weapon. But if we could get it inside the shield, and take the shield
downÉ Ó

ÒEverything would be up for grabs.Ó
ÒExactly.I was thinking that Theaker might be able to get it in. While

waiting for a train I saw him on the news, standing at NavaroniÕsside
during his latest address.Ó

ÒIsaw that too,ÓI replied with a smile. ÒThefunny thing is that Nav-
aroni doesnÕtrealise how insignificant Theaker and his magazine and his
publishing house are in the real world. Okay then, if you could get the
EMP device ready and stowed in the backpack, IÕllget ready to travel
down to London. If Theaker canÕtdo it, or if he doesnÕtmake contact, or
if he really has gone over to the other side, maybe something else will
come up.Ó

I was almost ready to set off, just enjoying a bit of grub and another
cup of tea, when the noise of a knock reverberated through the bunker.

ÒI wonder who it is?Ó I said to Abernathy as I got up to answer it.
It was Prince Vann.
ÒHave you seen the news?Ó he asked, even before saying hello.
I shook my head. I should really have purchased a mobile phone for

myself, given the situation, but carrying them irritated me too much (or
at least it did until recently, when I discovered a special mobile-phone
shaped pocket in my jacket).

ÒNavaroni has challenged you to a duel. A literary duel. To the death.Ó
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Chapter17
Waiting for the Creativity Bomb to Hit

ÒExcellent,Ó I replied. ÒThat accords with my plans perfectly.Ó
I think he had expected me to take the news slightly harder.
ÒButHoward,Ó he said, clutching my arm. ÒYoucanÕtwrite any more.

Nobody can, except Navaroni. You canÕt possibly win.Ó
I clutched his arm in response.ÒIÕllbe fine. IÕvegot every novelist in

England on my side, remember.Ó
He looked downcast. ÒAbout that, Howard. IÕvebeen checking the

hotmail account every hour. ThereÕsnothing there. None of them are
sending any paragraphs in yet.Ó

ÒDonÕt worry. ItÕs hard to write, but theyÕll get there in time.Ó
ÒOr theyÕretoo frightened to write, or they canÕtany more, or weÕve

been betrayed.ÓHe had obviously sprinted acrossthe fields to get to the
bunker as quickly as possible, and there was panic in his usually serene
eyes.

I smiled. ÒIthink you need some hot, sweet, army tea. Come down in-
to the bunker and Alec will sort some out for you, okay.Ó

He nodded, and I led the way inside.
Once he had a cup of hot, sweet, army tea in his hands I explained

why I was confident of victory.
ÒAll I have to do is get inside his force field with the EMP device. I set

it off, the army or the air force strike, and itÕsall over.ÓSuddenly I saw a
flaw in my plan. ÒWait a minute, whereÕsthe duel to take place? IÕdas-
sumed it would be at the British Library, but if it isnÕtmy EMP might
well be useless.Ó

ÒItÕs going to be at Wembley Stadium,Ó he replied.
ÒBut it isnÕt finished yet.Ó
ÒI know, but thatÕswhat Navaroni wants, and people are worried

about what heÕll do if they say no.Ó
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ÒSothe EMP is useless,Ósaid Abernathy. ÒWemight knock out the
shields at Wembley, and get Navaroni, but his organisation will be still
in control of EnglandÕs literature.Ó

ÒHmm.ÓPrince Vann was thoughtful. ÒIreceived a text messagefrom
Theaker this morning. He had no other way of getting in touch from in-
side NavaroniÕsorganisation, and it had taken him till now to get access
to a computer, get online and send a text via Messenger.He only had a
few secondsto type, but one thing it said was that the Literary Enforce-
ment buildings are connected by a teleportation system Ñ thatÕswhy
their men seem so numerous Ñ they send them wherever they are
needed. I have a feeling that Navaroni wonÕtdrive through London to
get to Wembley. HeÕllprobably send a teleport receiver ahead, and then
travel through there, limiting his exposure. If we could detonate the EMP
when the teleport was openÉ Ó

ÒWemight stand a chanceof knocking out the shields back at the Brit-
ish Library,Ó said Abernathy, clapping a hand upon his belly while he
thought it through. ÒItÕsalmost certain not to work,Ó he observed, Òand
it relies on a series of far-fetched conjectures, but itÕs worth a try.Ó

ÒNeither of you think IÕllwin the challenge fair and square, then?ÓI
observed. ÒItÕsalways nice to have a back-up plan, but who on Earth
could write against me, one on one, I who have tamed tooth-faced beasts
with my poetry!Ó

The two of them looked at eachother. There was something the two of
them already understood, to which I had not yet caught on. ÒWhatis it?Ó
I asked.

Prince Vann spoke first. ÒHoward, youÕre not going to win.Ó
I took a step back and looked down my nose at him. ÒWhaton Earth

do you mean?Ó
Alec spoke this time. ÒYoucanÕtwin. YouÕvealready lost. Surely that

must be clear.Ó I looked blankly at him. ÒWeÕrealready feeling the
anteshocksof the creativity bomb, arenÕtwe?ÓI nodded. ÒSoit must go
off, else how would we feel it?Ó

I breathed a sigh of relief. ÒIÕmglad thatÕsall youÕreworried about. Let
me explain things, the way I seethem. I may be wrong Ñ itÕshappened!
Ñ but I donÕtthink I am about this. There are many possible futures
ahead of us Ñ in some of them, perhaps most of them, the bomb goesoff
and we all lose our creativity; but in some of them it doesnÕtgo off. We
only began to see the effects of the bomb this year, right?Ó They both
nodded. ÒWell,thatÕsbecauseit was only at that point that the balanceof
probabilities tipped against us. Now consider this: if it was certain that
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